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WHAT I LEARNED FROM 

PALESTINIAN BREAST CANCER 

SURVIVORS ABOUT HOW TO 

SURVIVE “SURVIVING”

G lorious blue skies stretched over 
Ruppin Street as I drove to the white brick 
building of the American Jewish Joint 

Distribution Committee, adjacent to the Givat Ram 
campus of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. My 
chest prickled, seared skin healing from the radiation 
to my breast and across my chest to catch any remain-
ing cancer cells le* behind a*er my lumpectomy three 
months prior. I smelled like burn. Or did it just feel 
like I did? I had been spared chemotherapy, which felt 
like God the Woman acceding to my personal entreaty 
for a pass. She must have noticed that my hands, head 

and heart were carrying three small sons under +ve, 
including a baby I’d speed-weaned days a*er my 
diagnosis. The Mediterranean sun poured light onto 
the streets, the lush lawns, the nearby museums and 
government complex. Everything sparkled.

Except me. On the path to learning to live again, 
I was struggling, even stumbling. During the blurred 
weeks of surgery and radiation, what I’d thought of as 
my raw vitality and bounce had all but disappeared. 
I’d always exuded positivity. No more. Happiness felt 
like a distant country. What was the trick to getting 
the lilt back in my step? Was there a handbook on 
how to survive surviving?

That clear luminous Wednesday in March was 
one of my very +rst days as a breast cancer “survivor,” 
and even that label befuddled me. Was “survivor” the 
right term for a disease that could always recur, how-
ever unlikely? Trying to ward o, a recurrence, I had 
signed up for countless support groups at the local 
center for breast cancer survivors, as if attending 
more would scare away the malignant cells and trans-
late into more years added on to my life expectancy. 
I had put my name down for the English-speaking 
support group, the Hebrew-speaking support group, 
the couples support group, guided imagery, dance 
therapy, psychodrama, even belly dancing. 

And that a*ernoon, I was trying something 
else. The Cope Forum brought together Israeli and 
Palestinian breast cancer survivors for support and 
exchange. It was started in 2000 by the JDC’s Middle 
East program, in partnership with Patient’s Friends 
Society, a Palestinian NGO, and the Israel Cancer 
Association. Conveniently, the Cope Forum met in a 
Jewish part of Jerusalem I knew well. I drove down 
the streets to the meeting with self-assured familiarity, 
relieved that I did not need to consider navigating an 
unknown Palestinian neighborhood in East Jerusalem. 

Whiff. I blew cool air into my t-shirt, relieving my 
charred skin and knotted nerves. 

I entered the building from a side entrance, and a 
security guard motioned me to a closed-door confer-
ence room. When I pulled open the heavy door to 
the nondescript room with its sepia-tinted photos of 
Jewish leaders, my jaw dropped. 

Oh my! There are so many hijabi women in 
this room! Some 20 women with headscarves, clad 
in /owing ca*ans in vibrant blues, browns and 
maroons, holding paper cups of steaming instant 
co,ee as they chitchatted in Arabic.

Muslim Palestinian women dressed in hijabs and 
abayas had +lled my +eld of vision over the 20 years I 
had walked Jerusalem’s streets. But I had never been in a 
room with so many of them! Not at the Malcha shopping 
mall. Not at the Beit Sahour Israeli-Palestinian majority 
male dialogue group I’d attended for a few years.

Mind buzzing, my widened eyes didn’t know where 
to land. Ten Jewish Israeli breast cancer survivors—  
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identi+able by their clothing (so* cotton shirts and 
casual pants or jeans, garb similar to what I was 
wearing)—were talking with Palestinian breast cancer 
survivors, and the room hummed with women whose 
body language radiated self-assurance. They carried 
their curves and scars with con+dence and poise, as if 
their bodies had recorded disease and moved on. While 
I scrambled to recover a self stolen by cancer, these 
women had faces alight with vitality. I would later learn 
that they were all much further along in life-a*er-breast 
cancer, with diagnoses and treatment courses that had 
faded into memory. I wanted in on the secret they’d 
unlocked to surviving, forging ahead, undefeated. 

My shoulders settled. Who were these women, and 
where were they from? East Jerusalem? Or the West 
Bank? My mind wandered, considering the di,erences 
in language, dress, and faith. These musings were lur-
ing me out of the stagnating loop in which I’d gotten 
stuck a*er cancer. It was a welcome diversion from 
my obsession with recurrence-menopause-hot /ashes-
dying young. At long last, I was distracted from myself. 

