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Mrs. Bill Bender Gives Interesting Description of Ch ristmas in The Holy Land 
"Christinas in the Holy Land" brings to the readers of this 

newspaper another well written version by Mrs. William 
Bender, who with her husband and family is spending a year 
in Israel. Mr. Bender is there in the intei'est of setting up a 
soil conservation program for this country. 

Many thousands of pilgrims 
visited The Old City of Jerusalem 
and Bethlehem to celebrate the 
birthday of Jesus Christ in the 
year 1952 A. D. Among them were 
several thousand who passed 
from the new city of Jerusalem 
in Israel, through Mandelbaum 
Gate to Jordan, including the 
Benders. Those who went from 
Israel included the many Chris
tian Arabs now living in Israel. 
They were allowed 36 hours for 
their pilgrimage. To these people 
it was more than a pilgrimage 
to the holy places, it was a re
union also, with friends and rel
atives from whom they are sep
arated completely except on 
Christmas. Included in the group, 
too, are those in Israel who main-
lain the Christian shrines in 
Israel. The remainder were those 
like us, visitors to Israel, the 
consular corps and the experts 
who are giving technical assis
tance to Israel. 

Crossing the border is not too 
easy for Israel and Jordan are 
still more or less in a state of 
war and for security reasons a 
screaning of those crossing is 
necessary. We applied to our 
embassy for permission to pass. 
Late on December 23rd we re
ceived a cable telling us we 
would be allowed to cross and to 
pick up passes at the consulate 
in Jerusalem (new city). We 
were not allowed to take the 
car, but were granted permis
sion to cross Dec. 24 and to re
turn Dec. 26. Then, of course, we 
had to have a place to stay while 
there. Most fortunately someone 
cancelled his hotel reservations 
and we were able to stay in 
Ramalla, a Christian city about 
10 miles north of the Old City. 
When we tried to make reserva
tions for the Easter holidays, the 
hotel informed us that all rooms 
were reserved and we would 
have to try elsewhere. 

On the morning of Dec. 24 we 
left Natanya and had a pleasant 
drive under sunny skies to Jeru
salem, Israel. We obtained all 
necessary papers, said a "Merry 
Christmas" to our Swedish 
friends, the Carlsons, had dinner 
at the Eden hotel, our "home" 
when we visit Jerusalem, and 
left our car near the hotel. We 
took a taxi to the border. As you 
go through the city, gradually 
you see fewer people living in 
the houses until finally there is 
an area where all buildings are 
empty. We are approaching "No 
Man's Land" which separates the 
two parts of the city. At one 
small wooden shack, a list of 
names is checked until your name 
is found. From that spot we are 
sent across the street to the 
Israel customs officer who 
checks anything we have to 
declare and the amount of money 
we have. Then we are told, "You 
may cross." 

I have never before experienc
ed the same feeling I had as we 
picked up our baggage and left 
Israel. Actually it was only a 
matter of walking across about 
200 yards of pavement, lined 
with empty buildings, with bar
bed wire and rubble scattered 
here and there. I was nqt afraid. 
Put T couldn't help but wonder 
vhul was ahead I was awai <• .it 

the four of us walking side by 
side, each carrying a small bag, 
wanting to visit the places that 
mean so much to us Christians; 
aware that we were leaving 
Israel and the Jews and feeling 
very much alone as we approach
ed Jordan and the Arabs. Per
haps the best way to describe it 
is to say I had an uneasy feeling1 

of adventure. It was rather like 
being suspended, for a few 
minutes, on a fragile wire be
tween two peoples who were, at 
the moment, enemies. I sent a 
silent prayer to God to keep us 
safe, and the first of many pray
ers for Peace. 

The crowd of civilian Arabs, 
many of them watching for 
friends to cross, was punctuated 
by Arabs legionnaires, very trim 
in their khaki-colored woolen 
uniforms. Only the hats made 
them look different from the 
many uniforms we are used to 
seeing in Israel. A shiny silver 
spike tops the hats, and an extra 
piece of cloth hangs from the 
back of the hat to protect the 
neck from <jold in the winter and 
from the sun in summer. 

