Christmas Eve 1987

Green Line, Beirut

“However many years a man may live, let him enjoy them all. But let him remember the days of darkness, for they will be many. Everything to come is meaningless.”  NIV
Ecclesiastes 11:8

"Meaningless! Meaningless!" says the Teacher. "Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless." NIV 

Ecclesiastes 1:2

I was sitting in one of the chauffeur driven cars that belonged to an Embassy Officer, who was now taking me to St. Joseph's University in the heart of Beirut.  She was the Economic Officer for the Embassy I believe, and one of the very few American women stationed here.

She was a devout Catholic and had a great deal of knowledge about the local Catholic Church in Lebanon.  At times I wondered if she had some sort of “Nun” envy.  In my opinion, she spent too much time hanging around these monks and priests, and with the locations of some of these churches, she was pushing the envelope of safety in an unpredictable place.  

I had been directed to her when I wanted to find a local orphanage. I wanted to donate some money locally, instead of tithing to a church back home. I knew it was important to give back to the Lord, because all that I had came from Him and actually belongs to Him. I knew it was important to give, so I wanted to find a place here that could really use the little help I could offer financially.

When I thought about what to do with the money I would normally tithe to my home church, I wondered where it would be more effective.  I wasn’t going to church here, because you didn’t go to church if you were a Marine.  You would become an easy target and probably get killed on your third visit or so.  My church was in my room and it was a daily service.

I thought about sending the money back home, but I realized it could be put to better use right here in this country.  The need was far greater.   I just wanted to find the right place to give, one that was in real need.

I had recently read an article on Mother Teresa and how she would go to the places that no one else wanted go.  The article spoke of how she took care of the children no one else would take care of.  Indeed she is a “Saint”, if there is one, and a woman of great compassion.  I had learned that she had an orphanage in Beirut and I felt that this would be the best place to tithe my money, when and if I could get there.

This particular embassy officer I was now driving with, knew where I could get help in finding Mother Teresa's orphanage.  After all, you just didn’t hop in a car and drive around this tangled web of destruction looking for an address.  You had to know where you were going and stick to the plan.  She knew more than her share of Priests and Monsignors in this town, so she knew who to take me to in order to find that particular orphanage.  I had talked to some of the Marines and told them what I was going to do and many of them kicked in some money as well.

We had her personal bodyguard along with us as we drove deeper and deeper into the heart of Beirut.  It was Christmas Eve and this place was far from that Christmas atmosphere I was use too back in New York.  Even in Tokyo it was better than this.  

Although not a Christian Nation, the Japanese, in their own commercial way, got the Christmas feel going.  It wasn’t holy, but it was at least festive.  Maybe I had just gotten use to the commercialization of Christmas and it seemed “Christmas like” in Tokyo.  But this would be my first Christmas as a Christian and I would celebrate it in Beirut.  Here I would learn of the true meaning. It wasn’t New York and it wasn’t Tokyo.

Beirut was obviously quite different than anything I had ever experienced during Christmas. When you begin to reflect on Christmas and what it means, it was even sadder to look at the destruction at hand.  Jesus came to save and man was busy about destroying.  It was all meaningless; what was the purpose?  But then I guess that is why Jesus came, for people and situations like this. For all of us, because left to our own, we are all self-destructive in one way or another.  We so desperately needed Him.  It was evident here.

As I looked around, the skies were getting gloomier by the minute and the feeling was one of tension, one of uncertainty.  There was no festivity in this town, just an eerie stillness.  An over cast and steel gray sky ominously loomed over us and the coolness that followed added to the lifelessness of this part of the city. It seemed to get colder and eerier the further we plunged into Beirut.

There was at this level, in this section of the city, no beauty to be found at all, but rather a bland array of colors that mixed in well with the overcast canopy above.  The further we drove, the torn and tattered landscape only developed into the greater scars that marred this tired city so well.

There were no happy shoppers were walking down cheery cosmopolitan streets.  No green and red decorations, no brightly colored lights lit the avenues and colored the pale air.  No music was being piped through department store speakers onto congested holiday streets.  No giant Christmas trees glowed with a colorful rainbow of lights and bundled skaters circling at its base.

