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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
February-March, 2006
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Walk and Pray with Palestinian Christians 
During Holy Week
The wilderness walk of Lent coincides this year with a crucial transition time in our land, especially for Palestinian Christians.  Their numbers have been steadily eroding for years, causing great concern among Christian – and Muslim – leaders.  They are being driven from their native land by the unrelenting occupation, human rights violations, movement restrictions, home demolitions and a growing housing shortage in Jerusalem, all of which are magnified problems for a minority.  The political and economic uncertainties now further threaten our hopes and dreams for ourselves and families.   

So we ask you, sisters and brothers in Christ, to walk with us, pray with us and for us during Holy Week as we follow the very footsteps of the Holy Walk.  Follow our pilgrimage in words and pictures on our website, www.holyland-lutherans.org.  Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem knowing his love and commitment would lead to suffering, isolation, pain and death.  But he also knew that to get to Easter morning, we must go through the darkness of Friday.  Let us strengthen one another, knowing that, together, we are the Body of Christ in which the new dawn comes.  We shall send you more materials as Holy Week approaches.
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What Now for Palestine and the Middle East?
Should the International Community 
Continue Aid to Palestinians?

In its rush to judgment over the Hamas election, Israel and the international community may well be precipitating yet another crisis for Palestinians and one more[image: image6.jpg]


 obstacle to distract from the real work of nation building. Continued closures, Israel's promise to illegally withhold Palestinian's own tax money from them and threatened funding cuts from the international community all increase tension and inflame an already exhausted humanitarian crisis.  Gaza has no more flour and bread is literally a precious rare commodity because of continued closures.  It goes virtually unreported that the tax and customs money the Israelis plan to withhold from the Palestinians is Palestinian money charged on Palestinian goods that is only collected by Israel.  Cutting just this $40-$50 million a month may be enough to bankrupt the economy, Middle East Envoy James Wolfensohn warned.  Then the international community is threatening to cut their aid as well.  It is 
hard to see how any of this would do other than strengthen extremism 
and promote more problems. President Carter said it well:

This common commitment to eviscerate the government of elected Hamas officials by punishing private citizens may accomplish this narrow purpose, but the likely results will be to alienate the already oppressed and innocent Palestinians, to incite violence, and to increase the domestic influence and international esteem of Hamas. It will certainly not be an inducement to Hamas or other militants to moderate their policies.
The election of Hamas candidates cannot adversely affect genuine peace talks, since such talks have been nonexistent for over five years. A negotiated agreement is the only path to a permanent two-state solution, providing peace for Israel and justice for the Palestinians. 

For the ELCJHL and other churches, it threatens our entire ministry.  The funds to be withheld would come straight out of the pockets of families trying to pay their child's tuition or support the church.  If our families are not paid, less tuition money will come in to the schools and the cycle spirals down.  Much of the funding for our programs also comes from the international community.  Withholding funds before the newly and democratically-elected government has a chance to set out its program will much more likely result in more extremism and a greater potential to spawn a new and deadly cycle of violence.

We continue to speak out for a government that will give us social justice, freedom of religion, full human rights including equal rights for women, adherence for the rule of law and a non-violent resistance to occupation and a modern, civil society.   
More than ever, the Christian witness for compassion, justice, reconciliation and peacebuilding is vital in this region.  During the recent Cartoon controversy, we were able to avoid serious violence here because of the relations that have been built between Christian and Muslim leadership over the years.  Religious leaders met here continuously calming their people and advising tolerance and non-violence.  The ELCJHL will continue its quiet but persistent work, teaching the children and preaching a gospel of justice, healing and reconciliation.  We will continue to call for an end to violence on all sides, a mutual recognition of one another and our right to live in a just peace in our own, viable two nations based on the 1967 boundaries.  

