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S
o, once again things are heating 
up in the Holy Land: Jerusalem 
is burning; rockets are flying 
in from the South. As always, 
there’s the niggling thought: 

Is it our leader who is orchestrating this 
trouble in some last-ditch effort to stay 
in power as Israel’s only strong-enough 
hero to save the day? 

As far-fetched as it may sound, our 
eternal prime minister has certainly 
been doing some strange things lately: 
One election he thunders ‘Bibi or Tibi’; 
the next he’s seducing Arab parties into 
his coalition. One minute he’s declaring 
them legitimate partners; the next he’s 
alarmingly silent as Bezalel Smotrich 
lets rip with racist rants. It’s hard to see 
how we can move beyond suspicion 
when our leader is stirring it up. 

Hopefully, by the time this is 
published, the sane center will be cruis-
ing into coalition mode, and the crazi-
ness of our previous government will 
be relegated to Eretz Nehederet skits and 
then forgotten. And we will all begin to 
heal. 

The moderate majority of Israelis, of 
course, has held fast even in the face of 
relentless incitement from our prime 
minister. Despite his sneers that there 
are his worshipers, and there are the 
(hiss) “leftists,” Israelis across the spec-
trum have continued to coexist and co-
operate in many fields. And medicine, 
according to Dr. Maher Deeb, cardiac 
and chest surgeon and medical director 
of St. Joseph’s Hospital in east Jerusalem, 
is one of the shining lights.

“Medicine is the true bridge in this 
terrible situation,” he says, “and should 
be harnessed even more for peace.” 

As with many wonderful initiatives, 
Deeb’s “Ambassadors of Peace” medical 
program was born out of close person-
al friendship. Decades ago, Deeb was 
a classmate of Prof. Amitai Ziv, today 
director of Sheba’s Rehabilitation 
Hospital at Tel Hashomer, and founder 
and director of the MSR – The Israel 
Center for Medical Simulation – a world 
leader in this field. 

“He was Deeb and I was Ziv, and our 
surnames, in Hebrew, meant that al-
phabetically we were placed in the 
same study group from our first year 
of medicine in Jerusalem,” recalls Ziv, 
with a smile. Later, the two young doc-
tors studied on fellowships together in 
Philadelphia where their wives (both 
educators in the field of peace building), 
also became close, and their children 
played together. 

Back in Israel they decided to widen 
their personal friendship to profession-
al collaboration. Deeb was frustrated 
at the level of training of some of the 

young Arab graduates who had stud-
ied abroad; Ziv suggested they do their 
specialization at Tel Hashomer, ranked 
among the top 10 hospitals in the world.

 “We came back to Israel in 2000, 
full of dreams to cooperate and build a 
better society,” recalls Ziv, “in the days 
of hope, before everything collapsed.”

Through personal connections such 
as theirs, young Palestinian doctors 
trained in countries including Egypt, 
Jordan, Russia, Algeria and also in the 
West Bank are placed in Israeli hospitals 
such as Tel Hashomer. This comes with 
its challenges: Some students have to do 
a crash course in Hebrew, security clear-
ance has to be secured, housing is often 
needed (and provided).

“We do our best to give our 
Palestinian doctors a sense of belong-
ing and community,” explains Ziv, “and 
we hope that education can become a 
bridge for peace.” 

PLACING PALESTINIAN doctors in 
Israeli hospitals has been happening 
for many years, and extends to other 
hospitals in Israel, including Hadassah. 
The networking for placing the doctors 
often rests on personal friendships and 
collaboration with bodies such as the 
Peres Center for Peace. Deeb handpicks 
his most promising doctors for training 
mostly at Tel Hashomer/Sheba, which 
currently has some 20 Palestinian resi-
dent doctors specializing in a wide range 
of fields: orthopedics, surgery, oncology 
and more. (These residents are over and 
above the Israeli residents who train at 
Sheba, and the program does not cost 
the hospital much, as the Palestinian 
doctors are funded largely by their night 

shifts). Friendships are forged; rifts in 
society are triaged and treated. 

Yet, sometimes those “only-in-Israel” 
moments are bound to pop up. Along 
with Physicians for Human Rights and 
Tel Aviv University Sackler School of 
Medicine, Palestinian doctors receive 
training from their Israeli counter-
parts at MSR. Together they treat vic-
tims of the eternal conflict; discussion 
is life-saving and not political, focus-
ing on how much blood to give and 
whether to intubate, not on the evil or 
biblical justification of the occupation. 
Three-day seminars at the Center culmi-
nate with “getting-to-know-the-other” 
initiatives, including praying at al-Aqsa 
Mosque.

Still, the hard reality is never far from 
the surface.