No, there was nothing for these people, no real life, no real income, no real pleasure, and no real season to speak of.  It was just survival for another day in this mess. That was what they hoped for, because there was no peace on their earth or goodwill towards men.  Not in the physical sense at least, the city silently screamed of unrest and chaos.  It was written all around me and it chilled my bones more than the weather.

Here, there was just war and an uncertain future for everyone. It was a different season for the Lebanese.  There were the decorations of rage that surrounded the people.  Blown up cars and bullet holes were their ornaments and buildings were their trees.  Mortar impacts and rocket scars, their garland.  Tracer rounds and explosions, their Christmas lights and the smell of sulfur from the shelling was their holiday fragrance.  And they got to enjoy these festive treats not only at Christmas, but every day.  It was revealing.  It was eye opening and it cut deep inside of me.

As my first Christmas as a Christian, I was starting to understand what Christmas was and was not.  I was learning just what we had turned it into and how important the real meaning was.  Oh, how many of us miss it and worse yet, will never get it?  

Thus far, the Christmas season wasn't much of a merry one.  The people at the embassy made their preparations for Christmas by decorating and having little  “get together’s.”  They tried to make it as festive and important as they could, but I couldn't get that feel I once had for it.  

I just wasn’t in the celebrating mood.  I didn’t want to go to any party and watch people try and forget where we were and what was around us.  It was all just really beginning to hit home and I was having a hard time balancing it out.  I was now finally and fully understanding what Christmas was all about, this, for the first time in my life.

As much as they tried to make this place like home and keep their minds off the surroundings by getting involved in the Christmas season, no one could ever forget where they were.  I was having a little bit more of a difficult time with it.  I was just settling in and still trying to adjust.  I had been here for just over two months and it was all still fairly new to me.  There was just a lot to swallow at one time.  I was still trying to absorb this place and the reality to it all.

The excitement of being here, being in the “Root”, was changing for me like it did for everyone after a while.  It went from that kind of excitement you feel when your at a big concert or football game, to that of the excitement you feel when you don’t know what’s going on or where you are.  It is an unsure feeling, like that of the unknown, the uncertain.  What’s going to happen next?  Tense, cautious, reaching forward in an unknown pitch-black room, trying to find your way around.

It is very difficult to explain, but it's a kind of nervousness that turns into numbness.  It is a numbness of all that is around you and a realization that you, as a human, are totally helpless to change things in life.  The things that are right in front of you, which are going on around you.  It is a realization that you are not in control and a realization of your own mortality.  At that point, not many things faze you anymore.  You then try to keep you emotional guard up.  You have to be able to detach and not let the emotions hurt you; seeing and not seeing, hearing and not hearing, so as not to be effected by the world around you.  But sometimes you can't help but see.  You can’t help but hear it and feel it.  And when you do, it hurts.

Sometimes, no matter how much it hurts, you have to look and you have to feel.   We need to look and we need to feel the crushing, because it gives birth to compassion.   And that is a great attribute to acquire, but it comes at a great price personally.  Compassion can be born from a life of struggle, or from the pain of allowing someone or something to touch you.  It is the opening your heart and the letting inside of the things that are imperfect, things that hurt, are sad, tragic and allowing them a place inside you.  We are taught not to do that, because it makes us weak and sympathetic.  And sometimes we are taught as people: that compassion is a sign of the weak, but in reality, it is the trait of greatness.  We need more compassion in this world, we need to let it touch all of us and move us.  Our God is a God of great compassion and mercy.

One night recently I let pain, that compassion touch me.  I let it teach me and I grew by it.  As I walked my post that night across the prison like compound, clutching tightly and alertly to my M-16 rifle, I did my usual patrol around the handful of buildings.  As I patrolled, I noticed some of the Hindu workers walking towards the old embassy building that had been destroyed and was abandoned. We no longer used it.  I headed in that direction to see what they were doing.

