Justice and peace in East Jerusalem

Statement by the Church of Norway Council on Ecumenical and International Relations, adopted on 14 May 2009 upon the proposal of General Secretary Dr. Olav Fykse Tveit
In these days the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land is celebrating 50 years as an autonomous church in communion with the Lutheran World Federation. 

This church can also celebrate that it is 30 years since the first Arabic bishop was appointed and 170 years since Lutheran missionary work began in the area. On the occasion of the anniversary, the Church of Norway Council on Ecumenical and International Relations wishes the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land and its bishop Munib Younan God’s blessing and continuing strength in their witness and service.

In Jerusalem the Lutheran church serves both its own people and the worldwide Christian community by testifying to Jesus Christ through prayer, preaching and service in the city where Jesus Christ himself preached, was crucified and rose again. 

The church is working for a just peace in Palestine and Israel. The churches have a special vocation in striving to make Jerusalem a city of peace for Jews, Muslims and Christians. International law must be observed, and the human rights of all must be respected. Jerusalem is a holy city. The three religious communities have therefore a special responsibility to ensure that the three religions can live together there in mutual respect. To work for this end has for a long time been an aim of the Church of Norway and the international Christian community. The General Synod made this clear in 2008. And Pope Benedict XVI expressed the same aim during his recent visit to the Holy Land.

On this occasion, the Church of Norway Council on Ecumenical and International Relations wishes to pray especially that the churches and the international community take seriously the difficult situation in East Jerusalem. The situation there portrays many of the current problems in the area that need to be resolved in a just manner. 

Because East Jerusalem has been occupied by Israel since 1967, the rights of Palestinians in this part of the city are restricted. According to a UN report from April 2009, the Israeli authorities are now destroying Palestinian dwellings at an alarming rate, and Israeli settlements are being built on a large scale. This makes it even more difficult than before for Palestinian families to find somewhere to live. 

In addition, the wall that Israel has built cuts the natural and important family ties between the inhabitants of East Jerusalem and those in the rest of the Palestinian areas. Couples that marry cannot live together if one of them is a resident of Jerusalem and the other lives on the West bank. The wall makes it difficult for Palestinians to visit their holy places in Jerusalem, to go to work or to visit hospitals in East Jerusalem. In addition to the practical problems, the situation is humiliating and exhausting.

In this situation, the international Christian fellowship and the international community must demand that the human rights of the citizens of East Jerusalem be respected. This must include the immediate cessation of the unwarranted destruction of houses and the possibility for Palestinians to build new dwellings in East Jerusalem. We regard the Lutheran World Federation’s project of building dwellings for Palestinian Christian families on its property on the Mount of Olives as an important contribution, and we are glad that the Norwegian government supports the project.

Together with other member churches of the World Council of Churches, we will observe the annual World Week for Peace in Palestine and Israel in June. Once again this year, we urge parishes to observe this event and pray for peace for both the Israeli and the Palestinian peoples. Both communities need a just peace without violence and occupation.