Meanwhile, as the world tries to force Hamas into its framework of words and rhetoric, the violence and injustice of the occupation continues.  Recently, the world watched while a prison was decimated, 3 killed and 200 paraded on national news in their underwear.  During February, another month of "relative calm," more than 30 Palestinians were killed by the IDF, more land was confiscated, a dear friend's home and many others were demolished, new Israeli-only passages sealed off the West Bank more completely and plans for the new extremist settlement to move in and around Rachel's Tomb in Bethlehem are one month closer, which will transform Bethlehem into another powder-keg city like Hebron.    Please help us preserve the Christian witness by advocating for peace with justice.
Blooming Partnership between Bad Tolz and ELCJHL
Bishop Younan led a delegation of 10 from ELCJHL congregations to visit the Bad Tolz Deanery which is part of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Bavaria.  In a celebratory worship service, where they mixed soil from both lands and planted pots to be distributed to each of the 12 Bad Tolz and the 6 ELCJHL congregations as a symbol of their developing work together.  The emphasis of the partnership is how each church can help the other.  During the planting of the pots, Bishop Younan used imagery from Chapter 3 of 1st Corinthians which encourages us to think of each other as equal servants in the Lord:  "Who is Bad Tolz?  Who is the ELCJHL?  One plants, the other waters, but the growth comes from God.  We are all God's servants.  This partnership is beyond our own churches, it contributes to the healing of our broken world."
The partnership visit included a festive celebration with a representative of the Bad Tolz Municipality, a Franciscan priest and a Catholic priest.  Another highlight of the visit was a special reception with the Bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Bavaria, Dr. Johannes Friedrich, who honored the deanery of Bad Tolz, the Bavarian church council and us with warm hospitality.  We are thankful for Dekaan Martin Steinbach, his pastors, congregations and the committee for their efforts in re-commissioning our partnership and building Palestinian and German Lutherans into a vital communion dedicated to God's mission in the world.  
Pastor Mitri Raheb Attends Annual Meeting of Jerusalemsverein 
The Rev. Dr. Mitri Raheb attended the Annual Meeting of the Jerusalemsverein in Germany in February.    Rev. Dr. Raheb preached and addressed the festive meeting as this year's representative from the Holy Land.  Each year the ELCJHL is invited by the JV to attend their annual meeting to communicate news and events from here and to ensure good relations between the ELCJHL and its mother mission society.
World Council of Churches General Assembly Meets in Brazil
Bishop Younan and 5,000 Christians from all over the world attended the World Council of Churches General Assembly in Porto Alegre in February.   The Bishop gave a talk on "Religion and Politics," and, as Chair of the Local Reference Group for the Ecumenical Accompaniment Program for Palestine and Israel, spoke about the theology and vocation of accompaniment.  (Available on the ELCJHL website:  www.holyland-lutherans.org)
The Council work resulted in a letter from WCC General Secretary Rev. Dr. Samuel Kobia to members of the UN Security Council's Middle East Quartet.   The letter called on the leaders to:  "Accompany Israeli and Palestinian leaders with courage and patience in a direction that will give their people cause for hope," 
The letter comes at "a critical juncture in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict," and calls on recipients to "work in new ways to meet the new situation emerging from last month's Palestinian elections". It identifies three features of the new situation that "present opportunities for genuine progress towards peace":  
· As "an earnest exercise of democratic rights", the Palestinian elections "send a democratic warning to those in the international community who hold responsibility for the long-delayed fulfilment of international obligations to the Palestinian people".  
· The new Palestinian Authority "needs time to position and prove itself", and Quartet members therefore need to exercise "constructive patience" with the newly-elected body. 
· In the interests of a genuine peace process, the Quartet is needed as an active, determined, objective and consistent "third party" in order to hold Israelis and Palestinians to equitable terms and conditions. 
Bishop Younan Travels to Geneva
Bishop Younan traveled to Geneva in March to visit WCC General Secretary Sami Kobia and to meet with Lutheran World Federation officials about the Mt. of Olives Housing project now underway to help alleviate the housing shortage in Jerusalem and empower the Christian minority in Jerusalem..  See www.mtofoliveshousing.org soon for more information.  