While a facilitator introduced us to Qigong, a 
Chinese form of meditation and breathing, I stole 
glances at some Palestinian women standing next to 
me. My eyes landed on one in particular. Her heart-
shaped face was wrapped in a royal blue hijab, and 
there was kindness in her eyes. Her good spirits were 
matched by a playful grin. 

As the facilitator led us through a warm up, 
swinging our arms side to side, the smiley woman 
quipped and cracked jokes under her breath in 
melodious Arabic, sending Palestinian women to her 
le* and right into peals of laughter. She nodded in 
my direction, lips turning ever so slightly. 

“Hey there,” she said to me in English. “I’m 
Ibtisam. Nice to meet you!” 

“Same,” I smiled back. “I’m Ruth.”
To an outsider, both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian 

con/ict intermingled in that room. But there was 
actually no con/ict at all. We weren’t talking politics. 
The only apparent adversary was the cancer we were 
all battling. 

A*er the Qigong activity, all the women social-
ized. Swapping stories in Arabic, Hebrew and even 
some English. Laughter that sounded throaty, strong, 
real. “Tfaddali.” Help yourself. Someone o,ered 
me a huge grin and a generous slice of homemade 
baklawa, leaving my +ngers sticky. 

In the corner, I balanced the pastry and arched my 
shoulders, adjusting the stretched white bra atop my 
prickly pink skin. It was a nursing bra. Apparently I 
hadn’t let go of my nursing self, even though the 
milk was long gone. Forever gone. Or perhaps it was 
myself I wasn’t done nursing? 

But these women were past that. And their open 
smiles suggested that they had enough bandwidth to 
prop me up, too. In time, I would learn more about 

the challenges of Palestinian breast cancer journeys. 
The loneliness and isolation in their respective com-
munities, the stigma of cancer, the concern about 
becoming a social pariah if they shared their medical 
history with others, the di0culty of traveling through 
checkpoints for treatment. And that one particular 
hijabi woman who stole laughter and merriment 
from wherever it could be found, Ibtisam Erekat of 
Abu Dis, would become like a sister to me, one of my 
dearest friends. Which she has remained to this day, 
nearly nine years later. 

Two women scooted over to the side and unrolled 
prayer rugs. It was time for Salat al-zhur, the early 
a*ernoon prayer. A*er exchanging a few quiet 
words, they positioned themselves in the direction 
of Qiblah, in the direction of the Kaaba in Mecca. 
“Allahu Akbar.” As they prostrated their bodies, I 
thought to myself, Pray for me, too. 

Suddenly it became clear. A door was opening. To 
other things, beyond this conference room, beyond 
the immutability of the Israeli-Palestinian divide, 
beyond disease. For once, cancer was expanding 
my world. In the easy togetherness, I felt solace, a 
blueprint of what could be. In that room, cancer was 
not only a disease; it was also the tie that binds. 

I could have never imagined then that Ibtisam—a 
devout Palestinian Muslim who lived on the other side 
of the Separation Barrier—would become my person in 
Breastcancerland. That bit by bit, intimacy and kinship 
would be woven between us, transcending the divide. 
That in the nine years since that +rst meeting of the sup-
port groups she would become the one to nurture my 
hopes and caress my fears. Ibtisam would model for me 
how to “survive” breast cancer with humor and grace, 
and I’d also become her go-to person, the +rst friend 
she would call when her stepdaughter got engaged 
and the one to whom she cried when her mom passed 
away. I could not have known then that our friendship 
would weather the tension, complexity and storms of 
war, that we would serve as each other’s support system 
when violence reigned and blood was shed. During 
Operation Protective Edge, the Israel-Gaza war of 2014, 
when rockets rained down on Israel and airstrikes 
pounded Gaza, Ibtisam was o*en the +rst friend of 
mine to call to see how I was doing when sirens hit 
Jerusalem. And I rushed to call her when the news 
reported cross+re between soldiers and stone throwers 
in her hometown of Abu Dis. 

In that +rst meeting, I caught a glimpse. Cancer 
wasn’t only going to close doors. It also had the 
power to open them. A disease which had felt to me 
like an end could actually be a sort of beginning. 

Ruth Ebenstein is a writer, a historian, public speaker 
and peace activist. Her forthcoming memoir is Bosom 
Buddies: How Breast Cancer Fostered an Unexpected 
Friendship Across the Israeli-Palestinian Divide.

THE GROUP 
WAS A 
WELCOME 
DIVERSION 
FROM MY 
OBSESSION 
WITH 
RECURRENCE / 
MENOPAUSE / 
HOT FLASHES / 
DYING YOUNG. 
AT LONG 
LAST, I WAS 
DISTRACTED 
FROM MYSELF.
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