
At the airport all of the eight volunteers were excited for the journey we were about to undertake. 

For us it was our first time as volunteers. We had no idea what to expect in Palestine, only that we 

were supposed to teach English at a summer camp in Beit Jala, a town on the outside of Bethlehem. 

We were told by the experienced volunteers that the people we would meet were welcoming and 

would treat us as family. This however was not extended to the security at the Ben Guerin airport, 

after that long day of travel and border control, we were finally on our way to the West Bank. 

Our group spent the first week in Jifna where we got to know each other. On our first night we were 

fed (chicken and rice… the first of many!), were made comfortable into our temporal rooms and 

then went out, where we met several of the locals, the young and old, who already knew some of 

the volunteers from previous years; we were treated like long lost relatives and settled quickly. 

During the first couple of days we took the opportunity to familiarise ourselves with the new 

surroundings, going to different places, and learning some key Arabic words. We travelled to 

Ramallah and on the journey we caught a glimpse of an Israeli settlement, which would become a 

familiar site as we travelled around the west bank. It was a reminder that while we were in Palestine 

to teach children English, we would also be learning about the conflict. The city was bustling and 

vibrant, it had a feel that was strikingly different to a city like London. We also went to a heritage 

festival in Birzeit, where we had the pleasure of meeting the prime minister and grabbed a quick 

photo with him. After our first weekend in Jifna we went off to our summer camps in the different 

towns across the West Bank. 

We were sent to Beit Jala (twenty minutes’ walk from Bethlehem) where we were welcomed by the 

seminarians. There was a mixed feeling between us of excitement and worry as we realised the next 

day would be the beginning. Our camp consisted of around a hundred children and for our first week 

we were responsible for the sports room. With no experience of teaching or handling children in 

these numbers the task seemed a little daunting, which was evident in the first lesson where we 

tried to play a letter game ending in total confusion for everyone. It wasn’t the best of starts but we 

soon got the hang of things and the children warmed to us very quickly afterwards.  

Many of them didn’t speak much English. Neither of us knew Arabic but this forced the children to 

practice their English, usually just a few odd English words muddled in with their Arabic. That week 

was possibly the most tiring week of our lives, as every child in camp wanted to play football from 

nine to one every day! Plus we were obliged to play football in the evening with the scouts. As sports 

leaders we were told not to allow any students in during the break, however many of the boys 

attempted to sneak into the room to grab a football. On one occasion, Ryan recounts, ‘they tried to 

concoct a lie among themselves… in English! They struggled to communicate with me so resorted to 

form an elaborate lie in English as a group effort, gathering vocabulary from one another. 

Unfortunately for them they couldn’t stand to my questioning as they ran out of vocabulary and 

their lie fell apart. Their English improved significantly over the duration of camp’.  We were both 

very pleased when we got the library room and could begin teaching English properly. We were at 

times surprised to hear how quickly some of the children grew in confidence and skill in their 

speech. Towards the end of the camp the students weren’t as shy and some spoke, on occasion, 

“perfect” English. Many children we played with were quite fond of us but were too young to speak 

any English, the youngest being five years, however they came and sat next to us both and tried to 

get our attention (tiring business as it turns out). It was remarkable how much they understood by 

the end camp, despite not being able to speak to us.  



Our time was not all spent on the children; at the weekends our group of eight would meet up and 

explore the west bank. We went on a trip to the Dead Sea which was an amazing experience, we 

were being carried by the very hot stinging salt water very strange; this is how Dan remembered the 

trip; ‘the air is humid and hot, the ground is burning and the water made me go blind. It’s a once in a 

life time experience and that’s enough for me. Flouting was fun though; it was unlike anything I 

could describe.’ We were also able to visit some of the pilgrimage sites. We visited the church of the 

nativity and Jerusalem several times and even walked the way of the cross. We went through many 

security check points, complete with armed Israeli soldiers and passport inspections. We also got to 

touching distance with the “security fence” or “dividing wall” which actually snakes around Beit Jala 

and Bethlehem. It didn’t take long for us to encounter individuals with their stories on how the 

“Israelis” had affected their lives. It was shocking and humbling to have them share these 

experiences. We left with our sympathies with the Palestinian’s, however we remain aware that we 

were exposed to only one side of the conflict. 

