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Sisters and brothers in Christ, salaam and grace to you from Jerusalem, the City of Peace,
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We give thanks for you, our partners in mission in the New England Synod, in our continuing struggle for justice and peace in our land.  As most of you know, we Palestinian Christians in the Holy Land are becoming fewer and fewer in number.  While we were closer to 20% of the population in 1948 when the conflict began, we are now less than 2% in this land.  This year we have witnessed some seemingly hopeful signs of progress, such as the withdrawal of 9,000 settlers from Gaza and 4 small Northern West Bank settlements and the opening of the border between Gaza and Egypt.  If these are the first of many steps toward a negotiated settlement and ending the occupation, we welcome them.  However, realities around Jerusalem, Ramallah and Bethlehem are in fact becoming worse and more restricted rather than better.  The recent European Union report details the increasing isolation and ongoing illegal annexation process of East Jerusalem, as does another report by the International Crisis Group called "The Jerusalem Powderkeg"  (See www.holyland-lutherans.org to read the reports).  These reports document an ongoing, strategic process of severing East Jerusalem from its neighboring West Bank cities, which is virtually crippling the Palestinian economy and endangering the hope of a two-state solution.  Through ongoing home demolitions (3 times more in 2004 than 2003), confiscation of land for the wall and expanding illegal settlements and 
increased movement restrictions on work and family, our lives are becoming harder.
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Due to the wall and checkpoints, our Jerusalem congregation is split into thirds.  It is almost impossible to meet as a congregation because of this.  Because the wall runs through the middle of Palestinian East Jerusalem neighborhoods, people can't get to their jobs, services, schools and family. Our children wonder how they will get to their schools, and workers never know how long it might take them to get to work.   People caught on the wrong side of the wall are losing their health insurance, pensions and the right to live and work in Jerusalem.   They try to move back to the Jerusalem side, but there is already an acute housing shortage for Palestinians because it is almost impossible to get building permits for Palestinians, even as the illegal settlements are growing exponentially.  Many of our families are living together with 2 or 3 other grown families.  
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In our Jerusalem congregation alone, we have at least 20 "forbidden families" who cannot live together legally because one partner is not originally from Jerusalem and the Israeli government hasn't issued them the proper "reunification" permit required.  Families live with the daily threat of homes being demolished or land being taken, either because they didn't have an Israeli building permit for territory that is and always was West Bank land or because the settlement wants it.  New mega-terminals are opening at the Bethlehem and Ramallah checkpoints that institutionalize the isolation and dehumanize our people even further.  

As I write this, we begin Advent, the blessed season of hope.  People ask how we can still have hope.  As Christians, we know that our hope cannot be in the politics or the powers, but in the people and the power of God.  Our hope is in our children and our schools, that through them we will all create a better tomorrow.  Our hope is in you, our partners in mission, because having you visit, support, pray and advocate for us shows us we are not alone.   Our hope is in partner churches like the ELCA, who this year adopted a strategy for the Middle East that supports the ELCJHL and working to end the occupation.  We hope that you, our companion synods, will to develop action plans for making this strategy come to life.   Because of these ongoing hardships, we are facing a financial crisis to fund our schools and ministries.  We need you to continue walking with us in this difficult journey, as we remember together the words of St. Paul:

Though we have big challenges facing us here, our faith keeps us strong as we remember the words of St. Paul:  "We boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us."  (Romans 5:3-5)

Aboud,  Kharbatha Ben Hareth and Shuqba Health Clinics





LWF MINISTRIES





New or Expanding  Settlements





ELCJHL CHURCHES





The foreground shows a demolished Palestinian house, while in the background stands a 6 floor Israeli settlement also built without a permit 





Almost 100 houses are slated for demolition in Silwan to make room for debatable archeological exploration and settlements.








