
Below are excerpts from project manager Ory Shaked's speech, translated from Hebrew, from the 

ceremony of the laying of Saxum's last stone on December 17, 2017.    

 

Distinguished guests, fellow partners in management and construction, contractors, planners, 

supervisors, and families of theirs who are present. I was asked to say a few words at this ceremony 

to lay the final stone of this beautiful and unique project. 

We are at the end of the long and challenging journey of the construction of Saxum: a house 

in the Holy Land that will help thousands of pilgrims who will come here in the future for a time of 

spiritual solitude and strengthening. 

This house has been operating for half a year and has hosted groups from all over the world. 

Soon we will inaugurate the Saxum Visitor Center, which tells the story of the revelation of the faith 

in one God, the story of our ancestors, and the story of Jesus and the Christian faith. 

On this special day I want to tell you the story - through my eyes, as the project manager - of 

the journey of the team that built Saxum. It is a unique story of faith, people, and construction. 

On this journey I had the privilege of working with incredible people. As in any long journey, 

you walk different parts of the journey with different people whom you encounter along the way. 

These encounters change you, enrich you, teach you, leaving you with something you didn’t have 

before.  

The project was built using a unique method of construction called the Integrated Project 

Delivery (IPD) method. It’s a method that changes the usual relations between the developer and the 

contractor. Saxum is the first and, so far, only project in Israel that has used this method. 

The team of Saxum suggested using this collaborative method which was, at the time, strange 

for me. The world of construction is a conservative world because of the predominant fear of failure, 

so my first inclination was to say, "It won’t work.” But I agreed to work with this method despite my 

initial doubts. (…) 

To work on a unique project like this, using an innovative method which requires full 

transparency and trust, a special contractor was needed. We looked for contractors who would agree 

to come with us on this journey to try this method. After several months, we found a veteran 

Jerusalem contractor who was ready to build the project. And so I met David Cohen, may he rest in 

peace: an honest man, a warm man, a man of the people, “salt of the earth” (in Hebrew, this 

expression means “the best of men”). And so, together with Nathan Goldschmidt, the head architect, 

we began to work on the details of the project’s design and budget. 

From David Cohen, a wise man with a lot of experience, I learned the importance of setting 

aside your ego to achieve a shared goal. In a certain moment of crisis, David said he would leave the 

project because he thought it was more important that I stay on the project. I, on the other hand, 

thought it would be better for David to stay on the project and for me to leave. The crisis ended 

strengthening the trust of the team: we established a culture of cooperation, not war. 

The principle of IPD broke international records, to a point none of us expected. In 

collaborative projects like Saxum, it is unprecedented to have a unified monitoring and 

implementation team that operates under two supervisors. As a result, there have been three 

academic studies done on this project and several articles written about it – yet another way in which 

Saxum is unique.   



It was not long before David’s health took a turn for the worse and he was not able to visit the 

project as frequently. Slowly, we lost the leader of our contracting team. About a year ago, we lost 

him altogether. Dear David, from heaven, I am sure that you are proud of your last project and give it 

your blessing from above. May you rest in peace. 

Here, there are many construction workers, engineers, contractors, work managers, and 

workers. Other projects would have collapsed or fallen part because of the vacuum created by David’s 

absence. In the end, there was no vacuum. Not in Saxum. Our team spirit remained, along with the 

faith of everyone and a desire to keep going and complete the project. (…) 

Saxum was built in a truly unique way and by many people who walked together along this 

way. So far, I have told a story about construction and people; now I would like to share with you a 

story about faith and people.  

This house was built by architects and engineers from the three [monotheistic] religions, and 

from different national identities. We came from different countries and from different work cultures. 

Still, everyone shared the desire to build something unique.  

The team of planners was led by Nathan Goldschmidt, an Israeli Jew who immigrated from 

Argentina. Nathan worked in collaboration with three different teams of Spanish designers, and with 

members of Opus Dei in Italy. 

David Cohen was the head contractor, and working next to him was Kamal Aweisat, chief site 

engineer, who is a devout Arab Muslim living in East Jerusalem. With them was Yaarit Yechiel, the 

production and project manager assistant, an Israeli observant-Jewish woman.  

At the head of the client's team were practicing Christians, both American and European, who are 

members of Opus Dei. And then there was me, Ory Shaked, the client’s Israeli representative and 

project manager, and a descendant of the founder of Chabad Hasidism [an Orthodox Jewish 

movement]. This connection between all the monotheistic religions - Judaism, Christianity, and Islam 

– which built a home for Christian pilgrims in the Holy Land, is not a trivial connection. It makes this 

project remarkable.  

We Israelis don’t know much about Christianity, and we don’t care to learn about it, partly 

because of an ancient fear that stems from the history of more than fifteen hundred years of 

theological struggle, and at times, Christians’ desire to forcibly convert us. From this point of total 

ignorance about Christianity, I embarked on my journey to a better understanding of contemporary 

Catholic Christianity.  

I learned from the faithful of Opus Dei that Catholic theology has undergone a fundamental change 

over the last forty years. It began with the Pope’s statement that the Jews did not crucify Jesus. If this 

declaration got through to all Christians, it would be a huge step in preventing violence and hatred 

and could help eliminate anti-Semitism. 

They also taught me about a much larger, theological revolution, one that’s very important. 

There is an explicit statement by the Pope that recognizes that a covenant still exists between God 

and the Jews. This contrasts with the idea that the New Testament replaced the Old Testament, and 

recognizes that the covenant between God and the Jews can and should exist alongside the New 

Testament. Recognizing the right of the other to believe and worship God in his own way, without 

harming your faith, is essential for peace to exist between religions.  



I learned about the basic ideas of Opus Dei. One of them is that that the sanctification of work 

done well and simply is a way to worship God. The sanctification that allows every person, even if he’s 

not a scholar, to see himself as a trustee of his faith and to worship his God. 

When I, along with the head team members, went to Spain to see the lifestyle in houses like 

Saxum, one of the things I did was to attend a Mass. That morning, they gave a Hebrew translation of 

the Mass’s text. I was surprised to discover that many of the prayers were verses from Psalms that I 

know. I thought to myself, perhaps the distance between us is not so unbridgeable if we all draw from 

the same texts. 

Saxum is not just a construction project. Saxum is a project of hearts coming together. And 

that’s why it’s so unique. 

I also learned that every donation is important, whether it be a few cents or thousands of 

dollars; that difficulties come into existence so that we may have an opportunity to overcome them; 

that there is no conflict that cannot be solved with goodwill and teamwork. 

Distinguished guests, we have gone through a long and difficult journey with many difficulties 

and ups-and-downs. A fascinating journey, an enriching experience in a project made unique by the 

way it was built. A journey that has ended with an amazing building and a Visitor Center that is one-

of-a-kind. 

Ignorance leads to fear. Fear brings hatred. Hatred causes violence which only brings more 

fear, and so on…Here at Saxum, a house has been built that will break that cycle.  

Together, we built this house of Opus Dei, which thousands of pilgrims will visit, and during 

their visit, grow in their faith. During their visit, they will become better acquainted with the land of 

the Jews in which Jesus was born, lived, preached, and worked. During their visit, they will form a 

connection to the Holy Land, which is as holy to them as it is holy to us. Thousands of believers will 

get to know the land of Israel not as a land of war, but as a flourishing democratic state. Ours is a 

country with an ancient history, but with an innovative spirit that manages to produce some of the 

world’s most advanced technology. 

May God bless this house, its founders, its builders, and its residents. May God bless those 

who visit it and those who will be staying here in the years to come. Amen. 

 

 

 

 


