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Salaam and grace to you from Jerusalem, City of Peace
December, 2005
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Somehow it doesn't feel like Christmas. It has been an extended, warm fall, paralleling the politics that are heating up here in the Holy Land. The split of the Likud party and Prime Minister Sharon's new Kadima party  will keep things interesting here until the March 28th elections and probably after as well.  The new labor leader Peretz can be expected to focus on the social cost of the settlements and conflict to Israelis, which may at least deepen discussions about the need for peace. We are hopeful the Palestinian elections, scheduled for Jan 25, will be a positive turning point for Palestine in developing a civil, modern, democratic society.  We remain committed to candidates who are committed to non-violence and who advocate two viable, contiguous states living side by side, sharing Jerusalem for the three faiths and the two peoples.  We also look to the Iraqi elections with hope, not just for their development of democracy but praying the 4 Christian Peacemaker Team members held hostage might be released.  Many of us have worked closely with the CPTers here in Palestine, where their selfless work against occupation and oppression has been a major factor behind the unprecedented outpouring of support from the many Muslim groups and clerics world-wide.  Their lives and work are an inspiring example of living for the sake of peace, justice and equal human dignity for all.  The day before he was kidnapped, Tom Fox wrote a reflection about why they were there in Iraq.  He concluded that: 

"we are to love God with all our heart, our mind and our strength and to love our neighbors and enemies as we love God and ourselves….

We are here to root out all aspects of dehumanization that exist within us.  We are here to stand with those being dehumanized by oppressors and stand firm against that dehumanization.  We are here to stop people, including ourselves, from dehumanizing any of God's children, no matter how much they dehumanize their own souls."

That's what is so disheartening about this conflict and living under occupation. It is dehumanizing to both Palestinians and Israelis.  The latest addition is the "new and improved" mega-checkpoint between Bethlehem and Jerusalem.  It serves as a symbol of the deepening isolation happening around Jerusalem. The old main road entrance to Bethlehem is now sealed with a 30 ft ( 8 meters) steel door (pictured above).  This new checkpoint also sometimes seals its 30 ft steel door even at night, adding to the open-air prison-like effect.
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These words of a favorite Christmas hymn now carry a cruel irony.  Now, the stillness is an eerie, artificial stillness created by all of the closed shops, especially on the old bustling main road now closed by walls and barriers (pictured at left).  Yet neither walls nor weapons, nor fear nor anger, can silence the message of hope from the manger that we celebrate this season.  In that dark night, God chose to be born in weakness and vulnerability, among the poor, the oppressed and the occupied, to embody a hope that no Herod can kill and no fear can destroy.  Jesus comes into the world to embody a radical love that invites all and inspires all to share that love, speak out against injustice and live as sisters and brothers.   Dehumanization, death and despair will not have the final word, because the Christ Child is born again everywhere and every time this love is shown.  We pray this Christmas, especially for Tom, Norman, Harmeet and James, that the grace and glow of the manger will remain strong in our lives.  
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Swedish Parliamentarians Visit the Holy Land
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Nine Swedish parliamentarians from all political parties led a delegation in November to look at human rights and issues of international law in the Holy Land. The tour, arranged by the Church of Sweden and Diakonia, took them all over the West Bank and Israel to see the people on the ground and talk with them.  The group also met with both Israeli and Palestinian officials and groups.  

As a result of the trip, they formed an inter-parliamentarian network to follow up on concerns that were raised on the trip.  These MPs have already asked their Foreign Minister for an explanation of their Middle East policies regarding their concerns, such as the crisis of East Jerusalem, the wall, home demolitions and the expanding illegal settlements resulting in land confiscation, are already being addressed  
Mutual Recognition Agreement Near for Middle East Evangelical Churches 
Evangelical churches from all over the Middle East met in October to create a unified recognition agreement.  The executive committee and the general secretary of the Fellowship of Middle East Evangelical Churches arranged the conference.  Professor Andre Birmle, from the Ecumenical Institute in Strasbourg, assisted with the process.  

Lutheran, Presbyterian, Armenian Evangelical and Methodist leaders attended from Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Algeria and Kuwait.   As a result of the two-day conference, a draft agreement was reached and is now in its final process of approval in the respective church bodies.  This will strengthen and give a more unified approach to Christian Evangelical ministry in the Middle East by allowing co-participation of worship, events and better mutual support. 
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Augusta Victoria Opens First 

Cancer Treatment Center in the West Bank

About 100 people gathered to celebrate the grand opening of the new cancer treatment center at AVH in early December.  It is the only cancer treatment center of its kind in the whole West Bank. Many partners have contributed funds, technical expertise and training since the project began in 1997.  At the opening, partners also voiced their commitment to facilitating the center's success.  The separation barrier and the increasing movement restrictions into East Jerusalem will be a big obstacle to the center's viability.
Bishop Younan Travels to Norway

Bishop Younan traveled to Norway in early December to assist in the consecration of Bishop Helga Haugland in Cathedral of Borg, Norway.  At the reception, Bishop Younan asked the assembled guests, which included the Speaker of the Parliament, the Minister of Culture and Religion and other dignitaries, to help save Palestinian Christianity and preserve Jerusalem as a shared city for Muslims, Christians, Jews, Israelis and Palestinians.   Clergy and faith leaders came from Sweden, Denmark, Finland and the UK to participate in the service. 