The Hindus were a group of men from India who were in their twenties and thirties and did manual labor at the embassy for roughly three dollars a day, or less.  In reality they were nothing but “mules” for the embassy.  They were: "Carry this" and "Move that" type of workers.

From what I understood, they were at the bottom of the social chain in Lebanon.  The Lebanese guards we employed were always yelling at them and treating them like dogs.  It often made me wonder.  Here in the middle of suffering, in the middle of chaos where their own people suffered, they had no compassion on the suffering of others.

Their hearts were too hardened, but isn’t that the true nature of man.  It was not only the Lebanese who cracked the whip; it was everyone. Everyone treated them ill and they had no friends; except themselves.  Even some of the Marines treated them like dirt; ordering them around like personal slaves.  Like it was their right for being stationed here.

Even when I wasn't a Christian, I don't think I would have treated them that coldly.  I never really got into looking down on people because of their race or social status.  I mean, amongst the Marines and my boys back home, we could cut loose on people and tear each other up, but it was done among equals, people in our own shoes.  This type of situation was different.  It wasn't something new to me, but just magnified because of the circumstances.  Although this type of treatment was wrong, it wasn’t uncommon.

At all of my posts, there was at least one person from the host country that the Marines harassed.  It was usually someone who worked for the Embassy and most of the time, specifically for the Marine detachment.  Whether it was the cook, a driver, or a worker, someone got harassed too much.  Some people took joking too far and people’s feelings got hurt badly.  We can be insensitive creatures at times; I know this from my own insensitivity from days gone by.

Here, there were Lebanese guys who got harassed from time to time, but what was worse, was the insensitivity towards these Hindu' men.  They were referred to as almost innate objects.  "Hey, go grab a couple of the ‘Du's’ and move these crates down to the Helo’ Pad." was a common line I heard over and over.  I myself made fun of people and before I was walking the walk, I made peoples lives miserable by “busting” on them.  Again, usually my peers, but I never treated a person as sub-human.  These guys were just taken advantage of.

"The Du's", as they were called, turned out to be some pretty cool guys, except no one ever took any time to find that out.  They were men like ourselves, just stuck in Lebanon under different circumstances than we were.  

One day I saw them hanging around at the Helo’ Pad as I walked down to that area.  It was a day off and there wasn’t much to do. They had just brought up a load of mail and luggage to go out on the next helicopter.  Myself and another Marine went down there with a football to throw it around.

We were just tossing the ball around on the Helo’ Pad trying to break up the routine.  Although we did get in trouble for that later, because you were not allowed to be hanging out in the open where snipers could easily shoot you. We did have a little fun, but they were right, it was a risk.  

As we threw the ball around that day, the Hindus just sat there watching and laughing.  It was new to them and I'm not so sure they knew what American football was all about.

The ball rolled over to one of them, who pondered it for a moment and then awkwardly threw it back.  We then laughed and realized they had no clue about our football.  So we told them to come over and try some football, American style.  We tried to teach them how to throw and catch.  It was great.  They were smiling and laughing as we all played around, and for a brief moment, there was no war.  We all forgot who we were and what was around us.  We were just a bunch of regular guys having fun.

It was the first time I had seen them this way, laughing and smiling.  After a little while they were called to do some work, but they were so happy they had that chance to play along with us; that chance to belong.  No one had ever done that with them.  It was such a simple thing to us, but to them, a great honor.  Our acknowledgment really meant something to them.  It was true diplomacy at its best.

From that point on, they were my friends for life.  A simple: "Hello!" brought smiles to their face.  They knew that I had recognized them as friends. To do it in front of other Embassy personnel was even more amazing for them.  A gesture that usually brought raised eyebrows and a few stupid comments my way by the other embassy personnel, but then again, even though I was a Christian, I was still a New Yorker and I could care less what people said or thought about me. To me, these guys were real people, not dogs, not slaves, but some pretty cool guys not too much different from myself.   Trying to survive and get back home.

