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Your Excellency,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

On behalf of Palestinian Christians, we would like to welcome His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI to visit us in the Holy Land, both in his capacity as the head of the Catholic Church and as the head of the State of the Vatican. According to my understanding, His Holiness is visiting us as a pilgrim. A pilgrim who comes to the Holy Land to visit the location of God’s saving act revives his faith in His Savior our Lord Jesus Christ, but at the same time revives the faith of those who are living in the holy places. This means that he will follow the footsteps of Jesus with prayers for the peoples of this land. We welcome him with the words of Isaiah: “How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces peace, who announces salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns’” (Isaiah 52:7).

Our church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land (ELCJHL) and the Lutheran World Federation (LWF), have locally and globally very close relations with both the State of the Vatican and the Catholic Church. In all sincerity and love, I would like to offer those expectations and hopes of the local Palestinian Christians for His Holiness’s visit.

1. Palestinian Christians and their respective churches [the Orthodox, the Oriental Orthodox, Catholics and Protestant/Evangelical (Lutheran and Anglican)] are looking forward to hearing a word of encouragement, that they may be encouraged to continue to witness for their Savior and Lord in the land of the resurrection as they have for the last 2,000 years.
The pope’s visit will strengthen our ecumenical witness as the one Apostolic Church, as it reminds us that what unites us is much more important than what separates us. As we speak in Jerusalem about the Status Quo and about the apostolic succession, issues that are important to our churches, we want to speak out strongly about our apostolic vocation with the Catholic Church. For the Church in Jerusalem is called to be prophetic in our common witness in order to together work for justice and reconciliation, live in the power of forgiveness, combat and any kind of anti-Semitism, Islamphobia or Christianiophobia, promote gender equality, combat poverty and promote religious freedom.
2. We know that since 1994, the State of the Vatican and the State of Israel have been negotiating about the economic rights of the Churches. We expect that His Holiness’s visit will bring about a result that respects the traditional rights for the established Churches in Jerusalem. For what applies to the Catholic Church will apply to all the other churches.
For this reason, Palestinian Christians in Jerusalem are expecting that His Holiness will raise the issue of family reunification, a crisis that is threatening the presence of local Christians in Jerusalem.

3. Palestinian Christians wants his Holiness to see and be exposed to the suffering and fear of both peoples, the Palestinians and the Israelis. And we want a word of truth that rejects violence, denial of the other, occupation, bloodshed and other violations of human rights. At the same time, we want him to convey publicly that the security of Israel is dependant of the justice and freedom of the Palestinians. This is a symbiotic relation. For this reason, we want to reaffirm the implementation of the two-state solution, as recognized by the international community. That means living side by side with justice, peace and equality. But also we want the pope and the Christian world to affirm the position of our ecumenical council, the Heads of the Local Churches, regarding Jerusalem – that it should be shared by Jews, Christians, Muslims, Palestinians and Israelis alike.
4. We want his Holiness to witness that Jerusalem can be a model of peaceful religious coexistence. While it is true that there is political conflict here, it is also true that religions can coexist in Jerusalem. We as a local community have good relations with both the Muslims and the Jews. We want to remind His Holiness that there are extremists on all sides who use their Holy Writings to justify injustice and violence. Those extremist are not only holding Palestine and Israel hostage, but also are trying to transform the political conflict into a religious war. As a community, we have lived together in the past and will live together in the future. This is why his Holiness’s voice must join a symphony of voices saying that religions must be a driving force for justice, reconciliation, forgiveness and coexistence.
II: Let me put it in this way: If a historical peace treaty were hammered out today, could we Palestinians and Israelis live together and overcome fear and hatred? I doubt it. This is the reason why interreligious dialogue must prepare the way for a future peace that starts now and is based on justice.
As we dialogue among Muslims, Jews and Christians, we must join together to find shared constructive values for justice and peace so that we may live together. 
We religious leaders believe that the pain of the suffering of our own people is under our skin. But we also believe that religious leaders must not be blinded to the pain of the other.
For example, interfaith dialogue must be able to help the Palestinians to understand the deep trauma of the Holocaust in the hearts of the Jewish people. But at the same time, it must be able to help the Israelis to understand the deep trauma of the occupation to our Palestinian people. This is not to say their experiences of suffering are comparable. But once we see the pain of the other, we are on the way to justice and reconciliation.
1. More than a year of discussions between Palestinian Muslim and Christian leaders has yielded plans to establish a local affiliate of the World Conference of Religions for Peace. A “Religions for Peace – Palestine” organization would concentrate on dialogue as well as a “One Palestine for One People” campaign under the auspices of WCRFP’s regional affiliate, the Middle East/North Africa Council.
2. The Jonah Group is the Christian-Jewish dialogue group I established in Jerusalem. Christian participants include the Lutheran, Anglican, and Armenian Orthodox churches. Jewish participants come from the Reformed, the Orthodox and the Conservative traditions. We gather to study texts and to reflect on the contemporary issues of coexistence and living together. As well as intellectual, the relationship has become familial in that we often join each other at our respective religious festivals.

3.
As a spin-off of the Alexandria Declaration, we religious leaders – the two Chief rabbis of Israel, the Heads of the Local Churches and the Chief Judge of the Islamic Court in Palestine and Muslim leadership – established, the Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land. To the best of my knowledge, it is the first of its kind in local history. It is a miracle. We are also thankful that the Church of Norway has assigned a facilitator for this work. We have so far managed to:
1. Establish “hot line” procedures of rapid communication among ourselves in order to address and advise government officials regarding issues of protection of and access to Holy Sites before such issues become a cause for conflict.

2. Establish mechanisms to monitor media for derogatory representations of any religion, and issue statements in response to such representations.

3. Together reflect on the future of Jerusalem, support the designation of the Old City of Jerusalem as a World Heritage Site, work to secure open access to the Old City for all communities, and seek a common vision for this city, which all of us regard as holy.

4. Promote education for mutual respect and acceptance in schools and in the media. We will sponsor a conference for Israeli and Palestinian educators, academics and Ministers of Education on “The Role of Religion in Educating for Peace: Principles and Practices.”

5. Demonstrate through our relations that differences can and should be addressed through dialogue rather than through violence, and strive to bring this message to our respective communities and political leaders that they may embrace this approach accordingly.

6. Provide ongoing consultation to our government leaders, and through the example of our work together remind them that the interests of one community can only be served by also respecting and valuing the humanity and interests of all other communities.

III.

We know that we, as religious leaders, can not alone make peace in our country, but we also know that peace can not be made without us.

My vision for interreligious dialogue is to teach both Palestinians and Israelis to see God in the other, to accept the humanity of the other and mutually recognize each other’s human, civil, religious and political rights. Only then, the Holy Land will become a land of milk and honey for both Palestinians and Israelis. When will this happen?
A Rabbi once asked his disciples how we know that the night is over and a new day has dawned. 
One disciple answered, “Is it when you in the first rays of the early morning light can tell a dog from a sheep?” 
“No,” said the Rabbi.

“Could it be when we can discern an olive tree from a fig tree?” said another.
“No,” the Rabbi said.

“So when is it that we know the night is over and a new day has dawned?” his disciples asked.
The Rabbi answered, “It is when you can look in a man’s or woman’s eyes and recognize that he or she is your brother and sister. Until that happens it is still night.”
We hope this time will soon come and that His Holiness’s visit here will hasten the dawning of a new day.
