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The War That Wouldn’t  
Leave Me Alone

The year was 1967, and I was seven years old. Most of the 
time, a Coptic Christian in Egypt, like myself, would 

have been playing soccer or marbles in the streets, but not 
that year. In 1967, we were in a state of war. 

The story goes like this: Israel, fearing an imminent 
Arab attack, launched a preemptive strike on all their 
neighbors. They won the war handily. This is the war I lived 
through. It came to be known as the Six-Day War. The 
war may not have lasted long, but the possibility of more 
bombings persisted. We lived in a perpetual state of fear. I 
remember hearing sirens in the streets, our signal that a di-
rect strike was possible. We had to run to the bottom floors 
of our apartment buildings, as we had a better chance of 
survival on the ground floor. My grandma’s apartment 
was across the street, and she lived on the bottom floor. 
I remember those mad dashes running to her place across 
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the dangerous Cairo traffic. My sisters and I had a favorite 
place to hide for protection when we got there—under our 
grandpa’s desk. 

Hiding under desks for fear of bombs is not how any 
child should grow up. But that was life in my world. Those 
are my childhood memories, and they still haunt me. Luck-
ily, my family left all of that and came to America. 

I never quite understood all the details of this war at the 
time; I was too young. But as I grew up, I came to under-
stand the irony of my journey. American-made planes with 
American-made bombs paid for by American-taxpayer’s 
money had made the bombing of my homeland possible. 
I came to America in 1971 to escape the chaos, the same 
country that made the chaos possible in the first place. 

I wonder if anyone ever actually stops to think of what 
exactly it means to “support Israel”? Do they ever think 
about the Christian children who have to dodge the bombs 
we provide? 

Or which Israel do we support? The one on the map 
now, or the one on a future map that includes the “occu-
pied territory,” which used to be called Palestine? Do we 
support an Israel that includes half of Jerusalem or all of 
Jerusalem or none of it? What do you think we ought to 
do with the Palestinian population who currently lives in 
this land? 

I am all for supporting Israel and having a safe haven 
for Jews, but the devil is truly in the details of that support. 

I became a citizen of the United States in 1981. It is 
good to be an American and to live in peace. There are no 
disputed territories here; if you see some property you like, 
we have legal ways for you to buy it. I never had to worry 
about my home being bombed because of any disputes. For 
thirty years, I had felt safe; until one fateful day in 2001. 

The day was Friday, September 14, 2001, back in my 
old days when my work week was not completed until I 
had visited the local bar. As was our custom at the time, I 
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would go have a drink with some of my work buddies at 
the end of the day. To us, six o’clock on a Friday was play 
time—have a couple of drinks and listen to a local band 
play loud music and entertain us. But there was not much 
happiness that week. It was three days after the infamous 
events of the planes crashing into the Twin Towers in New 
York City, the Pentagon, and a field in Pennsylvania—what 
we Americans refer to as 9/11. Like most of the country, 
we were all shell shocked. America is the greatest and most 
powerful country in the world. No outside force had ever 
succeeded in attacking us inside our continental borders. 
Yet a rag-tag team led by a man hiding in a cave in Afghan-
istan had done just that. For the first time in our lives, we 
all felt vulnerable. War had come to our soil. It was time to 
prepare to hit back even though we weren’t really sure who 
our enemy was. And despite being from the Middle East, 
I had never heard of Al Qaeda or Osama Bin Laden. Like 
the rest of America, those names were about to be etched in 
my memory bank and would become part of my everyday 
vocabulary. 

Debbie, the waitress, came over to chat for a while. 
I had been coming to this local bar for twelve years, and 
Debbie had always been there. This bar was a lot like the 
one on the show Cheers where everybody knew your name, 
especially in a small town like Thomasville, Georgia. Deb-
bie knew me well. She knew my name. She also knew I 
was Egyptian. And she didn’t ever have to ask me what I 
wanted to drink. She would always place my drink on the 
table without me ever ordering it. Like most Americans at 
that time, she had a vacant look on her face. It was anger, 
mixed with confusion, mixed with questions, mixed with 
bewilderment. Debbie knew me well and she did not have 
any doubt I was one of the good guys. She wouldn’t want 
to offend me in any way. But she had a burning question 
on her mind that she needed to ask me; she was hoping I 
would be able to shed some light on the subject. She hesi-
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tated for a moment, as I’m sure she didn’t want to lose me 
as a customer. After all, I was a regular and a good tipper. 
But finally, she blurted it out. 

“You’re from over there. What the f#%k is wrong with 
those people?” 

What is wrong indeed? 
I did not have a clue at that time as to what was wrong 

with those people. They’re from “over there,” and I’m from 
“over there,” but that was the extent of our commonality. 
I had no idea what was wrong with them any more than 
the average American “Joe” on the street. I was a Cop-
tic Christian from Egypt. They were Muslim. I was a US 
citizen, having lived in America for almost thirty years at 
that point. They still lived in places like Egypt, Lebanon, 
Yemen, and Saudi Arabia. It seemed that we had nothing 
in common. We couldn’t be any more different, or so I 
thought. 

Later, I came to realize that we actually did have some-
thing in common—something that helped form our lives 
and thoughts. It was our place of birth and it took me a 
lifetime to understand. But once I did, I knew the answer 
to Debbie’s question. Unfortunately, it took me many years 
after she had asked it to really know and understand it. 

At the heart of Debbie’s burning question was this: 
What made a man highjack a plane and fly it into a 

building, killing himself and thousands of innocent peo-
ple? 

The dead were strangers to him. They had never harmed 
him or anyone else. He had never known them nor seen 
them. Yet he and his cohorts had somehow declared them 
to be sacrifices for a worthy cause—one worthy enough to 
die for. 

What was this cause? 
For the nineteen men who hijacked the planes, the 

cause was religion. In their case, the religion was Islam. 
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They were convinced that their religion was in imminent 
danger from the West led by the United States. The West 
had been waging a war on Islam since 1948. The leaders of 
the Middle East (in their minds) were weak and corrupt. 
They had been fraternizing with the enemy. So they had to 
take matters into their own hands. They had to fight the 
war their corrupt leaders would not. To them, they were 
David and the enemy was Goliath. And just like David, 
God was on their side. Victory was assured. Besides, they 
would not actually die. They would simply pass on from 
this life into a new and glorious place. They would go to 
heaven where treasures await. 

It is a great story and a convincing one at that. After 
all, nineteen young men bought it hook, line, and sinker 
and offered their lives for it. It certainly is an effective story. 

It is also make-believe, based on nothing but lies. 
Where do stories like that come from? Where is the 

truth? 
Like everyone else, I had plenty of sources to guide 

me—television, newspapers, and the internet. I watched 
specials on PBS. I listened to the daily news on television. 
I searched on Yahoo and Google. I learned the history of 
the 9/11 perpetrators—Ayman Zawahiri, Osama bin Lad-
en, and Muhammad Atta. The names became familiar to 
me. I began to understand their history and background. I 
learned the theory about how Al Qaeda got started. Some 
believed the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt back in the 
nineteen-fifties was the foundation for what is going on 
today. There was a lot of information out there. But there 
was something missing. A big question still resonated in 
my head and remained to be answered—How did they ever 
come up with such a convoluted idea? 

Those men were convinced they would succeed in 
bringing down America and save Palestine. But the only 
thing these jihadists had succeeded in doing was to bring 
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the Middle East war to our shores and really tick us off. 
And what was our reaction? We destroyed two countries, 
which happened to be majority Muslim. 

The 9/11 attacks really only added more pain and vio-
lence to our world. 