That night as I walked my post, I followed some of them into they old embassy building.  I was wondering what they were doing and where they were going.  The place was unused and left a shell, abandoned after the last bombing.  They went down into what was formerly the basement parking lot, which like the rest of the building, was gutted.  A cement and steel structure were all that was left of this place and the basement area was pretty dark.  I walked towards the corner of the building and saw a small room there, with a light coming from the door.

A curtain for a door and two plywood walls that joined the two cement corners of the building were all that this room consisted of.  I knocked on the wood and walked inside.  I saw four of them sitting on a makeshift bed.  They were a little startled at first, but smiles quickly came to their face.  They were very happy to see me.  They quickly and graciously invited me in, asking me to sit down and stay for a while.  This was their home and I was probably their first and only visitor in a long time, if they ever even had one.

“Man, what a place!” I thought to myself.  This was all they had.  This was their world. A bed, a hot plate, some little odds and ends with a light bulb hanging from a wire. How could I ever complain about anything!  

As I sat there for a little while, they told me their story.  They had left India to come to Lebanon for a better life.  There was, at the time, work here for them.  But they got caught in this crazy civil war.  The work they hoped for never panned out.  They became too poor to get back home and that was their dilemma.

They made only enough money to survive and had little left over.  They couldn't even afford plane tickets back home.  Basically, they would work all day, go out and buy food or wash clothes, come home, prepare a meal, eat, talk, go to sleep and that was about it.  As little wages as they earned at the embassy, it was one the best jobs they could find.  

In this little place, with its hot plate, light bulb and no running water or anything else, they were home. This room probably wasn’t too bad in their eyes, but the reality was: it was awful way and place to live. But this was Beirut.

There was a State Department officer who was in charge of the operations of the Embassy.  He took care of things like supplies, building materials, mail, etc.....  I don’t recall his name, but we nicknamed him Charles Bronson, because he did resemble Charles Bronson.  He was a kind of hard-core guy, but he was cool enough to keep a bathroom open and some running water available for these guys at night.  He took care of them as best he could I suppose and he obviously had some compassion as to their plight.

They had one thing going for them; they were in one of the safest places you could be.  They were content to a degree, but like us, longed for their home.  It wasn't much of a life, just another sad story to go along with this sad place. There was no easy answer for them or for the many Filipino workers who were in Lebanon also.  There were no easy answers here at all.

There was a different heartache everywhere you looked; it was senseless.  Like I said, you just start getting numb to it all after a while.  If you had any kind of heart, it would get crushed over and over again.  I guess you become numb, because it is easier than dealing with all the different emotions that come out of you each day.  It is a sad thing, but a very true one nonetheless.

This Christmas Eve, as we drove deeper into Beirut, I couldn't be numb enough for what I was to see.  We drove further into the city and I knew there was only so far we could go.  Eventually we would hit the infamous “Green Line” I had heard so much about, both in and out of the Marine Corps. It was that dividing line between East and West Beirut, between Muslim and Christian militias. 

The sights only got worse the longer we drove.  Big apartment buildings torn to pieces and riddled with bullets lined the way.  Blown up cars and buses laid about, barricaded storefronts and deserted streets on either side.  Sand bags and oil drums filled with rock and dirt were strategically placed for protection.  Then, like coming to the end of the world, we arrived at that place that will stand for death and destruction for years to come: "The Green Line".   A sight I will never forget.

"Where the heck is she taking me?" I thought to myself.  We were actually at, on, in the “Green Line.”  I wasn't even sure if it was legal or approved for us to be here, by our government or theirs.  It was the end of the world as far as I was concerned.  This woman was crazy, now I had no doubt and I had trusted her.  She was pushing the envelope of all basic security procedures.  She was an embassy official and I thought she would and did have sound judgment, now I began to question it.

We were now on the front lines of one of the bloodiest civil wars ever.  She had an awful lot of faith in her driver, her bodyguard and the people she was seeing.  I had no faith in any of them, because I fully realized where I was. There was no mistake.  I was no longer in a secure situation and too many Americans had been killed or kidnapped already in this city.