At the Jordan border were two 
more "offices," a shack and 
across the street, a table. In the 
building our passports were taken 
by the customs officer and we 
showed our pass, were asked if 
we had anything to declare and 
were escorted across the street. 
There we were given back our 
passports. (No piece of paper has 
ever been more important than, 
passport which assures all that 
we are American citizens. No 
matter where we find ourselves, 
when the passports are not in 
our hands, we are uneasy. We 
have found that everyone else 
feels the same way.) There, too, 
we exchanged travelers checks 
for Jordan dinars and paid a sort 
of "entrance fee." Without a 
word, we found ourselves in the 
hands of a guide. We submitted 
without question because we 
wanted a guide anyhow, and not 
knowing how to go about finding 
one, were glad to have one find 
us. As it happened, we were more 
than pleased with his services 
all the time we were in Jordan. 

The guide, John, took us to the 
headquarters of the guide service 
in the National Hotel. There we 
arranged for the tours we wanted 
to take, checked our hotel res
ervations and started immediate
ly on a walking tour of the Old 
City. A taxi took us to Damascus 
Gate, the gate through which we 
passed from the newer section 
of Jordan's Jerusalem into the 
Old City. At that point it seemed 
we were transported through 
time to the ancient world. More 
properly, it was only that we had 
passed from western civilization 
to aastern ways. But descriptions 
in the Bible of ancient times seem 
so similar to the eastern world 
of today, that it seemed like a 
time transference. 

As I looked at Damascus Gate, 
it reminded me of a picture I 
had seen somewhere of the 
money-changers outside the 
temple. Actually, of course, there 
were no money changers, but 
tho architecture. thf> market 
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1 brought that picture to mind 
We walked down winding, nar
row eobblestoned streets lined 
with stalls where there was an 
abundance of absolutely anything 
you wanted to buy. Rows and 
rows of comic books from the 
U. S. formed the background for 
dark-skinned Arab men squat
ting on the ground smoking their 
narghiles. Pharmacies filled with 
American drugs and other nec
essities were scattered among the 
vegetable stalls. Small kerosene 
stoves kept all kinds of delicious-
looking goodies hot, for the pass
er-by to nibble. Cakes, candy, 
meat on skewers, spicy I-know-
not-what made you hungry. The 
streets themselves were a jumble 
of heavily loaded donkeys, bare
footed children, Arab women 
with their faces covered with 
black chiffon scarves, and Arab 
women without their faces cov
ered, and Arab women in mod
ern dress. Bare-footed men with 
backs bent under a load of boxes 
10-feet long. It was a mystery 
how 6 to 8 boxes, 1 to two feet 
in length and a foot high could 
stay in one long row, and it seem
ed almost impossible that one 
small man could carry such a 
load. Men in kafias (the white 
or striped square of cloth held 
on the head with a black band) 
and men in red fezes, men in 
shirt-tail dresses to their ankles 
and men in baggy pants; men in 
uniform and men in western 
business suits; priests and nuns; 
western visitors from all over 
the world outside the iron cur
tain; these are the people you 
meet in the bazarre. And no 
matter what color the face or 
what model the dress you are 
greeted with "Hello" and "Good 
afternoon" and "Good by," but 
they hope it is not really good-by 
for this is a time of prosperity, 
this holiday season. 

In this atmosphere we visited 
the holy places of the Old City 
and Bethlehem. Because Jeru
salem is the Eastern City we left 
some of the places of interest in 
the hope that we might visit them 
at that time. We could not see 
everything at this time and it 
seemed best to spend more time 
at Bethlehem. We did, however, 
visited the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre, Mt. Calvary (which is 
now contained within the church) 
the Wailing Wall, travelled the 
route which Christ travelled car
rying the Cross called the Via 
Dolorosa. Saw the Grotto of the 
Crosses where Queen Helena, 
mother of Constantine found the 
three crosses. These are now in 
Rome. We visited the Mosque of 
Omar where we took off our 
shoes to enter and watched Mos
lems at prayer. 

