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So many well-worn phrases come to mind when I think of how to begin my correspondence with you. “You” are the friends, colleagues, acquaintances, congregations, and others who have asked to hear about the ministry I am in the midst of. Then there are a few of you whom I have added, because I thought you might also like to hear. 

I am gathering my thoughts and composing my words from the one of the offices of the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer in the Old City of Jerusalem, where I serve as pastor of the English-speaking congregation. (And, yes, it still gives me goose bumps when I say or write that.) I arrived here on the evening of August 21, intending to take the first week getting settled and finding my way around before beginning my work. There were, however, others with somewhat different images of my start. Bright and early the next morning I met with the Congregation Council and Bishop Munib Younan of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan [and Palestine]—the ELCJ. Bishop Younan serves as my supervisor here. My work is a ministry of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America’s Division for Global Mission, as it accompanies the ELCJ in its life and ministry.

The bishop and I planned my first service, now two days away, as a joint service of the English-speaking and the Arabic congregations which he and I would lead together. Thankfully, he preached! And then I was off and running!


Often, especially in the weeks prior to leaving the States, I had been told that the Palestinean people are so warm and hospitable. My most vivid illustration of that came at the end of my second week. Along with Mary Jensen, an ELCA pastor who is serving as communications assistant for the ELCJ, and Andy Willis who is here to work with the director of the schools of the ELCJ, I attended the dedication of the Dar al-Kalima Health and Wellness Center on the grounds of the ELCJ school of that same name. Even though we, along with a whole line of cars, had to wait at the Israeli checkpoint for about thirty minutes [No, no reason except that the soldiers chose to let all cars headed north go through while ignoring those of us heading south.], we still arrived in plenty of time to share in the festivities. One quickly learns that the trip from Jerusalem to Bethlehem, normally 10-15 minutes, can take hours. I felt warmly received at the dedication and at the reception which followed….but nothing like I would feel a little later.

Thirty minutes after we left the reception, having taken an “alternate” road away from the school toward the center of Bethlehem, Mary, Andy, and I found ourselves and our large 8-passenger Volkswagen van on a tiny broken dead-end road behind two houses with the nose of our vehicle pointing skyward at a 40-degree angle! Mary has some Arabic language ability and was able to ascertain from two women who came outside to help that we were in a village she had never heard of. Talk about “helpful information!” Darkness was descending about as rapidly as my anxiety level was rising when a man appeared. His English was vastly superior to our Arabic. He proceeded to guide my turn to the opposite direction, even though there was no room in which to turn, and to give us directions to Bethlehem. Before he did so, however, he thrust his genuinely sincere smile to the open window and said, “Will you come in for coffee?” 


Perhaps one day I will be able to explain my need to forego his hospitality, and be on my way, to that kind man. For now I must be content with this warm feeling which reminds me of the way people here relate to strangers. In the midst of an existence which is marred by hostile soldiers at checkpoints, massive unemployment brought on by the conditions of the occupation, farmers unable to pass through a “separation fence” to tend their crops as their families have done for generations, and a growing despair, people here still make the time and give of themselves to welcome the stranger in their midst. These are the kinds of stories which never make it into the popular press.

I thank you for your gracious willingness to listen and your continuing support of our efforts here as we accompany the church in this land. 
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