Only a month ago I had been pulled over at gun point and I now knew better; trust no one and trust no place to be secure.   Beirut was too unpredictable and held no real loyalties.  We were on our own, that I knew.  God was the only one I could rely on and the only one I had trust in.

If I didn't have such a strong desire to go to this orphanage, I wouldn't be any place near here.  She told me she came here often and I questioned her on her boldness in coming here as much as she did.  She said that the Muslims really didn't like to kill or kidnap women, so she felt safe.

"Oh well, that’s Great, where does that leave me?" I thought, "I'm no woman and worse than that; I'm a Marine."  That’s like bonus points on the frequent flyer program for a terrorist.

I had felt led by the Lord to do this and that was the only thing I had faith in, not in a couple of priest and a body guard who got a about a hundred dollars a month.  I had to trust in Jesus, He said in His word he would never leave me nor forsake me.  I knew that he alone would keep me safe.  I needed that safety, because I had no idea that this was where I was going.

The Green Line is where the war had come to a halt.  It was about a quarter mile wide strip that ran through the middle of the city and separated East and West Beirut.  Many warring militias stood opposed on either side, waiting for an excuse to fire, to even up the score a bit.

You really had to see the Green Line to believe it.   The streets just end abruptly all over the place.  They would be running East to West and just stop.  The road would be blocked off and barricaded up.  The buildings were deserted and this little strip in between opposing check points and militia units, was “no mans” land.  Like a big nasty scar running across the face of this city, it was a deserted wasteland that housed no one.

They would hang blankets on ropes in between the buildings to prevent snipers from getting clear shots into the streets from the opposing side.  It was a common thing for someone to be walking down the street in this area and get picked off by a sniper, be it civilian or soldier.  Each group ventured into these areas from time to time to take some pot shots at the other.

It is a hard place to describe, because you can't describe the feeling of being there and seeing this awesome sight.  There were burned up cars flipped up on their sides and scattered about, buildings completely destroyed with rubble all over.  There were makeshift barricades erected from truck containers, cars, telephone poles, sheet metal, sand piles everywhere and in the heart of the Green Line, it looked like a steel tornado had just hit and ripped through the place.  Twisted, contorted, mangled frames stood vacant and deserted.  This part of the city was totally and utterly destroyed.  It looked like a scene from one of those old WWII movies.

There were big holes in the sides of these buildings from rockets and artillery shells, thousands of bullet holes marked the frames of the buildings, entire floors and walls were blown out and cement blocks, pieces and chips were littered everywhere. There were impact craters and debris all over.  And here I was, standing in the middle of it all, a Marine from the American Embassy.  I was staring over from the Christian side looking at the very close Muslim side and caught in the spell of this chilling place.  Hardly believing where I was. In all actuality, I must have been in the middle of the two sides.

It was indeed an experience I never could have even imagined.  It was somewhat exciting because I was a Marine and I had gotten a very rare opportunity to actually see a “front line”, but it was also very frightening at the same time.  It was no doubt, the look of death.  It’s strange, but I could feel it around me and smell it in the air.  I didn’t like it.

St. Joseph's, where we were now at, was not by the Green Line; it was part of the Green Line.  I gazed in awe, not knowing what to think or expect.  These Catholic fathers had not abandoned ship in the least.  At this point I wish they had!  I wanted to get out of here.  But I must say I was impressed with them, after all that had happened here and was still happening, they never left.

In the midst of it all, was Father McDermitt.  Standing there with a smile, ready to greet us and show us the way to the orphanage.  After a brief introduction, we got back in the car and drove off to find the orphanage with our new guide.

I was relieved to get out of there and far away from the Green Line.  We drove to a place a little closer to the Embassy and a little further from the Green Line.  That brought me a little relief.  It was a small neighborhood we traveled through.  It was up a dirt road and on a little hill.  The neighborhood was actually a pretty run down place.  It at one time, like everything else, looked like it would have been a nice place.  It obviously wasn't any more and I wasn't really comfortable driving down these small streets either.  They were getting kind of narrow and winding.  They didn’t offer much protection or a clear avenue of escape.

