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Local family felt safe in Israel
by Kay B. Day, correspondent

As Barry Stevens and his family were leaving for Israel, they got news of the conflict on Lebanon’s border. “We were very concerned,” says Dr. Stevens. Some travelers changed their plans.
 But 11-year-old-Josh and nine-year-old-Carly spoke up. “We don’t want to go to Paris or Rome.”

 They wanted to go to Israel. The family flew to Tel Aviv without any complications. They were “mindful” as they traveled, says Dr. Stevens, “but everything was so beautiful, you wouldn’t have known anything was going on.” They remembered when they returned to the hotel room and turned on the TV. 

The Stevens wanted Josh and Carly to experience their ancestral and spiritual homeland. Rori Stevens had visited Israel twice, but this was Dr. Stevens’s first trip. He sums up his response in a single word:  “uplifting.” 

He was profoundly moved by being able to pray at the Western Wall with his son. One of the most sacred sites in the world, it is part of the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. The wall dates to the second temple, built by King Herod and destroyed by the Romans a century later. 
In a written account of his travels, Dr. Stevens, who operates a dental practice in Jacksonville, remembers an immediate “overwhelming emotional and spiritual sensation” upon arriving in Tel Aviv. His children, seeing his reaction, asked if he was okay. “Who would cry in an airport?” Stevens asks. 

Yad Vashem, the memorial to the victims of the Holocaust, proved equally inspiring. Dr. Stevens says he thought of all the people lost, and he means it in an inclusive sense. 
There was excitement over exploring the Negev Desert because the expansive landscape features different microclimates. The desert contains a “huge, wide, deep cavernous space” resembling a crater. Israeli scholars call it a “makhtesh”—a valley enclosed by high ridges. The walls are ripe with fossils and geological formations. “We had authentic Bedouin foods like falafel and chicken schnitzel,” he recalls. They also enjoyed music, drums and dancing. 


The agenda included the warm waters of the Dead Sea, where temperatures stayed in the upper 90s both day and night, and in Jerusalem they shopped for special items. “We shopped for our son’s Bar Mitzvah—we bought a prayer shawl,” says Dr. Stevens. “My daughter wanted a shofar.”  As she practiced, the sound was “beautiful music to my ears.” The ram’s horn, or shofar, is a special part of Rosh Hashanah, the New Year, to be celebrated beginning September 23 this year.
Josh and Carly participated in an archaeological dig at Beit Guvrin. Characterized by caves that date to the third century B.C.E., the site, says Dr. Stevens, offered “a nice cool environment—a wonderful place.” The children helped unearth pieces of pottery dating to the time of the Maccabees around 2,000 years ago. “The children loved finding pieces of pottery—my son and his friend Max Ackerman found a piece of a clay horse.”

The whole family visited the Latrun Armored Corps Museum where tanks, armored vehicles and other items related to the War of Independence and the Six Day War are featured.  They climbed Masada, a rock plateau whose cliffs descend to the Dead Sea. Here Roman forces lay siege to Israelites. Close to 1,000 of them died there in 73 C.E.

Fighting on the border with Lebanon changed some plans. “We couldn’t go to Hadera,” Dr. Stevens says. “We had a lot of gifts for the kids, so the gifts had to be shuttled to them.” A trip to Tiberius was also cancelled.

But the family felt safe, marveling at the view of Jerusalem from Mt. Scopus and enjoying a visit to a kibbutz, a communal farm. Dr. Stevens says he won’t forget a camp for Ethiopian immigrants “for a long time. Some had just come two weeks prior; some children were away from their families for the first time.” The children played basketball together. He says Israelis want to make sure the immigrants become a part of society—“make sure they can learn to speak Hebrew and be an active part of the state.”

Dr. Stevens remembers “swimming in the Mediterranean Sea, the cafes and night clubs in Tel Aviv, museum tours and the Old City of Jaffa.”  They even visited a winery.

“I left yearning to go back,” explains Dr. Stevens, “because there were so many spiritual wonders that I felt a connection to.”

A passage from the Book of Psalms confirms the mystique of Israel. After all, it is the land of Abraham, father of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. In Psalm 137, verses 5-6, ancient poetry evokes the enduring relationship between Israel and all people of faith who call her their spiritual homeland:

“If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth; if I prefer not Jerusalem above my chief joy.”

The Stevens family understands. “We all say we have to go back,” says Dr. Stevens.

##########

SIDEBAR COPY (120 words)
About the mission to Israel

The Jacksonville Jewish Federation organized the trip for the Stevens family and others. The mission was led by JJF executive director Alan Margolies and president Leslie Held, with help from a number of members. The federation ministers to Israel and to Jewish communities in other countries. The JJF Net site (http://jacksonville.ujcfedweb.org/) stresses how important it is for all members of the Jewish community to visit Israel, to learn about faith, history and culture. Yearly fundraising supports local, national, and international health, education and welfare. Hadera is the Jacksonville Jewish Federation’s sister city.

According to Ynet News, an Internet site owned by Israel’s largest media company the Yedioth Group, 864,814 tourists visited the country in 2005. This represented a 27% increase from the previous year.

