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The Evangelical Lutheran Church

in Jordan and the Holy Land   (ELCJHL)
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Salaam and grace to you from Jerusalem, City of Peace             April-May, 2006
Transition Period Filled with Uncertainty but Helped by Partners
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While our days here are filled with uncertainty, we give thanks to God for our faith that undergirds us and the constant support and care of our partners who share our burdens with us.  We have had many visits from these partners, including the annual meeting of the Coordinating Committee for Cooperation among Overseas Partners (COCOP).  

The situation here continues to change daily for us here in and around the Jersualem, Bethlehem and Ramallah regions, including new checkpoints, road closures and movement restrictions. The northern and southern West Bank are virtually separate now, or can be passed by the lucky few who have permits and are willing to travel 8 hours for what should be an hour journey.
Gaza is a pressure cooker with its lid and borders sealed, 1.3 million people in a 20 by 6 mile strip, 37% of whom are PA employees supporting 6-7 people each who are in their third month with no salaries.  The continued closures or reduced capacity of the borders, in violation to the agreement Israel signed, means that people are dying for want of basic medical supplies and drugs.  The new Hamas security force trying to restore law and order has racheted up the tension. The poverty rate is 75%.  Last month, thirty non-governmental organizations wrote a statement together about the economic disaster in Gaza calling on the world to see that international law and agreements are upheld in 3 ways:
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· Allow the democratically-elected government to function; 
· Uphold the Agreement on Movement and Access for Gaza signed on Nov.15, 2005, by both Israel and the Palestinian Authority, to allow free passage of goods and workers.

· Stop the illegal withholding of the Palestinian tax receipts which provide roughly half of Palestinian monthly income. 

[image: image5.jpg]


We are grateful that it looks as if the international boycott of humanitarian aid for Palestinians has been lifted.  We are grateful that the Israeli government has committed to letting medical supplies come through.  But these are band-aids and temporary solutions.  We don't want to rely on humanitarian aid.  We want to live and work and build our communities as freedom, democracy and the West supposedly allow.  Gazans want to stop watching their produce rotting in trucks because borders have been closed or slowed to a trickle for more than half the year.  The most disturbing thing about this humanitarian crisis is that it is mostly man-made, caused mostly by the occupation and its movement restrictions, destruction of infrastructure, personal property and farmland.   World leaders are literally paying money to devastate an economy, a land and its people.  
We appeal to our own Palestinian leaders and people to use their minds and not their emotions, to commit to non-violent ways to bring about the justice we need.  Further violence and fighting amongst ourselves only weakens us and strengthens the occupation and its disastrous hold upon us.  All sides and factions must be held accountable to stop all violence – including state violence which masquerades as security precautions such as extra-judicial assassinations, unwarranted arrests, home demolitions, movement restrictions and land confiscation. We cannot allow our internal differences to distract us from the underlying problem of the occupation.  Both Palestinian and Israeli leaders should be forced to face their own difficult tasks to bring justice and peace to this tortured land and its people.  
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We believe it is unethical to allow ourselves to be used as a substitute for the PA because the PA is the democratically-elected government of the people.  However, we encourage governments and churches to scale up their contributions to our educational ministries so that we can continue to play our vital role in building a modern civil society, providing peace education and maintaining the important Christian voice for justice, peace, compassion and reconciliation in our communities.  To contribute to the ELCJHL schools or ministries:

INSERT  WIRE TRANSFER INFORMATION
Bishop Visits Germany, Sweden and Norway

Bishop Younan has been active in trying to secure funding to replace any funding lost because of the fragile political situation and aid cuts.  On April 24, 2006, the Church of Norway and Norwegian Church Aid arranged a meeting for the Bishop with Deputy Foreign Minister of Norway Mr. Raymond Johansson and the Church of Sweden arranged a similar meeting April 25, 2006, with the Minister of Development and the Deputy Foreign Minister, Ms. Carin Jamtin.  The funding difficulties were discussed, and all seemed to agree on the importance of continuing the educational work – and maintaining the important Christian voice in the society.