Yousef Alhoubami, for example, is 
a young doctor from Bethlehem, who 
studied for his first degree in Algeria, 
where medical technology lags far be-
hind that of Israel. Back home he joined 
the staff of St. Joseph’s, where his po-
tential was soon spotted by Dr. Deeb. 
Alhoubami was a perfect candidate 
for Ambassadors of Peace, and today 
he studies Nuclear Medicine at Sheba, 
where he lives in an apartment belong-
ing to the hospital. 

He loves his work, is very happy at the 
hospital, and feels a sense of belonging 
and solidarity. But, living where we do, 
we have not quite hit John Lennon’s 
magical “imagine all the people living 
life in peace” scenario yet. Alhoubami 
has been arrested twice as he walked 
down the street, and held overnight – 
once in Tel Aviv and once in Jerusalem 
– the police “didn’t recognize” his 

security clearance papers. 
I walked with this lovely looking 

young man through the humming cor-
ridors of St. Joseph’s – nuns hurrying to 
their wards, nurses watching wall-to-
wall monitors of the corona patients – 
COVID was still raging and he had come 
back on his free days to help out, and I 
just couldn’t help thinking of South 
Africa. I remembered the sense of out-
rage I had felt, as a teenager in the per-
nicious days of apartheid when Robert, 
our gardener, had been “picked up” for 
not carrying his “pass,” which he had 
forgotten at home. I know too that it’s 
more complicated than that. I’ve lived 
through intifadas and brutal terrorism 
here; I know security is paramount and 
our enforcement officers have to do 
their job. But still. When will we ever 
move forward out of this mess? 

Despite the problems, insists Dr. 
Deeb, there are bright spots of hope. 
His hospital, founded by a French order 
of nuns in 1848 in what is now east 
Jerusalem, is hugely popular among 
Israelis as a warm and welcoming place 
in which to give birth. A young mother 
holding her brand new baby recounted 
with pleasure how a fasting Muslim doc-
tor had delivered her daughter during 
Ramadan and handed her to a Catholic 
nun, who then passed the tiny tot to her 
kippah-wearing new dad. 

And that’s a pretty “You may say I’m 
a dreamer” moment, no? Maybe some-
day soon many more inhabitants of this 
lovely, complex country will join the 
Ambassadors of Peace, and the world 
will live as one. At least in Jerusalem and 
Tel Aviv. 

Dr. Deeb has another dream. “One 
day,” he hopes, “doctors from Israel 
will come and train with us here at St. 
Josephs.” 

Roll on the glory days. � 

The writer lectures at IDC and Beit Berl. 
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PSYCHOLOGY

Make each minute count

W
e’ve been through 
a tough 15 months 
and while thankfully 
things have opened 
up, allowing us to 

move forward, each in our own way, we 
have now been hit with further tragedy.

The loss of lives in Meron has filled us 
with tremendous sadness – the stories 
and pictures horrific –which has im-
pacted our thoughts, feelings, mood 
and more. We have not just had to deal 
with one sudden, unexpected, traumat-
ic event – but now another. 

One can only hope that the les-
sons learned from the pandemic have 
changed our lives and our relation-
ships sufficiently such that we will not 
go back to our old ways of respond-
ing and judging others unfavorably. 
Rather, we will incorporate and focus on the good things that came out of it as 
we slowly emerge from the safety and shelter we have built for ourselves and our 
families. As a Hatzalah first responder on the Psychotrauma Crisis and Response 
Unit, I can attest that the tremendous caring and outpouring of help, love and 
attention I have witnessed in the past week is something of which we here in 
Israel should be incredibly proud. 

While no one could have gone through all that we have and not be affected, 
we need to align where we are now in our heads and our bodies with our current 
situation. It is probably safe to say that almost everyone, from the youngest to the 
young at heart, has been experiencing battle fatigue, exhaustion and sadness.

As we begin to lower our masks – figuratively and literally – and socialize more, it 
is crucial to move into the next phase in a way that enables us to look after ourselves 
and others with the care and compassion we all so deserve and need. We have been 
true heroes and the first thing we must do is to recognize all we’ve been through, 
acknowledge our losses out loud, and pat ourselves on the back for all we have en-
dured. This lends credence to all that has happened and allows our brain and body 
to slow down long enough to truly register it. 

While not everyone has lost a loved one or suffered financial losses, with all of 
the uncertainty, we have all lost time, privacy, freedom, companionship, the 
celebration of life events in ways previously imagined, mobility and so much more. 

Having recently spent six days at a (thankfully) virtual international conference 
on grief, death and dying, I have been once again reminded about the tremendous 
importance of self-care. If we don’t strengthen and look after ourselves, we will be 
hard-pressed to be present enough to take care of our needs, let alone those of the 
people around us, both now and for 
the future. We have been forced to slow 
down in what we hope is a meaningful 
way. Now we must not forget, but rather 
take forward these valuable lessons we 
have learned. 