EKD from Germany Travels to ELCJHL for Jewish-Christian Dialogue Consultation

Members of the EKD (Evangelical Kirchen Deutschland)                   )                                                                                             met in December to consult with one another about Jewish-Christian dialogue in the Holy Land.  Rabbi Ron Kronish a partner of ELCJHL in dialogue, of the Interreligious Coordinating Council in Israel, told the group about the council's work with Bishop Younan and the ELCJHL.  Through telling one's own stories in dialogue, he said, the development of friendships builds trust, which is necessary before tackling the tougher issues. Rabbi Peron that is a partner in dialogue to the German Speaking Congregation in Jerusalem also addressed us.
Church Activities
Shaping Communities in Times of Crisis: 
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More than 200 international and local participants gathered from over 20 countries for a week-long conference at the International Center in Bethlehem in November.  The week was filled with  lectures, worship, music, arts and cultural events around the theme of how land and culture shape our identities collectively and as individuals.
The conference began with a worship service and candlelight peace vigil through the streets of Bethlehem to churches, a mosque and then to the Church of the Nativity.  Participants visited local sites, homes and organizations, heard from speakers, discussed the ideas, worked on a peace mosaic and planted trees at the Dar al Kalima Nature Reserve.  Plans are underway to produce the lectures and papers into a book and to follow-up this conference with another next year.  For more information about the conference, including some downloadable lectures, see www.annadwa.org.
The Advent Season in the ELCJHL
ELCJHL churches are busy with many holiday events.  Christmas bazaars, advent programs and Sunday School programs are on the agenda for all the churches as they prepare to celebrate the birth of Jesus.
[image: image11.jpg]


[image: image12.jpg]


[image: image13.jpg]s




[image: image14.jpg]





Goal:  To integrate peace education and culture, reinforce democracy
 and encourage tolerance, co-existence, love and respect toward others.

Assalaam alaykhum, “peace be with you” is a common expression here in the Holy Land, as it was in Jesus’ time. Each Sunday Lutherans and other Christians “pass the peace” before Holy Communion.  Yet peace is more a dream than a reality in many parts of the world and especially here. Palestinian parents have waited and watched as the Christian world speaks of peace at Christmas but is silent while their children’s lives echo another reality the rest of the year – as shown in these children's drawings.  
 The Schools and Educational Programs of the ELCJHL heartily endorse peace as a basic value and incorporate it in their goals and objectives. In a land where incidents of violence and oppression are daily occurrences, teachers and students in the Lutheran schools engage in activities that foster peace-building, democratic 
exchange, and creative outlets.  In this season of Advent, as we await the coming of the Prince of Peace, I would like to describe some of the efforts to integrate peace values, reinforce democracy, and encourage respect for others.

According to ELCJHL Schools' Director Dr. Charlie Haddad, ``the training offered in the Lutheran Schools will slowly but surely help students understand that the power of the creative mind will always help a person, or a group, or a community, or a nation to reach its goals in civilized, humane and peaceful ways.  What can be accomplished this way can never be accomplished using force and/or violence."
During the past year, students in the middle grades have participated in workshops on resolving conflict and respecting individual differences through sharing personal stories. The Martin Luther Community Development Center in East Jerusalem has offered adult Hebrew language courses to improve job skills and to ease communication among Arab and Israeli inhabitants of the city. School sponsored visits by guest speakers have included representatives from both the Palestinian Authority and the Israeli cabinet.

Encouraging democratic participation and facilitating open exchange are basic to many of the strategic plans now underway. Parent, staff, student, and community representatives contributed their ideas and opinions in the recent self-study, and parent and student councils are in place at each of the four schools. This year teachers and principals will meet in workshops to plan together activities and programs to implement the goals and objectives developed during the past two years.

Creative activities also provide outlets and techniques to help students deal constructively with the conflict, restrictions, and economic hardships they experience daily because of the Occupation. In addition to counseling for trauma and stress-related health problems, creative arts like drama, music, creative writing, and drawing become tools of expression, release and healing. The photos included on this page were part of an exchange on peace between students in Germany and those at Dar al-Kalima School in Bethlehem.

Such school activities with outside groups, part of the goal of building cooperation and communication, will be explained in another newsletter.  These exchanges, visits, and forms of correspondence are important factors in lending support and encouragement in the difficult situation of most students in the Lutheran Schools. We give thanks for each link in this worldwide chain of hope as we pray for “peace on earth, good will to all.”

Sister Sylvia Countess

Assistant to the Director of Schools, ELCJHL

ELCJHL Schools and Educational Programs


A Closer Look at ELCJHL Educational Goals








Each school has a student council.  This was the Ramallah School of Hope Student council of 2004-5.





At an "installation art" exhibit, students are encouraged to create a display that portrays how they experience their life.  In this exhibit, the workbook was glued to an old table, which was almost collapsing.  His theme was that no matter the conditions around us, we Palestinians will still be committed to education.





O come to us, abide in us, Our Lord Immanuel.





O Little Town of Bethlehem, How still we see thee lie…





Above: Men from the Lutheran Church of Hope in Ramallah prepare for their advent program.  This was the first event they used their recently new tables and chairs.   Left:  The Martin Luther Community Development Center made a manger for their children's Christmas program which will be open to all.  








Jihan Azar sells goodies at Redeemer's Arabic-speaking congregation's annual Christmas bazaar.








