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The Evangelical Lutheran Church 
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Salaam and grace to you from Jerusalem, City of Peace
You can almost feel the hope.  Rising, ever so slowly, like crocus peeking through the last crusty layers of snow.  You can almost see the eager gardeners straining their eyes for those new chutes of life. But the anxious gardeners here have been wrong before.  And these crusty layers go back a long, long time. 
Most will admit to being "cautiously hopeful" that real progress can be made now toward a lasting peace.  But not just any peace will do.  Only a just peace will do. 
It is our belief that ending the illegal occupation will be the path to peace.  Even as words of peace are spoken, we are still witnessing and living under military occupation every day. Every day, more houses are demolished and more land confiscated to make way for the Wall and more settlements. Every day people are stalled at checkpoints and locked into their towns by restrictions.  Every day the wall grows longer, one step closer to completion.  Every day the concrete noose tightens around Bethlehem, Jerusalem and Ramallah, walling more and more Palestinian land into Israel's plan for "greater Jerusalem" and more and more Palestinian people out.  

If this is to be a time for peace, let it not be at the expense of justice. 
During this reflective and penitent Lenten journey, the words of Isaiah remind us what kind of penance matters:  
Is this not the fast I choose? To loose the bonds of injustice,

to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free and to break every yoke?...
…And you shall be called healers of the breach."

The church's role as prophetic peacemakers has never been clearer.  The breach cries out to be healed, even the rocks and stone walls are beginning to sing for freedom.  Let us raise the voice of justice, peace and reconciliation as we continue to condemn every kind of violence and hate.
It is very easy to point out what the other must do to make peace or bring justice.  We ministers of reconciliation don't have the luxury of stopping there.  This Lenten season, we are also called to look within.  
What walls have we built within ourselves, our families or communities?

What am I doing that invades the peace of those around me?

What am I doing to heal the breaches in my life?

May God's healing and reconciliation flow into our hearts, homes and nations.
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Ecumenical Accompaniers and Heads of Churches
Meet with Former President Jimmy Carter
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Ecumenical Accompaniers and some Jerusalem Heads of Churches met with former President Jimmy Carter and US Congresswoman Lois Capps (D-Ca) in January to compare notes on their observations of the Palestinian Elections.   The pair had traveled to the region specifically to be international observers to monitor the election process. The Accompaniers, who also observed the process, presented a report on their findings entitled “Accompanying Elections under Occupation: Between Ballots and Barbed Wire.   (see www.eappi.org)
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“I would like to express my thanks to this group of Christian leaders and volunteers who are here to promote the principles of the Prince of Peace,” Carter said. 
ELCJHL Bishop Munib Younan, chair of the EAPPI Local Reference Committee, also applauded
 the work of the Accompaniers, which includes speaking in their home counties about what it is like to live under occupation with people of faith:
 “You have been our eyes and ears here.  When you return home, we hope you will be our mouth, too, and express yourself in your own countries and churches,” he said.


The ELCA hosted Capps and two California bishops last year on a trip to Israel/Palestine to visit the region and see firsthand the reality of Palestinians and Israelis.  At the meeting, Capps recalled her visit to Jayyous, a village cut off from its land by the “Separation Wall” and reiterated her support for justice for the Palestinian people while still supporting Israeli security.   She also praised the role of the church in showing that justice for the Palestinians does not entail the opposite for the Israeli people: 
“You don’t suppress one and lift the other.  You keep both up in harmony. You are not wishing ill on one side.  A Jewish-American peace supporter in California put it to us this way: ‘It is the role of the Christian to make the case for doing both and supporting both Palestinians and Israelis.’”

Bishop Younan echoed her challenge:
“Don’t be pro-Palestinian or pro-Israeli.
Be pro-justice, pro-peace, and pro-reconciliation.”

Taken from a story by Larry Fata, EAPPI
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Recent Visitors to the ELCJHL
The ELCJHL has been blessed with many visitors

recently.