We eventually pulled up to this place that looked like an old missionary school or facility that was tucked among the houses.  When we arrived, a mentally handicapped girl who was just full of smiles greeted us.  She just had this innocent joy and was oblivious to her surroundings.  Maybe that was actually a blessing; it appeared that she really didn’t understand what was going on in the world around her.  It was refreshing to see her oblivious joy in this hardened location.  It was a simple joy that radiated from her. It touched me and warmed my heart. That was rare of late.

She got the Sisters who ran the orphanage and they promptly let us in.  It too was a gloomy place, not well lit, not well built and in need of much maintenance.  There was a musty smell of sickness and despair.  You could tell that they got by on what ever they could get.  Here again, I saw a strong faith and commitment that was not swerved by the circumstances of this war.  I was humbled and I was learning from these servants of God who did not abandon their post, but kept serving.  There were no perks, or position, no status or comfort, no recognition, but simply servanthood.  They were living the Christian life and doing that which Jesus had called them to do.  

They insisted on showing me around, but I really didn't want to see the place.  I just wanted to drop off the money and run; literally.  I had seen enough already.  But that wasn't what God wanted; he wanted to build me some more.  He wanted me to understand what it is to be more “Christ” like, because Jesus was full of compassion and mercy.  These were things I had to understand. He wanted me to open my heart and let them in.  He wanted me to be vulnerable to their existence and plight.  He wanted me to hurt for them and feel true compassion and sorrow.  

Those emotions I had learned to bury and run away from, lest I be found weak.  There was some crushing and stripping that still had to take place in my life and it was hard.  Just like the Marines did in boot camp, God was doing in Beirut, but on a spiritual plane.  Jesus was doing the teaching and the lessons were needed.  

I could see he wanted to develop my character and make me face my weaknesses.  Here, in this area especially, I was weak.  I knew what was inside and I didn't want to see.  I wanted to run and hide; not face the sadness.  I didn’t want to get personal and let it affect me.  I wanted to keep my distance so I could not be hurt.  I knew what lie inside and I didn’t know if I could deal with it.

My mother, for so long, worked with handicapped children in Long Island.  Small ones just starting out in life and struggling to do simple tasks we take for granted.  I always had the hardest time visiting her at work, because I couldn't deal with seeing the children.  It crushed me.  It made me feel sad and I didn’t like to feel that kind of pain.  I didn’t like to deal with other people in those kinds of situations.  I worried that I may have to talk to them, look at them, and let them into my heart and care for them.  And I knew it would just crush me, so I avoided going to see her at work.

In my eyes, I was a “bas ass”, a tough guy, but in all reality not tough enough to look at these children and allow myself to feel compassion and empathy.  Not strong enough to have the compassion and love of Jesus.  They were things I was not use to showing, especially publicly.  Looking at those children would break my heart and each time it would make me want to cry, so I avoided the whole situation. I suppressed those emotions that God had put in me and designed me to have, because the world told me I shouldn’t have them.  The streets around me didn’t allow that. Those were signs of weakness.

I would often ask my Mom how she could work with those children and she would just say to me: “Well Thomas, someone needs to love them.”  That is real strength and I was really weak.  This was part of Gods boot camp.  It wasn't about physical strength, but Godly strength.   Unconditional love, compassion, tenderness, caring and unselfishness; the traits men are not taught to have these days, yet the traits Jesus had.  These Nuns were all of that and more, because Mother Teresa was all that and more.  She reached out where no one else would.  Their love and commitment was something I did not know about, but was about to learn.  It was the love our Lord and Savior had for us.

I walked hesitantly through the place and I began to crumble inside, as I saw these precious children, doing without and many of which were suffering.  No numbness or hardened heart could stop the feelings inside as I looked at these poor babies and little children.  They were so innocent and so blameless as to what was going on.  Yet they were the victims of a war they had no part in.