While the World Decides Whether to Discontinue Aid, the Occupation Continues:
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New Israeli Only Checkpoints
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There have been "forbidden roads" for a long time now - within Palestinian land - that Palestinians are not allowed to drive on.  They are by-pass roads for Israeli settlers only.  Now a new military order prohibits Palestinians living in the West Bank from entering Israeli via any route other than 11 designated crossings for Palestinians only, and then only on foot.  Israelis are prohibited from transporting West Bank Palestinians through these passages into Israel. According to Israeli reporter Amira Hass in Haaretz, the signs say:"Passage is for Israelis only.  Transporting and/or movement of people who are not Israelis is forbidden through this passage." The yellow signs explain who is an Israeli.  The definition is in the major general's order, and is the standard definition used in military orders declaring 'a closed military area' to Palestinians, where only Israelis are allowed to enter.  'An Israeli,' says the order and the sign, 'is a resident of Israel, someone whose residency is in the region (meaning the occupied territory, Amira adds) and is an Israeli citizen (a settler, she says), or one who is eligible to become an immigrant according to the Law of Return - 1950 and someone who is not a resident of the region but has a valid entry permit to Israel (a tourist)." 
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And, during another "month of relative calm," 
over 30 Palestinians were killed by the IDF.

Hebron Sheikh's 2nd Home Demolished in 1 ½ Years

The Bishop's phone rang late one night recently, and the voice said "I'm working for peace, and what do they do?"   It was Sheikh Najib Jaabari, the religious leader of one of the larger  Muslim  communities in Hebron.  He went on to relate how bulldozers and Israeli officers "just following orders" demolished one of his homes for the second time in less than two years.  When the Sheikh asked the officer in charge to show him an order and to tell him why, the officer answered "You can go to Beit El and ask them."  Except that he can't, because he doesn't have the permit he would need to get there.

Some of the rows of crops are still intact, others were crushed  under the treads of the bulldozers.   He had permits from the Hebron municipality; water and electricity had been set up.   The house was built in 2003, and the sheikh has no idea why it should have been demolished now.  But then, he had no idea why his other house, two lots over, should have been demolished a year and a half ago.  

"This has been our land since my grandfather?  It is our land, I and we should be able to build on it."



Middle East Evangelicals Reach Historic Agreement

On Jan 26th, the day the Palestinians went to the polls in the first general election in 10 years, another historic event was unfolding in Amman, Jordan.  Lutheran and Reformed (Presbyterian and Congregational) churches from Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, Egypt, Syria, Kuwait and Iran signed together "The Amman Declaration Agreement of Full Mutual Recognition of Lutheran and Reformed Churches in the Middle East and North Africa."  In addition to our church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land, these churches signed the agreement: The National Evangelical Union of Lebanon; the Synod of the Nile, Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Egypt; The National Evangelical Church in Kuwait; The Synod of the Evangelical Church in Iran; The Union of the Armenian Evangelical Churches in the Near East; The National Evangelical Synod of Syria and Lebanon. 
Recognizing that "the divisions between us are contrary to God's will that we be one," these partners have achieved an extraordinary ecumenical expression of unity so they can work together in the unique challenges that face the evangelical Christian church in the Middle East.  In this historic agreement, similar to other accords reached in the US, Europe and Africa, the churches have mutually recognized one another's ministries and agreed upon a declaration of faith including beliefs in the Trinitarian God, justification by faith, the preaching of the gospel and administration of the sacraments.  They have agreed to mutual participation in one another's worship and ministry, con-celebration of the Sacraments, common prophetic witness for justice and peace and other joint activities that will promote ecumenical and interfaith witness and service to God's people in the Middle East.  

Bishop Younan said that the agreement had been signed after a consultation in September of 2005 and several intentional dialogues through FMEEC throughout the years.  According to Bishop Younan: 

It was the Holy Spirit that led us to such an agreement.  We realized that we can do much more together than separately, and that diversity is a gift within our unity in Christ.  It was the missionary societies that implanted the evangelical churches through the preaching of the gospel and the administration of the sacraments.  It is now the local, indigenous churches that are reaching out to one another to make this Mutual Agreement a reality that will foster our mission together."  