The people in Beit Jala were curious of our way of life; we began to appreciate the opportunities that 

we have enjoyed living in the UK which a lot of our new friends will never have. Yet they didn’t 

demonstrate any resentment towards us, only welcome and friendship. We admired the way in 

which they understood their situation and continued to support each other in peaceful resistance by 

upholding a great sense of community, strong Christian values and hope for the future. We very 

much look forward to one day returning after this amazing experience to our new home. 
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This summer, I, and three of my friends from Ireland, along with four new friends from 
England, travelled to summer camps throughout the West Bank. For myself and Mickey, 
the group leader, the trip was part of an exciting return trip to a place that we had the 
pleasure to visit twelve months before. For the other members of the group, it was clear to 
see that their excitement was peppered with a certain level of anxiety, given the historically 
volatile nature of the political situation in the region.
The relatively long flight from London to Tel Aviv gave the group a chance to discuss our 
expectations of the trip. We shared our thoughts about the situation in Palestine, as well as 

the likelihood of an equitable resolution to the conflict. 
After the transfer from Ben Gurion Airport, we settled in 
the local hostel in Jifna. This presented us with the 
opportunity to rest and have a decent meal, but also 
allowed for me to get reacquainted with the Abdo family, 
who had welcomed us into their home last year. As is the 
case with most of the local people in Jifna, George and 
Iman, the owners of the pension, as well as their son, 
and our friend, Tony, made us feel like part of the family. 
This made it incredibly easy to relax and for the group to 
get to know each other more personally. I found these 

first few days to be vital in establishing the bonds of friendship between all the members of 
the group, which were to last throughout the duration of the trip, and beyond.
On the first Sunday evening, one of the local men took us to Nablus, Beit Jala and 
Ramallah, to bring the volunteers to our respective camps. After dropping everyone off and 
getting to see a sizeable portion of the West Bank, Mickey and I returned to Jifna, where 
we went to visit some of the families that had treated us so well the previous year.
The experience of teaching in Palestine provides us with an 
opportunity to deliver on the promise of our fundraising efforts 
throughout the course of the year. While we hope to provide the 
children, as well as the teachers, with a show of support in 
solidarity, the most striking thing about being In Palestine is how 
much strength my friends and I gain from the Palestinian people. I 
never cease to be amazed by the resilience of the people of 
Palestine, particularly in the face of such tremendous adversity.  
The context of the region as the religious hub of the world goes a 
long way to enriching and deepening my faith, but the depth of 
the faith shown by the people we work and live with on the West 
Bank is nothing short of awe inspiring.
Although teaching in the summer camps comprises a large part of our trip, a considerable 
portion of our journey is centred around visiting religious sites throughout the region. This 
year, our travels took us to Bethlehem, where we visited the Church of the Nativity and got 
the opportunity to sit in Manger Square. In my opinion, there is nowhere that encapsulates 
the wonderful diversity of The Holy Land quite like Manger Square. The bustling square is 
home to the site of the birthplace of the Messiah, Jesus Christ, but is also home to an 
enormous Mosque. When regarding the scene from one of the coffee shops, one can hear 
the call to prayer coming from the Mosque, see the Muslims of Bethlehem responding to 
the call, but simultaneously see Christian pilgrims from all over the world on their way to 
one of the holiest sites in Christendom. 



Whilst in Bethlehem, it was also possible to visit the 
Shepherd's Fields, and from there it was a short journey to 
the holy city of Jerusalem. In the holy city, we were able to 
trek along the Via Dolorosa, ending at the Holy Sepulchre, 
where we were able to pay our respects at Calvary and the 
site of the resurrection. As well as visiting the important 
Christian sites throughout Jerusalem, we also took the 
opportunity to immerse ourselves in the diversity by visiting 
sites of significance in Judaism, such and the Western Wall and the tomb of David. We 
also got as close as possible to the Dome of the Rock and the Al-Asqa Mosque in 
acknowledgement of the role Islam plays in the diversity of the region.
There is no doubt that partaking in the pilgrimage around Bethlehem served to deepen my 
faith, as well as my understanding of the historical basis of the Abrahamic religions. But I 

can say with absolute certainty that the work we undertook in 
our respective summer camps, where we laughed, taught and 
even learned alongside the local children was much more 
important in deepening my faith. Whilst I would consider 
myself to be a devout Catholic, my trips to the Holy Land 
have taught me that prayer and pilgrimage are not 
necessarily, in themselves, a sign of faith. Rather, my work in 
Palestine has helped me to realise that the real value of 
pilgrimage and prayer, is when we take what we learn about 

our faith and apply it in a practical manner, by helping those less fortunate than ourselves. 
On this note, I believe that the physical manifestation of my Catholic beliefs can be found 
in the work that myself and my friends undertook in parishes throughout the West Bank 
this summer.
Finally, and most importantly, the faith of the people of Palestine has shown me that even 
though God's light may not be immediately recognisable in difficult situations, we should 
always keep faith and trust that God will never leave us, no matter how bleak the outlook 
may appear.
 For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, 
nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall 
be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 
8:38, 39).
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Yet again I am reporting back on another very successful trip to the 

Holy Land. Having previously travelled to the area, it is always 

interesting to get back, and further my knowledge of the landscape and 

it’s history; but also to see the reaction of the new volunteers. Although 

it is with a heavy heart that I return home each year, it is always 

somewhat of a relief to come away knowing that it was a very fulfilling 

and rewarding trip for my company. 