For example, telecommuting has transformed our bedrooms and living rooms 
into home offices. While travel might have enjoyably been minimized to the time 
it took to walk to our computer, boundaries have been blurred in every way imagin-
able, and our work life never seems to end. That one little assignment inadvertent-
ly gets dealt with outside of business hours, albeit often in bedroom slippers and 
sweatpants. 

If you can’t get away from work, and if you can’t enjoy a break, how can you rejuve-
nate? On the other hand, if you are working at home and are constantly interrupted 
by children who need supervision or help in scheduling the next Zoom, how can 
you focus on your work? Your sense of effectiveness and self-worth, as both parent 
and employee, may feel diminished – leaving you feeling lost and unmotivated.

For the most part, Israelis have shown themselves to be very resilient, making 
the best of a difficult situation and even prospering. That said, an event such as 
this, especially the longer it goes on, combined with concurrent high levels of un-
certainty, wreaks havoc on emotional and physical health. While our “numbers” 
look better than ever, now we are just beginning to see the true impact of this pan-

demic. Marriages, the parent-child dyad 
and other relationships are showing the 
wear and tear of prolonged stress due 
to mental and physical exhaustion at 
home, school, workplace, synagogue 
and elsewhere. 
THE BEST gift you can give now to 
yourself and your loved ones now is to 
take care of yourself in a way that makes 
you feel better. Acknowledging how you 
feel is an important first step. This in-
volves bringing awareness to and check-
ing in with yourself or being mindful as 
to how you really are doing. You must 
tune into the messages that your ner-
vous system is sending you. 

What sensations, for example, are 
you noticing? Where in your body are 
they, good or bad? What are your con-
comitant thoughts? Have you been 
clenching your jaw, eating mindlessly 
and sleeping poorly? Is your stomach 
in knots? Do you suffer from headaches 
or are you having difficulty focusing or 
concentrating? Are you irritable and 

impatient? Are you avoiding others or happy to be in their company? Have you 
resumed work or if looking for work, how is the process going? How is your com-
mute? Which feels better – working from home or the office? 

Are you working on better transitioning from work to home, even if that just in-
volves breathing as you exit your work office at home and reminding yourself to en-
joy a calm moment before opening the door? Do your introvert and extrovert parts 
feel okay? Are you entertaining or going out? Are you ready for large weddings and 
other social gatherings or do you still prefer watching from home? Are you fearful 
and concerned? Once you can begin to understand your triggers, you can begin to 
control your anxiety and lower your stress level quite quickly. 

What have you missed during this time you’d like to be doing again? What don’t 
you need to bring back into your life? Are you carving out personal time – even a 
little bit to begin with – to do the things you like, be it work in the garden, complete 
a puzzle or sit on your deck? Do you laugh, listen to music and nourish your soul? 
Have you gone back into a synagogue or found a way to increase your spiritual life? 
Are you making time for exercise? 

All of these can bring a much-needed sense of calm. How does your mental and 
physical health feel more essential to you now after all that you’ve been through? 
Have you been able to achieve a greater sense of well-being? Have you shared your 
feelings and thoughts with your partner or others? Have you learned to take better 
control over the things you can be in control over and leave behind or let go of 
those many things you can’t control? Have you worked to avoid over-scheduling 
while still scheduling time to connect with people you now realize you care about? 
Have you reached out to others to see how they are doing? Have you participated in 

a game night or Zoom trivia? 
You may discover that tweaking your 

schedule and changing your hours will 
provide you with increased flexibili-
ty, enabling you to turn off your work 
computer and spend more time doing 

things you enjoy, leaving you feeling better. If you are not feeling good, now is the 
time to seek outside help.

It’s now time to reorganize your priorities and ask, “What do I want to do and 
with whom?” rather than, “What do I have to do?” If it doesn’t feel right, do you 
have to do it and if so, why? Consciously making choices and being intentional in 
what you do as you get back into things is a way to bring more meaning, balance 
and greater appreciation into your life as you move forward. Recognize that it is not 
easy to motivate yourself and spring into action. It takes effort, patience and kind-
ness as you establish a new routine. 

After all that we have been through, isn’t it more crucial than ever to not just 
count the minutes – but to make each minute count? � 

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private practice in Ra’anana, and au-
thor of Life’s Journey: Exploring Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. She has 
written about psychology in The Jerusalem Post since 2000. ludman@netvision.net.il,  
drbatyaludman.com
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PROF. AMITAI ZIV: He was Deeb and I 
was Ziv. (Photos: Subjects pictured)

DR. MAHER DEEB with residents at St. Joseph’s: Ambassadors of Peace program born 
out of friendship.


