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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 2007
From Bishop Younan
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We have said it before but we will say it again.  If there ever was a time for peace – with justice – it  is now.  We simply cannot let this deadlock go on, for the sake of Palestinians, Israelis and all those who are being consumed by the fires of extremism, violence and injustice in our region.  We ask all people of faith and courage to stand up and make their voices heard to face the hard choices and issues that we must face in a democratic, civil way, through non-violence, dialogue and international law.  We simply cannot let this new opportunity pass or sabotage it by needlessly provoking one another.

First, we ask that the construction near the Al Aqsa Mosque be suspended for now until a better, more transparent and mutual process can be developed.  There is no need for pushing forward with this right now, given that this area represents perhaps the most controversial issue in a whole list of explosive issues.  These ruins have waited centuries.  In the interest of a lasting peace, they can wait a little longer.  

Second, the new unity government must be given a chance to prove itself.    The Palestinians have allowed themselves to be deadlocked by the Quartet's magic three propositions:  1) the recognition of Israel; 2) the renunciation of violence and 3) adherence to past agreements.  We must reframe the situation and look beyond semantics, because these conditions are vague and mean extremely different things to different people.  For example, no country has officially recognized Israel because it has no legal borders.  What exactly would they recognize?   (Con't Page 2)
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What we need right now is mutuality.  We are all children of the same God, deserving of the same freedom, peace, dignity and rights.  We need to mutually recognize one another and mutually renounce violence (which includes  outright violence, targeted assassinations, home demolitions and military incursions.)    We also need mutual recognition of past agreements.  During the Oslo process, violence and bombings grew as the number of illegal settlers doubled and movement restrictions on Palestinians became unbearable. 
There is no alternative to dialogue and to the implementation of international and human rights law.  Both sides must be equally accountable and forced to deal with whatever behaviours contradict international and human rights law.  

Everyone knows 90% of what should be in an agreement, and previous talks that focused on the top issues led to progress if not firm resolution.  We must proceed now to these tough issues, because these temporary negotiations that depend on meeting previous, vague conditions have only allowed us to sink deeper into the morass.  
Peace will only be the fruit of justice, which means to us, and I would venture to say, most Palestinians:  
A Palestinian state based on the 1949 Armistice Line (called the Green Line, marking the occupied territories after 1967), which means 22% of historic Palestine, with these provisions:
- A viable, contiguous state (control of borders, airspace, water resources);

- Jerusalem as its capital (shared Jerusalem);

- A just resolution of the refugee issue;

- A political resolution of the settlements and land confiscation;

- Shared major resources such as water;

Now is the time to resolve this, so that the whole region can begin the recovery and healing process necessary to a lasting peace.  The international community can continue to offer lofty, empty words about democracy and freedom while continuing to boycott the only democratically-elected Arab government in the Middle East and hold its children and families hostage to an unconscionable humanitarian crisis.      

But know that the only winners from that will be the extremists.  They will continue to garner support as long as negotiations, and now even democracy itself, only leads to humanitarian catastrophe, worsening human rights and further isolation.  

No more conditions.  No more talks of "temporary" solutions during which there is only more settlement building, more land confiscation and more despair.  Now is the time to sit down and negotiate, equally, based on international and human rights law.  Now is the time to learn to treat one another individually and as peoples – Israeli and Palestinian – as equal children of God, deserving of the same dignity, peace, freedom and life abundant.  
We ask your help to urge your governments to make this happen.

Bishop Munib Younan
Bishop Younan and Heads of Local Churches Busy Behind the Scenes

The Bishop to Palestinian National Unity Conference:  Use Wisdom not Weapons
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Bishop Munib Younan urged Palestinians to "use brains, sanity, dialogue and non-violence and not arms to deal with differences" at a national conference Monday.  The conference, called by independent groups, non-governmental organizations and other agencies, encouraged democratic, non-violent strategies as the only way to achieve Palestinian goals of an end to the 40-year military occupation and the creation of an independent, viable state living side by side with Israel. Banners and stickers at the conference said that Palestine is big enough for all of us and our differences.  

The conference started off with Islamic Chief Judge Sheikh Tamimi and Bishop Younan speaking to the 200 people gathered.  Bishop Younan told the group that recent infighting between Palestinians "is a sin and a shame on our people" and urged politicians and other leaders to listen to both those who agree with them, to the silent majority and to the voice of the opposition because this is the only way to develop a peaceful, non-violent strategy for justice and to build a common vision of a modern, civil, democratic society.  He urged the victims of the fighting to forgive and not to allow hatred and vengeance to overcome them. 

The Bishop has been talking on radio and television and working with Muslim and Christian leaders behind the scenes to try to unite Palestinians toward non-violence and mutual respect in this crucial time of recent infighting, a new unity government and increased tension over recent excavations near the Al Aqsa Mosque.

