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I was a young evangelical in the summer of 1993, 

staying in the Star Hotel, a little Palestinian-owned 

hotel situated directly on King David square and 

abutting the Church of the Holy Nativity.  For a 

month, several times a day, I strolled casually within 

100 yards of the presumed birthplace of the King of 

Kings.  At night, I would often go onto the roof of 

the hotel and look out into the scrubby fields 

surrounding us, thinking of stars and shepherds and 

singing angels. 

One weekend we toured outside of the Bethlehem 

and Jerusalem area:  Nazareth, Tiberias, the Sea of 

Galilee, the Red Sea, the Dead Sea, Haifa, Samaria, 

the Valley of Armageddon.  When we visited the 

Dead Sea, our bus driver insisted that it was a waste 

of money for us to pay to get into the area of the 

beach where there were changing rooms with 

showers.  No worries, he assured us, I will take you 

to get cleaned up for free afterwards.  So we did the 

standard Dead Sea thing, floating absurdly in the 

over-buoyancy caused by the intense salt 

concentration, smearing ourselves with the thick, 

black, reputedly healing mud of the shallows, rinsing it away as best we could with the stingingly salty 

brine, and then trudging through the sand back to the bus.  And off we rode to where we would wash up.  

And we rode.  And rode.  And rode.  Over an hour.  By now, the salt and oil of the Dead Sea waters was 

crystallizing all over our skin and hair as the Middle Eastern sun gave the buses air-conditioner a major 

run for its money.  Finally, after plenty of grumbles of “gee, buddy, thanks a lot for saving us a couple 

dollars,” we saw it.  There was a large farming area, throughout it ran irrigation ditches.  Down the side of 

a nearby hill ran a broad cement aquaduct, with a torrent of white capped water running down.  At several 

points along the drop, the sluice broadened in to larger, calmer pools.  Perhaps two dozen Palestinian 

men, women and children were already cooling off in the pools.  The cool, crystal water was the perfect 

prescription.  Soon, the younger men began beckoning to the young men in our group, though we didn’t 

speak enough of each other’s languages to really understand what we were being invited to.  We followed 

them up the hill toward the top of the water run.  “Watch,” they signaled.  One of them crawled over the 

side of the duct, and using one hand on either edge of the half-tube of cement, suspended himself in a 

sitting position above the rushing water.  He hung there for a moment, then, with a smile and a wink in 

our direction, dropped into the duct and whooshed away down the hill.  I’ll be darned.  A Palestinian 



waterslide.  We all took our turns, several times.  And while language isn’t universal, laughter is.  Frankly, 

I don’t think I’ve ever paid admission to a water park I enjoyed more. 

Our bus arrived back in King David Square in early evening that Sunday.  We were met by a group of 

perhaps a dozen Palestinian boys, probably aged 5-10 years old, all crowding around us, reaching and 

apparently begging. This was very odd. In Egypt, where we had been the previous month, begging is an 

expected part of daily life. But in Palestine, that is not the case. On the rare occasions when a youngster 

might have approached us on the street in Bethlehem, asking for a coin, a nearby shop owner would rush 

out and shoo him away, apologizing profusely. 

At first, I couldn’t understand what it was about. Finally, I picked out a single Arabic word from their 

chatter, repeated again and again … “Maya.” It means water. 

While we were gone, the Israeli authority had shut off the water to the entire town of Bethlehem, and 

routed it to a nearby settlement, where it would be used for things like watering lawns, washing cars, 

perhaps even filling pools. This was a routine practice (and for all I know, still is), and as a result, homes in 

Bethlehem prepared, with tanks or barrels of water kept full on the roof. But this time, apparently, the 

shut off had lasted all through the weekend, and people’s supply had run out. While we had been a rural 

waterslide, these children had been stalking the streets looking for mud puddles.  

Now they stood around us, pointing at our ubiquitous bottles of water (we never drank tap water in Egypt, 

and only rarely in Israel):  “Maya.”  I understood the phrase “pierced through the heart” as I hadn’t before.  

I immediately handed my bottle of water to the nearest boy.  I no longer remember if he was one of those 

in a much treasured photo I took later that night.  He opened it, took a modest drink, and handed it back 

to me.  I was overwhelmed.  No, please, I said in my broken Arabic, you keep it. 

These boys, if they're still alive (mortality rates among young Palestinian males in occupied territories are 

heart-breakingly high), would be in their thirties now.  I'm sure they have no recall of this brief encounter 

with a 20-something American and his bottle of water.  But I remember them.  Often.  And I still hear their 

voices:   

Maya...   

Water...   

I thirst. 