Bishop Younan said that this is the first agreement of its kind in the Middle East, and he hopes it serves as an example to other churches in similar circumstances.  The Christian church has a vital role to play in the Middle East, and only our unity makes it possible, he said.  They plan to celebrate the agreement and con-celebrate worship together in Cairo and Beirut.  They also hope to do the same in Kuwait City and Teheran to strengthen these younger churches and affirm one another.
Latvian President Vaira Vike-Freiberga Visits Holy Land and ELCJHL

President  Vaira Vike-Freiberga, Latvia's first woman president,  visited the Holy Land recently, and stopped in on Redeemer Lutheran Church and the ELCJHL on Monday, Feb. 20. The Rev. Russ Siler, pastor of the English-speaking congregation at Redeemer Church, welcomed the President's delegation in the absence of Bishop Dr. Munib Younan, and gave an explanation of the history of the church. The Revs. Rudueger Scholz, Kjell Jonasson and Julie Rowe and ELCJHL General Secretary George Awad also received the delegation.

International Events Change Local Plans

During the past year and a half, the Schools of the ELCJHL have engaged in a cooperative project with the Danish Upper Secondary Teachers’ Union. The GL Seminars, as the project was named, was planned to present a series of six seminars of educational interest to teachers, students, parents and administration in the Lutheran Schools. Beginning in January of 2005, teachers and students from Denmark came to the West Bank to co-present these educational seminars with their Palestinian counterparts from the Lutheran Schools in Bethlehem, Beit Jala and Ramallah. Topics included improving school management, promoting democracy in school life and environmental education. The most recent one, held in Ramallah in December and featured in last month’s newsletter, focused on encouraging creative and critical thinking through innovative techniques. Other aspects of the Palestinian-Danish Dialogue have included a film project, an international electronic forum and student and teacher exchanges.  Government schools in Palestine have also been a part of this collaboration and exchange.

Final plans were underway for the fifth seminar to take place at the beginning of March at Dar Annadwa, the International Center of Bethlehem. The facilitators here and in Denmark were looking forward to discussions and workshops on incorporating information technology in the schools. Unfortunately, the Danish participants regretfully decided to cancel their travel plans because of recent demonstrations about newspaper publications mocking Islam in their country.  Both the tacky cartoons and the resulting protests have received international coverage. Ironically, the quiet and continuing important work of bridge building taking place here and in Europe receives little press attention!  The staff of the Schools and Educational Programs of the ELCJHL appreciates the efforts of all our international partners and we hope that the Danish GL Teachers Union and the Schools of the ELCJHL will soon be able to continue their dialogue for the benefit of all our students.

Dr. Charlie D. Haddad

ELCJHL Schools Director

The election sign says "The US and Israel have said no to Hamas.  What will you say?" Palestinians disagreed.  Most say it was a vote for change and reform and an end to occupation and not a vote for violence or an Islamist agenda.





Above right: The lot in the foreground was the first house demolished over a year ago.  In the meantime, the red-roofed settlements in the background expand relentlessly down the hills.  Above left:  The Sheikh next to the demolished home and crops.





Sheikh Jaabari next to his demolished home and a cauliflower plant that survived.





ELCJHL Schools and Educational Programs








For much of February, many Muslim men were prohibited from entering the Haram al Sharif to pray on Fridays, and Israeli police and army imposed a tight reign on movement.








Israeli soldiers arrest a family for being in Jerusalem without the proper permit.





Lord of Life,  as we walk your wilderness path that leads to new life, 


We pray especially for our sisters and brothers in your Holy Land.


Give them strength, light and courage to continue their witness.












































Lead us all, we pray, 


 out of the tombs that entrap us, �the hate that embitters us,


the despair that paralyzes us


and the fear that holds us hostage.





Open our eyes and soften our hearts to help us see your face in the eyes of the other,


Make us the church you meant us to be,


The people of faith and courage you call us to be,


Bridge-builders, healers, ministers of  reconciliation.


Deliver us from Friday's darkness and Saturday's fear into Sunday's light of hope


so we can walk as raised, risen and reborn


Easter people on the road.   Amen. �Art by Ramallah student                                          Prayer by Rev. Julie Rowe




