Heads of Churches Issue Statement Denouncing Palestinian Violence

In early January, Bishop Younan and 12 other Jerusalem church leaders issued a "call to unity" expressing deep concern about deteriorating relations between Fatah and Hamas leaders in the Palestianian Authority. In their statement, the church leaders said they "feel the time has come to call for intense prayer to Almighty God for peace and an opportunity for calm."     

The church leaders urged people to pray for their neighbors rather than "hurling accusations at each other." "We believe we have an obligation to change course especially for the sake of all of our children and young people who deserve a better future devoid of hatred and bitterness," the church leaders wrote. They called for an "all out effort" to unite Palestinians and concentrate on interdependence and the opportunity for peace and security for all people living in the Middle East, including Christians, Jews and Muslims. The Christian church leaders offered themselves as mediators "or in whatever role deemed necessary and helpful by our people," their letter concluded.

Bishop Younan Back from US Speaking Tour 

Bishop Younan spent two weeks in January touring the US and speaking to various Lutheran seminaries, institutes and groups throughout the US. From New York and New Jersey to Chicago, Pennsylvania, Houston  and Florida, he gave a series of lectures, sermons and informal talks about prospects for a lasting peace in Palestine/Israel and the whole Middle East   Thanks to so many whose hard work made these meetings and events possible!
Heads of Local Churches Visit Haram al Sharif After Clashes about Excavations
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Heads of local churches paid a solidarity visit to Muslim clerics and leaders Saturday after Friday's clashes on the Temple Mount after prayer.  The Muslims said that Israeli soldiers stormed the Haram al Sharif, throwing sound grenades and using tear gas to force those gathered to leave.  

Saturday's discussion centered around what to do to keep holy sites protected, respected and accessible to all who wish to pray there.   
The clashes were sparked by new excavations near the Haram al Sharif, which contains the Dome of the Rock and the Al Aqsa Mosque, which constitute the 3rd holiest site in Islam.  Due to the clashes, the Palestinian side of Jerusalem has been virtually shut down and under a tight closure for two weeks now.
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According to Muslim leaders, they have been in discussion for 3 years about this reconstruction of the Mugrabi gate area because it is so sensitive.  They have been trying to meet with the Mayor of Jerusalem for these 3 years, but were consistently denied a meeting.  That is why the sudden start of the excavations provoked such a response.  With layers and layers of history underneath this site, there are conflicts over how to recover them all.  Some Israeli archeologists have advocated digging through the Muslim layers to get to the evidence of Jewish history, from earlier times, possibly evidence and artefacts of the 2nd temple.  
Delegations from Strangnas Diocese and the ELCA Staff Visit  ELCJHL
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Bishop Hans Erik Nordin and a delegation of pastors, staff and lay people from the Diocese of Straengnes in Sweden arrived in the Holy Land Friday, February 2, to visit the ELCJHL and others working for a just peace in Palestine.  Saturday they toured Bethlehem and some ministries of the ELCJH, and Sunday they traveled to Ramallah to worship with the people of the ELCJHL's Evangelical Lutheran Church of Hope.  Bishop Nordin told the assembled congregation that they were there to learn what it is like to be a community of hope in the midst of struggle.   Bishop Younan of the ELCJHL preached and con-celebrated Holy Communion with Bishop Nordin, then went on to visit Ramallah residents and listen to their stories of recent years. The group will depart on Wednesday, after a full schedule of visits and meetings to get a feel for life in the midst of conflict.

Jerusalem Celebrates Week of Prayer for Christian Unity
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Redeemer Church hosted the third day of the Week for Prayer for Christian Unity Tuesday, Jan. 23, with a joint service in six languages urging Christians to unite in their struggles for peace, justice and reconciliation.  During this week, church leaders and lay Christians alike gather at a different church each evening to join with one another in prayer and fellowship.   As with the other evenings, the churches was filled with the many different clerical gowns, headgear, signs and symbols of the huge variety of the Christian community in Jerusalem, which is made up of 13 churches in four families, the Eastern Orthodox, the Oriental Orthodox, the Catholics and the Protestants.    

In the first of this year's services at St. George's Anglican Church, Bishop Riah Abu-Assal told those gathered that:   

"As long as we continue to be fragmented and not united, we cannot have any impact on anything. We need to come closer to each other, and stop distancing the one from the other. This is the object of this wonderful “Week”.   It is a call to become One: ONE IN HIM and ONE FOR HIM." 
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This year's theme, "He even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak" from Mark 7:37 came out of the Umlazi Township in South Africa, the site of much suffering still from the legacy of apartheid, poverty and oppression. Each year the World Council of Churches and the Pontifical Council for Christian Unity select a theme that comes from a particular local context to then be shared throughout the world during this week. Most of the world celebrates this week of prayer for the Unity of the Church a week earlier, but Jerusalem delays it to not interfere with the Orthodox and Armenian Christmas celebrations, which are later than the western calendars. 