They were the forgotten ones.  The ones nobody wanted; abandoned, mentally and physically handicapped, wounded by war, malnourished, rejected and all victims.  They showed me one baby who was just recently found in a garbage can, others who were just dropped off in the middle of the night and then there were others who just lay there and were very close to death.  Tears began to well up in my eyes and I tried to hide them as best as I could.  I was being crushed and stripped.  I felt helpless to those who needed so much help.

Later on, on some of my future trips, some of these very children I was looking at now would be dead.  Some would die from one visit to the next.  They did all they could for these children, but sometimes they just didn’t have the resources to do all they needed. The living conditions were marginal at best and the sisters made do with what they had, which wasn't much at all.  It was a very old and run down place in need of so much work and finances.

I now knew why God had put it on my heart to give my money here and not in the States.  I didn't know when I could come back, how often I could come or how much I could bring, but I did know that anything I could give them would be a blessing.  They were all so gracious and thankful for my little offering, which amounted to about One Hundred and Thirty U.S. dollars or so.

They thanked me again and I left sadden by what I saw, but also with a warmth inside I couldn't explain.  It overshadowed the ride back to St. Joseph's, where I didn't want to go again.

We went there anyway and this time we parked the car and got out for a stroll if you could call it that.  Father McDermott wanted us to go meet another Father inside their main office.  I just wanted to get back already.  I was not into the social gathering thing, at least not here and definitely not now.  I pressed her to go, but she was senior to me and wanted to spend a few minutes with these gentlemen.  I wasn’t too thrilled about it, but again there wasn’t much I could do.

We started walking west.  Even if it was ten steps, I didn't want to walk in that direction at all. To me that was a step closer to the Muslim side, a step closer to danger for sure.  We walked behind and around one building and headed towards another.  We were actually now walking on or in the Green Line.  We were now in this “No Mans” land of utter destruction, crouching and hunching behind bushes and broken buildings while we maneuvered through this winding trail, stopping and checking to see if the coast was clear and then moving quickly through the open areas that exposed us. We scooted from a building to a wall barricade, then to the next structure or covering, as we wove our way toward a particular building on the campus.

The University, partially destroyed and now part of the Green Line, had trails leading in and out of the different buildings and courtyards.  I was highly paranoid the whole time and was ready to shoot anything that moved at this point.

This woman I was with seemed to enjoy my paranoia.  She kind of laughed at my nervousness and reveled in her confidence.  Most of the people who were kidnapped or killed were probably confident also at one point, but I wasn’t.  I just wanted to be polite and leave; unfortunately I was not in control.  I knew then, that next time it would be my car, my driver and I would go straight to the orphanage and not to St. Joseph's for any social calls.

We hustled to the main office area and I met Father Donahue.  The Father’s were extremely nice men and very gracious.  They, to me, were very brave men of the faith who never left their post and remained faithful to their call as well.  I had to give them credit.

I was asked if I wanted some coffee, but I wasn’t a coffee drinker.  I left them to coffee and socialization as I looked around the building.  I asked the bodyguard if he could find a high spot in the building where I could look out and take some pictures. I was already here and I might as well take advantage of an opportunity of a lifetime.  He left and then came back in a couple of minutes and led me to a fourth story room that had some open windows.

When we got to the upper floor room, we had to “low crawl” across the floor on our bellies to a window where I could fully see West Beirut.  My heart raced as I peered out the open window and then carefully taking a low profile I snapped some pictures of the other side.  He pointed out different places to me like the Howard Johnson Hotel, I believe, which was abandoned and thoroughly destroyed like everything else.  I could see the Mediterranean Sea and how this strip of land ran right to it.  It was fairly close.

By the looks of things, this must have been a main area of the city at one time, probably full of nice shops and outdoor cafes.  Now it was laid to ruin.  Weeds and ruble were now the covering of a place where people once roamed freely. Not so any longer, just a lifeless and void place.  It was sad. It was senseless.

Then suddenly, without warning, as the sun started to slowly set behind the overcast sky, an eerie sound started wailing all over the city in unison.  It actually had split second delays causing a slight echo that added to the uneasy feeling that was about.  They were prayer calls from the different Mosques on the West side.  It reminded me of just how close I was to the West and how close I was to serious danger.  I was a literal stone throw away from where the men who killed so many of my fellow Marines were living.  It was too close for me.