Our outward journey was very well planned, as we were afforded an 

afternoon in Bedford with Margaret and Bernard the day before our 

departure. It was not only useful to sit down for a few hours to go over 

ideas, and lesson plans; but it was also a great way to get rid of any 

nervousness that the fresh faced volunteers may have felt throwing 

themselves into teaching in a summer-camp. It also went a long way in 
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bonding the group together before our journey, which we were able to 

continue in Jifna on the first days of our trip. 

Each year as we travel from Ben-Gurion airport to our camps I am 

always overcome with an excitement which is very hard to describe. It 

is always a very satisfying feeling to know you are going back to see 

all the great friends you have made in years gone by, and their very 

warm welcome goes a long way to making the new volunteers at ease; 

which naturally in turn makes them love the whole experience.  

Having spent our first weekend as a group together in Jifna, it was time 

for us to leave to our respective villages, to begin our volunteer work. 

We were well prepared as once again Fr Firas, and the people of JIfna 

had pulled out all the stops to settle us in. For those returning, we were 

topped up on the latest news of the area; and for all the first-timers, 

grand tours of villages, crash courses in Arabic, and introductions to 

Shisha ensued. 

Although a very relaxed atmosphere existed within our summer camp, it 

was very important for us to make an impact with our English lessons. 

Previous to every other year the kids were a little skeptical at first, not 

really wanting to do anything like normal classes on their summers off. 

Gradually after a session or two however, they realised that their 

English classes were fun, and they would benefit greatly. So from quiet 

small classes in the first few days, our lessons progressed to become 

the largest attended activity on the schedule. Indeed such was the 

reaction this year that any free time groups had they would want to 

continue activities with Killian and I. We would make it as enjoyable as 

possible for the children, introducing games, and role plays. This year 

our use of team games whereby the classes separated into teams which 

they would be part of for the whole three weeks, and accumulated 

points by performing drama, writing poems, and answering our quiz 

questions correctly. 
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It is always a delight to try and teach English in the summer camps, as 

the kids really do get involved, and see it as something which will really 

help them. Year after year it is amazing to see their progress! More and 

more are able to approach us and converse fluently about any topic, 

which is most amazing when we realise that some of them wouldn’t have 

spoken a word to us last year. I think the most valuable thing our 

volunteering offers is confidence amoung the young people. The vast 

majority of the community has a good standard of English, but it is the 

confidence to use it which they are lacking. With a broader look over all 

of the people we met, it was those who had perhaps studied abroad, or 

have been in regular contact with native english speakers who were the 

most proficient speakers themselves. Our presence each year then is a 

very good influence on the younger members of the community. They 

are able to practise on us, and being able to interact with us makes them 

realise they can do it with anyone. The snowball effect is amazing, as 

they get better and better. To sum this idea up, in my first year in Jifna, 

most of the people my age were quite quiet, and reserved almost. I 

thought ‘wow, these kids are really well behaved, and very polite too!’. 

Little did I know however that they were just warming up! each time I 

return they become more and more vocal, as their command of the 

language increases. In my first meetings with them I would never have 

envisaged being able to have in depth conversations with them, about 

the world around us, via email throughout the year. But that is exactly 

what has happened. 

I do realise then that we are not miraculously imparting the English language 

onto them, but topping up what they already know, and giving them the 

confidence to use it. 

It wasn’t all hard work and teaching! We had some time to relax and 

enjoy ourselves too! As our weekends were free, it was important for us 

to meet up as a group. It meant that nobody felt isolated, and also that 

we could show the new members of our family the amazing sights of the 

Holy Land. Therefore as well as our Bethlehem weekend, we travelled to 
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Jerusalem as a group, and visited the sights without having to feel too rushed 

with a tour guide. Of course a little shopping was completed too. 

We were also fortunate enough to accompany our summer camp on 

trips out. We visited a grain factory, which provided for the entire West 

Bank; and also a fun-fair in Ramallah. It was nice to find out that the 

cash we had raised through generous donations at home had meant 

that there were no pressures to maintain the running costs of the 

school, so we could afford to go out on our trips. 

It is always refreshing to return back to Jifna, and see how members of 

the community live out their lives in faith. It is a reminder of what is 

important, and what we should learn from our time there. My faith has 

grown in the years since my first visit, and it is a very comforting place 

to be. Compared to life at home, where there are many distractions to 

take us away from what is necessary, and actually important. The one 

thing that my time in the Holy Land has enabled me to do perhaps is be 

able to see through all the distractions. 

It is with thanks then that I end this evaluation. Thanks not only for the 

generous bursary, without which I know many of the volunteers would 

not have been able to travel, but also for supporting the struggle of the 

‘living stones’. In conversations with our friends in Palestine they are 

always pained, as they think the rest of the world is blind  to their 

situation, but when we explain how we travelled out, and that your 

association had helped us they became hopeful. In the coming years 

hope will be one of their most important assets. It also helps us 

volunteers to know that there is something bigger than our collective, 

who understand the struggles of the Christians in the Holy Land.  