● Dr. Barbara Rossing, author of ​The Rapture Exposed, led a 3-week study tour from the Lutheran School of Theology in Chicago.  Pastors here were grateful for her talk about her book at a ministry meeting here in Jerusalem.
● Fourteen representatives of the Southeast Michigan Synod of the ELCA visited in late January.  The synod is a companion synod with the ELCJHL. The group met with pastors and parishioners and heard about the hardships of the occupation, especially in Jerusalem, where the Christians feel increased isolation.  The synod is sending a delegation of young people this summer to meet and engage young people here and build on the developing partnership.
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● A group of Swedish journalists came in January for a conference on the contemporary religious and political landscape in the Holy Land. The participants visited ICB and met with Bishop Munib Younan. The Swedish Theological Institute arranged the Course.

● The National Council of Churches of Christ sent faith leaders from several denominations to meet with church leaders and others in January. Palestinians told them about life and ministry during the 4-year Intifada, which has left many Palestinians jobless, in poverty and unable to leave their local setting.  The group issued a statement calling for an end to the occupation and a just peace. 
While every leader we met – Christian, Jewish, Muslim – condemned violence, it is clear the overriding problem is Israel’s continuing occupation of Palestinian territory.
From the NCCC Statement
Barriers 
Do Not Bring Freedom 
www.ncccusa.org

Norwegian Prime Minister Kjell Magne Bondevik Visits the ELCJHL

Norway's Prime Minister Kjell Magne Bondevik visited the Holy Land in February to support both Palestinians and Israelis in the peace process and mediations. He spent one day with Palestinians and one day with Israelis. He had dinner with Latin Patriarch Michel Sabbah, Bishop Younan,  Bishop Riah Abu al Assal of the Episcopal Church and other Christian and Muslim leaders to discuss the process of peacemaking. PM Bondevik, also an ordained pastor, worshipped with the Lutheran Church of Hope in Ramallah. The congregation was overwhelmed when he read the gospel in Norwegian, celebrated Holy Communion with them and shook every member's hand.  In his address, he said:
Let us pray that Jerusalem,

the city where Jesus suffered and died,

will rise again at Easter,

making Jerusalem the open city that it has been, 
open to believers of all three of the world religions.

Palestinians were heartened by his presence and hope that this will set a precedent for future visiting foreign leaders to worship with their Arab brothers and sisters in Christ. In his sermon, Bishop Younan thanked him for coming and blessed his mission of working with both Israelis and Palestinians     toward a just peace.    
Bishop Younan Attends Auschwitz Commemoration and Visits EKD

The Bishop attended the ceremony in Hanover, Germany, commemorating the day 60 years ago when Allied troops came upon the horror of Auschwitz and liberated the remaining survivors.  Commenting on the day, the Bishop said:            
"We don't need to remember yesterday's guilt, but today's responsibility to ensure that this brutal past does not become our future. This is not just the responsibility of Germany, but of all nations, including Palestinians, to demand equal rights and human dignity for all people, regardless of ethnicity, nationality, religion or gender.  We must root out anti-Semitism, Arabophobia, Islamophobia, Americanophobia, Europhobia – all the hate, wherever we see it raising its ugly head, and stand together and say "Never again for all of humanity.
The Bishop, Pastor Ibrahim Azar of the Jerusalem congregation and Rev. Sven Oppegaard, Ecumenical Secretary of LWF, went to Hanover to meet with Bishop Dr. Johannes Friedrich and the Rev. Cornelia Coenen-Marx for negotiations about the partnership between the ELCJHL and the EKD. They also met with the Rev. Inken Wohlbrandt from VELKD, who led a meeting with BMW Director Rev. Eckehardt Zipzer about the BMW-ELCJHL relationship.  While in Hanover, Bishop Younan also met with Bishop Dr. Margot Kasemann, Bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Hanover, to discuss the current relationship and future possibilities between the ELCJHL and the German Evangelical churches.  
Greeting from Dr. Charlie Haddad, the ELCJHL Schools Director
“We give thanks for our creative and energetic staff this new year, who help our students to learn and celebrate despite the immensely difficult circumstances in Palestine.  Our staff members help the students to grow, express themselves, and find cause for hope in the coming year.”

Christmas is Still Merry in the ELCJHL Schools


Though the Christmas lights are taken down and the nativity sets put away for another year, the festive Christmas celebrations in the ELCJHL Schools this past December were ones to remember.