The prayer calls wailed on, calling its followers to join it.  Join in its cry to “Allah.”  It probably wouldn't be such a bad thing to hear, actually it is a very interesting thing to hear, but as the sun set there was a dead calm that came over the place and it was almost unbearable.  I heard the echoing cries to Allah over and over as I peered out over the still city. It was as if the world was deserted and this prayer was a call to wake the dead.  It was the first time I ever heard anything like it.  It shook me.

Soon the wailing calls stopped and a minute or so later, gunfire broke out.  It was easy to tell that it was very close.  It too now echoed through this part of the city and put me on even more of an edge.  Somewhere close by, a little skirmish had started and was heating up.  The sun was setting and it was getting too unpredictable for me.  It was time to go and I was about to take charge.

We crawled out of the room and headed back down to the office.  It was time to leave and everybody knew it.  I didn’t have to say a thing.  I didn't want to wind back through those paths right now and I didn't need to be caught in the middle of any cross fire or firefight.  Unfortunately, it was the only way back to the car.  So off we went, winding back through those little trails, looking, waiting and scrambling from cover to cover and back to the car.  We got out of “Dodge” pretty quick and back on our way home much to my relief.  In a short while we were far enough away and on a familiar route towards the safety of the embassy.

It was indeed a long and very eventful day. I had my full share of Beirut today and I felt like I had grown so much in one short day.  What a place this was.  What a Christmas Eve it was.  I knew that Christmas would never be like the one I would spend here.

As we drove along I began to think about all the people back home having parties, celebrating the birth of Christ and not really thinking or caring about it what it all meant.  Back home, it was at times, just another reason to party and get drunk. Just another reason to visit family you never visited and grace the doors of the local church for your “once a year” visit.  Christmas Eve was a party, nothing more.

If they could only see what I saw this day, maybe they would understand the importance of His birth and why we need Him so much in our lives.  Jesus Christ is not a fairly tale, it is the only reality I could see in a place like Beirut.  Now, more so than ever, I saw clearly the need for Jesus.  I understood the reason for his being and what the world would be like without Him.  This day I was that much more closer to understanding why he died for our sins and why we needed to be saved.  Left to our own, man will just kill and destroy everything.  Who could comprehend the meaning of all the destruction around me?  What did it all accomplish?  Who could comprehend the plight of those innocent children?  I was learning so much, the realities of life and war.

War is a place that is void of feelings.  It is a place that knows no compassion or mercy, and it is frightening.  The innocent suffer and the warriors fight in vain.  They fight for a piece of ground that is part of a land that will never belong to them, but will only be passed on one day to someone else. 

Here too, was I, a warrior sent by my country to a land far away.  To do battle if need be, to buy time for others and give my life for the interest of my country.  As I looked around me, I understood better what war was and what I was.  The reality is sobering; yet, I would do it again tomorrow because of the love I have for my country.  Strange thing, this patriotism we have, we all fight for a cause.

That is what all these people were, patriotic and fighting for their individual causes, but what was really solved by it?  What is gained by it?  When it is all said and done, will it really have made much of a difference?  I guess each war has its own merit or lack thereof.  To the ones who die, it really doesn’t make much of a difference, because where they go, none of it will matter except how they lived while they were here.  

Beirut is a place that has many wounds and they may never heal. It doesn’t really matter who comes out on top because everyone loses.  This place looms over me and surrounds me each day.  It bleeds into my dreams at night and leaves its marks inside of me.  It haunts me, yet it strengthens me.  It scares me, yet it educates me.  And I grow.  

I see it will never leave me and will walk along inside of me for life, forever changing the way I look at the world.  Forever understanding the need man has for a Savior and why He sent his Son.  It had become very obvious to me, this day, why we needed saving, why we needed a Savior.  Because we cannot save ourselves from this very unpredictable world we live in and all of its sinful ways.  Only Jesus can save us.  This I know for sure.