On Christmas Eve the protest-
ants hold a carol service in Beth
lehem, and the Catholics hold a 
midnight mass. Thousands at
tended these services. We did 
not. We could go to Bethlehem 
but once because of lack of time 
and we preferred to see it in the 
daytime. Although it was un
doubtedly a beautiful service, 
we were of the opinion that with 
so very many people it would 
not seem to much a time of peace 
which is what we think of at 
Christmas. Consequently we re
turned to our hotel and Ramalla, 
and spent Christmas Eve talking 
to the hotel keeper's family and 
a hotel guest who happened to 
be an Arab Legionnaire. Since 
Ramalla is a Christian city, the 
family in the hotel had a Christ
inas tree. It was most interesting 
to hear the Arab side of the 
Jewish-Arab difficulties. 

Ramalla is a summer resort 
town on top a mountain. It was 
extremely cold. A salamander 
(a small earthenware bowl on 
legs filled with glowing char
coal) was the only means of 
heating the high-ceilinged room. 
For warmth the four of us used 
only two narrow beds. We passed 
a fairly uncomfortable night. As 
a result, we decided to see what 
\\ e could on Christmas Day and 
return to Israel Christmas Night. 

Christmas Day dawned bright 
• nd sunny but cold. After break
fast our guide called for us in a 
taxi and at our request slowed 
his pace a bit so we could ap
preciate the countryside. The 
•Jordan farmers plow their steep 
hill-side plots just as the Arab 
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farmers in Israel do, with a horse 
or donkey and wooden plow. 
Each plot is surrounded by a 
stone wall. This serves two pur
poses—to separate one man's plot 
from another, and a means of 
disposing of the unbelievable 
number of rocks on the fields. 
On the way to Jerusalem we 
passed Mt. Scopus. On Mt. 
Scopus are the beautiful build
ings of Hadassah hospital and 
Hebrew University. Although it 
is in Jordan-held territory, it is 
used by the Jews. A fortnightly 
convoy carries food and supplies 
to Mt. Scopus. 

We went from Jerusalem to 
Bethlehem, past th» Oard*»r> nf 

Gethsemane. It is a small, beauti
fully kept garden. The olive trees 
in the garden were there when 
Christ walked in the garden. 
Beside the garden is a beautiful 
church called the Church of All 
Nations. It has 12 domes rep
resenting the 12 tribes of Israel. 
Parts of the native stone have 
been built into the church and 
maintained in their original 
rough state. From the Garden of 
Gethsemane, much of the city 
wall is visible including the 
Golden Gate through which 
Christ passed into the Old City. 

The road to Bethlehem is ex
tremely precipitous and winding. 
Bv ear, it is 10 rnilfs fapproxi

mately) from Jerusalem to Beth
lehem. As you approach Bethle
hem, it can be seen for quite a 
few minutes before you reach it. 
It is located on top one of the 
very high hills, or mountains. 
The Church of the Nativity is 
built directly over the manger 
where Jesus was born. The 
Franciscans maintain this beauti
ful church. As you enter the 
church, to your right is a stair
way which you descend to the 
Grotto of the Nativity. The 
grotto has been preserved as 
much as possible in its natural 
state - rough stone ceiling and 
walls. The manger is several IpvpIc helow thf> church Ac we 

approached the manger a Cath
olic priest was praying attended 
by two altar boys. Other Fathers 
and visitors were praying too. 
Quietly we were told that we 
might enter the small manger 
area and pray, too. One by one 
we descended the three steps and 
said our silent prayers to God, 
with the priest chanting his 
prayers in the candle light a few 
feet from us, and others of all 
nations saying their prayers just 
above. I wonder if I shall ever 
be able to think of my two 
daughters saying their silent, 
sincere prayers to God in front 
of the Manger in Bethlehem on 
Chrictmp® Pnv without t^ars of 

thankfulness for haying been 
granted the opportunity to visit 
his birthplace. Today I find it 
very difficult to discipline my 
emotions enough to write of it. 

The "Peace that passeth all 
understanding" remained with us 
as we made a few purchases in; 
remembrance of our visit to 
Bethlehem and Jerusalem. And 
our trip back across the border 
with the many greetings of 
"Merry Christmas" ringing in 
our ears was as pleasant and un
eventful as all border crossings 
throughout the world should be. 

Freda Bender 
December 26, 1952 

Natanya. Israel 
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