He then went on to Germany, where the EKD and the ELCJHL conducted the second of three consultations together.  This meeting they discussed mutual understandings of the common history of the German and Arabic congregational ministries.
World Council of Churches on Palestine/Israel:         The time is ripe to do what is right.
The World Council of Churches Executive Committee, meeting in Geneva, 16-19 May, 2006, issued a statement on the Palestinian and Israeli conflict that calls the actions of Israel "morally, legally and politically" unjustifiable and urges the church community to speak out from an ethical and prophetic perspective to demand implementation of international law and United Nations resolutions. 
Failure to comply with international law and consequences thereof has pushed the situation on the ground up to a point of no return. The disparities are appalling. One side is positioning itself to unilaterally establish final borders on territory that belongs to the other side; the other side is increasingly confined to the scattered enclaves that remain. On one side there is control of more and more land and water; on the other there are more and more families deprived of land and livelihoods. On one side as many people as possible are being housed on occupied land; on the other side the toll mounts of refugees without homes or land. One side controls Jerusalem, a city shared by two peoples and three world religions; the other—Muslim and Christian—watches its demographic, commercial and religious presence wither in Jerusalem. From both sides, military forces or armed groups strike across the 1967 borders and kill innocent civilians. On both sides, authorities countenance such attacks. 
Finally, the side set to keep its unlawful gains is garnering support from part of the international community. The side that, despairing at those unlawful gains, used legitimate elections to choose new leaders is being isolated and punished. 
Calling for respect for existing agreements on both sides and ending double standards, the WCC statement urges many specific steps, including: 
· establishing contact and engagement with all the legitimately elected leaders of the Palestinian people for the resolution of differences, and not isolating them or causing additional suffering among their people; 
· supporting two-way and equitable negotiations as the path to mutual recognition between Israel and Palestine and to the resolution of other contentious and substantive obstacles to peace as noted in the succession of United Nations Security Council and General Assembly resolutions. 
· holding both parties to one and the same standard for ending violence, meeting their existing agreements and recognizing each other’s existence including the 1967 borders. 
· insisting that all High Contracting Parties to the Fourth Geneva Convention (including Israel, the U.S., States of the European Union, Russia, and the repository state, Switzerland) ensure the well-being of the occupied population. Urgent actions include ending the punitive measures imposed on the Palestinian people in violation of the Fourth Geneva Convention and its prohibition of collective punishment—including the tax, aid and travel restrictions imposed after their recent democratic elections—and requiring the occupying power to fulfil its responsibilities for the well-being of the population in all areas it controls, including the Gaza Strip. 
· making Jerusalem an open and inclusive city for the two peoples and three religions, shared in terms of sovereignty and citizenship. 
· excluding the unilateral imposition of borders on Palestine by Israel;
· encouraging the Palestinian Authority to include parties across the political spectrum in the processes of democracy and of non-violent conflict resolution, to protect the democratic rights of its people from external pressures as legitimate rights under international law, to maintain the existing one-party cease-fire toward Israel and extend it to cover all parties, and to demonstrate that all forms of violence and attacks across the 1967 borders between Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories against innocent civilians on either side must stop. 
Finally, the statement calls on member churches to advocate for these measures and to act for a just peace by supporting the churches in Jerusalem in their work with people in need and by seeking help from churches in the Middle East to educate churches elsewhere about the conflict, the region and the path to peace.  It promotes participation in the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel to bring about an end to the occupation.  Finally, it calls for constructive theological dialogue about attempts to link current events in the Middle East with certain Biblical prophecies, recommending that such dialogue should include concrete and legitimate political perspectives on justice, the impact of such linkages on the presence and witness of the Christian churches of the region, and discussions about the nature of Christian witness for peace in the Middle East.
(See www.holyland-lutherans.org for the full statement.)