Like their counterparts in Europe and the United States, students and staff in the Lutheran Schools of the Holy Land come back to expect the usual school routine after winter holiday vacation. There were some differences this year, however. Teachers returned to their classes and also to help plan the educational ministry of the ELCJHL. Faculty committees and principals from the participating schools met during January outside regular school hours to complete the final phases of the Schools’ action plans. Each staff is now ready to implement and Beit evaluate activities that promote the goals and objectives of quality education for Christian and Muslim students in the Occupied Territories. These Action Plans will also serve as an effective self evaluation tool for teachers, administrators and support staff.

Another important element in the Schools’ action plans is teacher training and providing for professional exchanges of ideas on curricular innovations and student-centered learning.  The Martin Luther Community Development Center, an educational ministry of the ELCJHL, is taking an active role in providing in-service training for teachers of English in our West Bank schools as well as those in the Old City and East Jerusalem. In December, twenty-seven teachers from seven local schools participated in the first   session on structured group strategies to increase student participation and learning. Based on the teachers’ enthusiastic reception and suggestions, future workshops will discuss more grouping practices, teaching and evaluating speaking and writing skills, and providing for students with motivation and attention problems. These issues, common to students everywhere, are of particular importance to schools operating in areas subject to military, political, and economic stressors. Recent events in the West Bank and East Jerusalem have once again pointed out the challenges of providing safe and stimulating learning environments for the students of Palestine.

.Also during January, teams of students and teachers from each school completed a pilot project that advances many of the Schools’ goals. They participated in Challenge 20/20, an international program sponsored by the National Association of Independent Schools in the US. Each of the four local schools with a US partner school studied one of twenty global issues. Students conducted Internet and local research, used their English skills to communicate with their American partners, learned about community resources, and practiced higher level thinking skills to propose solutions. Subjects studied were education for all, international labor and migration, water deficits, and biodiversity losses. All found the cross-curriculum activities a new approach to holistic learning and the topics especially relevant to issues for Palestinian communities living in the challenges of the Occupation. 

You may wonder why we use the greeting above from "Jerusalem, City of Peace," when it is apparent that there is anything but peace in this Holy City.  We make a conscious choice to use this phrase, which is the ancient meaning of the word in Aramaic, Syriac, Hebrew and other ancient languages. We believe that the road to peace in the Middle East runs through Jerusalem, not Baghdad, Damascus or Tehran.  More and more people and studies echo this belief, such as the Iraq Study Group's report and an American coalition of Jewish, Christian and Muslim leaders in a letter called "From Crisis to Hope" released in December (see � HYPERLINK "http://www.holyland-lutherans.org" ��www.holyland-lutherans.org� for letter). Recently, President Mushariff of Pakistan told American leaders that unless the Palestinian/Israeli conflict is resolved, he cannot control the extremists in his country.  





But we also use the phrase as a statement of faith.  One day the city of Jerusalem will be free, shared and open to all to pray, worship and walk wherever they want, regardless of the shading of their skin, the color of their ID or the language of their worship.  This year Jerusalem suffers its 40th year of occupation.  We believe 40 years is enough.  It's time to be free. 














Students at the Ramallah School of Hope prepare to research the global issue of water deficits.








ELCJHL Schools and Educational Programs

















Students at Dar al Kalima School brainstorm ideas on their Challenge 20/20 Project Education for All.








Sahour Principal Salameh Bishara and English teacher Afra Sa'ad strategize over action plans with Schools' Director Dr. Charlie Haddad.








Behind the Scenes:





Most Israelis and most westerners don't understand why these excavations are such a big deal to Palestinians and the Muslim world.   To the Palestinians, it's about much more than a few bulldozers and a walkway.  It's another unilateral move by the Israeli government at just the wrong time to prove to the Palestinians who is in control.  It's about mutual respect – or the lack thereof – and it's about Jerusalem.  And it's about the 3rd holiest site in Islam and the most explosive patch of ground on earth.  In a conflict rife with controversial issues, this issue rates #1.   





This dredges up fears about tunnels the Israeli government dug in 1996 under the Haram al Sharif and other negotiations about who had sovereignty "under" the Temple Mount.  The worries are that  the  foundations of the sacred buildings will be damaged or that Israeli archeologists, who have been advocating digging through Muslim layers to get to the ruins from Jewish history earlier, will have their way, damaging Muslim sanctity.   Reports are already circulating now that some claim that Second Temple artifacts are definitely there.





In 1996, almost 100 people were killed in clashes when the tunnels were dug without warning or consultation.   Ariel Sharon's provocative invasion of the Haram in October of 2000 that sparked the deadly 2nd intifada. 





This was begun on the eve of the Mecca Summit, which many were hopeful would lead to a unity government., as it did on Friday, Feb.    As a result, the city of Jerusalem was under tight closure for more than a week now, with protests breaking out all over the West Bank.  The increased barrage of restrictions put a damper on the celebration of the unity government and severe clashes on the Haram al Sharif on Friday, the Muslim day of prayer.  





 











