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No room at the inn

Sharon Nel son

SHE |l ongs for the right of return to Palestine. She is overcone wth
horror at the suffering of her people. She is barely 17 and she is
Christian.

This Friday, Dana Enmile Abu Sada will be speaking at "~ Renenbering
Bet hl ehenmi, an event marking the ongoi ng angui sh of the Pal estinian
peopl e.

The talk is organised by the Spirituality Goup of St Mary's Cathedra

and will include scripture readings and prayer. (see box for details)
"I want [the audience] to know that there are also Christians there,"
she says.

"I'n church, people pray for so many countries around the world, but we
never hear them praying for the Jews and Pal estinians to find peace.”

Dana, who is doing her A" Levels at Help Institute, has been living in
Mal aysi a since she was seven. This week, she will be speaking al ongside
Tengku | skandar of Just International and David Anthony of the Society for
Christian Reflection.

This is the first open forum she is addressing but her passion for the
topi ¢ nmakes her a natural public speaker

The day before the interview, a nine-year-old Pal estinian boy was
reported to have been killed in the Ranallah raid. "Are you going to tell
nme he was a terrorist?" she says, with ringing passion in her voice

Even the Geneva accord, a new unofficial blueprint for peace, she says,
does not bring hope. "You had the road map, the Bal four Declaration, Canp
David, prom ses of |and and peace - all these things, but nothing."

The tone of fury and frustration: we are used to these searing
sentinments from Muslinms who have either |ived under the oppression or who
identify with the ummah. But Christians?

This, says Dana, is not a Jewish-Muslimconflict as it is popularly
packaged.

"It is a holy place for Muslins, Jews and Christians."

One of these is the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem which is built
on what is believed to be Christ's birthplace. In April 2002, it was the
site of violent unrest.

Israeli nedia says that mlitary action was taken because priests and
nuns were being held hostage inside by Palestinian terrorists.

A report in the Mam Herald, however, quotes a telephone interview with
one of the clergymen, who says that the 240 Palestinians in the church ran
in to escape Israeli fire.

"OfF course if they say that there is a problemw th the Christians, and
the news goes to Rome for exanple, everybody will be against this
occupation of Palestine,"” says Dana.

Yet during curfew, Christians are not allowed to attend church.

Musl i ms, she says, tend to be nore well-inforned about M ddle East
events.

Dana keeps in close touch with the issues through the Internet, eagerly
scrolling her favoured websites for news (see box). She also corresponds
with activists from around the world.

This strength of feeling is relatively recent. Dana did not always
identify herself as Pal estinian, even though tragedy touched her famly

Her father left Palestine at 18 to further his studies in Britain, and
was not allowed to return. Her nother's family hone was denolished and the



famly fled to Jordan where Dana's maternal grandfather was |ater shot
dead by Israeli soldiers.

Still, she felt renpved until about two years ago when she returned to
Jordan to do her “O Levels. Sharon made his w dely-reported visit to the
Al - Agsa Mosque and as viol ence broke out, Dana watched her television set
in horror.

"There was a reporter and a caneraman, and they both got shot. The
canera fell to the ground so we could see everything ... | heard him
scream "Help nme!, help me!" The anbul ance was nearby, but they were not
allowed to help."

In school the next day, there were no lessons; instead the overcone
students went on a peaceful march outside the U N building.

"I went back and told ny father I was proud to be Palestinian," she

sai d.
Recently she asked himif she could further her studies in England, so
that she could work with the International Solidarity Movenent: "I don't

m nd becom ng a human shield."

Not surprisingly, he discouraged her from that idea, saying that she
could help sinply by spreadi ng awar eness.

Listening to Dana, it is inpossible not to think of the |ate Edward
Sai d, one of the npbst well-known spokespersons for Pal estine.

Li ke Said, she is Christian; and like Said, she suffered personal |oss

Fiery and el oquent, a discreet cross adorns her neck, but nothing else -
not her outrage or her distress - distinguishes her fromfellow
Pal esti ni ans, nobst of whom are Miuslim

The solidarity is as unbroken as a blank, snooth wall

She is not, however, famliar with Said s work, finding inspiration
closer to hone. She admires former Prine Mnister Tun Dr Mahathir
Moharmed' s vocal stand on the crisis. She had nmade plans to meet the pro-
Pal estinian activist Datuk Dr Alijah Gordon while the latter was in
hospital, but Alijah died before the neeting could take place

She is also in close touch with Dr Ang Swee Chai, a Ml aysian doctor who
wrote From Beirut to Jerusal em based on her work in Palestinian refugee
canps.

Sel f-assured, vibrant and persuasive, it is hard to renenber that Dana
is not even out of high school

The | anguage of the Mddle East crisis has taken on a grotesque
volatile formof its own. Conscientiously rejecting | oaded words, Dana
charts a critical path of neutrality through the linguistic mnefield. She
is careful to use the terms "Zionists" and "Israeli governnent" instead of
the bl anket word "Jews".

She al so strongly enphasi ses that there are many Jews who are pro-
Pal estine, such as Adam Shapiro, organiser of the International Solidarity
Movement .

Her nmessage, she feels, has special resonance for Christians

"You can't say that these are Muslins getting killed so who cares? Even
if that were true, you still have to support them Your religion asks you
to | ove everybody and to speak up

"By keeping quiet, you are saying yes to the occupation, to the
denol i shing of houses, the raping of wonen, the detaining of nen.

"For every one person who cones on Friday," says Dana, "mllions of
Pal estinians are going to be very grateful."
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