Overseas Partners Hold Annual Meeting
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The Coordinating Committee for Cooperation between the ELCJHL and her Overseas Partners (COCOP) held its annual meeting at the International Center in Bethlehem from May 9-12.  The council is made up of partner churches and representatives from Norway, Sweden, Finland, Germany and the ELCJHL. Their presence and support in understanding the importance of our ecclesiastical and educational work gives as strength and vision as we work together to ensure the future of the mission of the church in the Holy Land.  We are most grateful for our partners!
New Propst Installed at Redeemer's German Congregation
We also congratulate the incoming The new Propst of the German-speaking congregation of the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer, the Rev. Dr. Uwe Grabe, was installed during worship on Sunday, May 14.  Propost Grabe has been involved in Christian-Jewish relations as well as with contextual Palestinian theology for many years.  We pray for God's blessing upon him and his family in this challenging new position, and we look forward to working with him in fulfilling our challenging mission together. 
We wish outgoing Propst Martin Reyer all the blessings and we pray that his wife may have a quick and full recovery.  We thank him for his cooperation and support.  We are also thankful for the support and collegiality of Propst Dr.Jurgen Wehrmann and his wife, Karen???          .  Propst Wehrmann served as interim Propst for the intervening months between Propst Reyer and the new Propst.  
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Women Meeting Women
Mrs. Suad Younan met with a group of 17 women from Sweden who traveled here specifically to hear from Palestinian and Israeli women about their lives, faith and experiences here.  Mrs. Younan, director of the Helen Keller School for the Blind and Chair of the Women's Committee at the Fellowship of Middle East Evangelical Churches (FMEEC), said that it is the women and children who bear the brunt of the violence and occupation. She said she received great strength from the strong and courageous women friends of all faiths who speak out against violence, for justice and who support one another.  "There are many women prophets today.  They don't all have to be Christian.  We strengthen each other day by day, and we remind each other that we can't remain silent in the face of all the violence and injustice around us."
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Lutheran School Board Holds Annual Meeting

The Evangelical Lutheran School Board (ELSB) also met in May.  They are working on the implementation of their strategic plan resulting from their assessment process last year.  It was recommended that an endowment fund for the educational work of the schools and programs be developed and encouraged by partner churches. 
Lutheran Church of Hope in Ramallah Celebrates Confirmation, Easter
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20 Confirmed in Celebration Worship 

Almost 20 young women and men were confirmed Sunday, May 7, at the Lutheran Church of Hope in Ramallah.  Adding to the celebration was the presence of Bishop Ole Christian Kvarme from the Church of Norway and 5 members of the delegation of deans and staff from the Church of Norway.  Bishop Younan preached in Arabic and Bishop Kvarme read the gospel and gave a greeting in Swedish.  Both Bishops and Pastor Ramez Ansara participated in laying their hands in blessing on the confirmands.    

Ecumenical Easter in Ramallah
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On April 23, the Lutheran Church of Hope in Ramallah celebrated Easter – a week later than the western calendar.  In Ramallah, to promote ecumenism, the eastern and western churches have agreed that they will celebrate Christmas according to the Western calendar and Easter according to the Orthodox calendar.  Pastor Ramez Ansara says that this helps cement the Christian spirit of the whole town, enabling joint celebrations and services.  
Al-Raja Dance Troupe Prepares for US Tour

The Al-Raja Dance Troupe has been practicing hard for their upcoming 6-week tour in the US.  They will travel throughout the states – Illinois, Chicago, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Nebraska, California, Texas and New England – introducing Americans to the Palestinian culture of Dabke dancing, traditional costumes and their stories of faith and life in Palestine.  The troupe is only two years old, and has traveled to Norway to perform there with partners who helped establish the group.  They also performed at Al Kasaba theater and the Ramallah graduation. 
Recent news about the financial future of the Palestinian government has been disturbing to those who look beyond the immediate political surface. Drastic funding cutbacks that threaten the jobs and health care for amillion inhabitants of a region will naturally influence the quality of children’s lives there as well, especially when over half of its inhabitants are of school age. Children suffer not only because of their unemployed parents’ inability to pay their school tuition but also because of the lack of outside funding.  Yet despite the harsh prospects for school revenue and programs, the staff and students in the Lutheran Schools of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land continue to cultivate hope in this grim climate. Here are just a few recent examples of such color and growth. 