Every year each of the ELCJHL Schools holds its own Christmas celebration.  The service is a time to bring together the whole school community: students, teachers, administrators, parents, and church and community members gather to hear the familiar story and celebrate in the school’s atmosphere of youthfulness and hope.

“These celebrations are offered by the Church for the school community,” said Bishop Younan of the ELCJHL.  “They are comprehensive, showing that the work of the Church is not separate from the work of our schools.” 
The program differs from school to school and from year to year, but certain characteristics remain unchanging.  The Christmas story of God’s coming to earth in the birth of the baby Jesus is central and is celebrated in prayer, drama, music, and dance, and student contributions make up the majority of the program.  Students perform in choirs and other musical ensembles, offer dramatic readings, and search for new ways to use their gifts in telling the Christmas story.

The ELCJHL Schools took a variety of creative approaches to the celebration this year.  The Dar al-Kalima School in Bethlehem held a classroom-decorating contest during the week before Christmas, and children at the Al-Mahabe Kindergarten in Jerusalem performed dances and a Christmas play for their parents and friends.

Christmas today comes to the Holy Land with a certain heaviness as well.  Teachers, parents, and older students remember past years in which Bethlehem was free from checkpoints, travel restrictions, and separation walls and open to all people wishing to celebrate Christ’s birth.  Bethlehem seems eerily quiet to those who can remember recent years in which over a million worshippers from all over the world made the trip for the Christmas Eve mass.  This year the total visitor attendance in Bethlehem on December 24th was reported at just a few thousand persons.

“It’s still Christmas,” said a staff person at the Dar al-Kalima School of this year’s Christmas season.  “You still go to the church to pray, and you still decorate your house.  But something’s missing.”
In a time when the Christmas message of joy and peace for humankind is missing from much of everyday life in Palestine, the celebrations in the ELCJHL Schools offer a powerful expression of hope.
“It is important for us to shine a ray of light in a time of darkness, frustration and weakness,” said Bishop Younan.  “This is a message of hope and joy in a time when there is little hope and joy.”

Assessment of the ELCJHL Schools Underway

In keeping with their philosophy of giving students a quality education with an innovative approach, the ELCJHL Schools are undertaking a comprehensive assessment process this winter.  “It is part of our educational vision to continually assess our work and find ways to do it more effectively,” said Dr. Charlie Haddad, the director of ELCJHL Schools.

The assessment, which was initiated by the ELCJHL and approved and supported by the ELCJHL Church Council and the Evangelical Lutheran School Board, is being carried out by an independent team of local and international educational specialists working collaboratively with the ELCJHL Schools administration.  The assessment team includes one Palestinian member, one German, and one American.  The results of the educational assessment will be used in preparing a comprehensive strategic plan for the ELCJHL Schools in the coming months.  The assessment began on January 29th and will continue through March 12th, 2005.

Please keep in your prayers:

· Today’s children of Bethlehem and the Holy Land, for a new year of joy and peace;

· The administrators, teachers and support staff of the ELCJHL Schools and Educational Programs, who work diligently toward building a healthy and democratic Palestinian society through innovative school programs and projects,
· The team selected for the assessment of the ELCJHL Schools, that their efforts may lead to successful future planning for the ELCJHL’s educational work.
Rev. Julie Rowe     RevJBR2003@yahoo.com  www.HolyLand-Lutherans.org
The Southeast Michigan delegation visited the Wall in Aida Refugee Camp near Bethlehem.





ELCJHL Schools and Educational Programs


News and Events





We have a new name!  At the annual meeting in January it was unanimously changed to add "and the Holy Land" to be more inclusive or our work.  We are now the ELCJHL!








Bishop Younan and Ramallah Church Elder Jack Bahbah presented  PM Bondevik with a traditional Palestinian banner.





Ecumenical Accompaniers and ELCJHL International Secretary Rev. Kjell Jonasson took the NCCC group members to a gate in Jayyous that farmers must pass through to get to their land.  Photo by EAPPI's Andy Hall, UK




















The Birth of Jesus at the program at  Dar al Kalima School in Bethlehem.





























Bishop Younan thanks President Carter for his support. Photo by Matt Robson of the United Kingdom





Children at the Al-Mahabe Kindergarten practiced for their Christmas celebration in December.
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