Although residents of the United States celebrate Mother’s Day in May, March is the month when Palestinians remember the role of women in the family. Each school had special programs and tributes from students to their mothers. The pre-school staff at Al-Mahaba (love in Arabic) Kindergarten at the Augusta Victoria Hospital Campus hosted over fifty mothers and grandmothers for their annual celebration. Children sang and recited their tributes before enjoying a lunch with their families and guests. One of the four educational programs of the ELCJHL, this program provides day care and education for 36 Muslim and Christian children from East Jerusalem.


Fifth graders in the Evangelical Lutheran School in Beit Sahour hosted in March their first English Drama Night. Students composed and performed original scenes, skits, and songs for their guests. Teacher Afra Sa’d and Principal Salameh Bishara expressed pleasure over the children’s hard work; they hope to expand and continue the dramatic programs as an annual event for the community. Schools’ Director Dr. Charlie Haddad noted that such activities help to accomplish the strategic goal of applying classroom learning through innovative approaches; they also build students’ creativity, adaptability, and self-confidence.  Children in the Lutheran Schools study English from first through twelfth grades.

Our most recent newsletter expressed regret but understanding over the decision of the Danish GL Teachers’ Union to postpone their joint seminar with the Lutheran Schools originally scheduled for March; local and international demonstrations had protested the publication in Denmark of cartoons offensive to the Muslim community. However, plans are now underway to complete the series of seminars with two workshops scheduled for June and August. The school staffs of Beit Sahour, Dar al-Kalima, Talitha Kumi, and Hope School of Ramallah are happy to welcome back their Danish colleagues.

In addition to the Danish-Palestinian dialogue established during the past year, the Schools continue to extend their goal of promoting communication and cooperation with international groups.  During the first two weeks of May, Jihan Imaya of Dar al-Kalima School and Marlene Rock of Beit Sahour School, who both teach upper level English classes, are exchanging places with two colleagues from Sweden, Liselotte Hoppe-Persson and Kenth Rohlén. Such interchanges of ideas and experience benefit staff and students living under the conditions of restrictions and occupation.
ELCJHL Schools and Educational Programs








At Shifa Hospital in Gaza, dialysis has been reduced and only emergency surgeries are allowed due to the lack of basic medical supplies.





Heads of Churches in Jerusalem Write Letter to Heads of State





Your Excellencies,							





We greet you in the name of Peace and Justice from the Holy City of Jerusalem!





As Heads of Churches we are very much concerned for the well-being of our people who are now faced with even greater hardships if your countries persist in their decision to cut off the aid to the Palestinian People and isolate the newly-elected Palestinian Authority.





In God's name we would urge you to re-consider your decision.  After all, your own International Observers declared the elections to be conducted in a just and honest manner and the outcome the wish of the greater number of the Electorate – hopeful of gaining an improvement in their daily lives through a more accountable Authority.





More than this, we would ask that you seriously consider the potential for change which you might influence if you resolved to work with the Authority.  Consultation has the possibility of encouraging efforts for good government and the abandonment of acts of terrorism; in the present volatile situation neglect of such an opportunity could lead to an even worse scenario.  





We much appreciate the assistance given to Church Institutions – particularly schools and hospitals – where we are struggling to ensure their continuing work to some 25% of Palestinian society.  However, we strongly oppose any attempt to set parallel funding mechanisms.





In conclusion, we would seek your support for our work as peacemakers and carers whilst pleading that you ensure that the demands of international law be upheld equally for Israel and the Palestinians.  We condemn acts of violence and terrorism regardless of the perpetrators.





Patriarchs and Heads of Churches in Jerusalem		- May, 2006

















