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I have often called the EAAPI a human chain of Hope. This human chain binds us together to witness to the hope for justice, peace and reconciliation through God's grace. The EAPPI was born ecumenically, is motivated by ecumenical values, is managed ecumenically and is an expression of ecumenical unity in action.   It incarnates the ecumenical movement at its best, bringing Christian presence and witness in situations of conflict and suffering.  It transforms words into action, and action into relationship and ecumenical accompaniment.
EAPPI is based on the vision that we are all members of the same body and that no part of the community should be alone either in their suffering or in their ministry ( I Cor 12:26). Christian solidarity is an expression of the unity of the church. Moreover, the ecumenical nature of Christian witness is expressed in the fact that it is not only or even primarily Christian suffering that gives rise to Christian solidarity but the suffering or oppression of anyone.  EAPPI illustrates this unique  response of the Christian community because we minister and support Christians, Muslims and Jews, Israelis and Palestinians who are suffering together working for just peace and reconciliation.
EAPPI is ecumenical in that it is concerned with "oikumene – the whole inhabited earth" in the sense that it is a world wide response to a local situation. It is motivated by faith in Jesus Christ but walks with all who share the vision of the world that God intends for us and who ask us to be with them.
In the season of Easter, 2002, the Heads of the local Churches in Jerusalem called out to the world-wide church for help, to go beyond issuing statements to taking action.  The re-occupation of Palestinian lands by the Israeli army had become so violent and oppressive that we asked our fellow brothers and sisters to follow the example of Philip's call to Nathanael: "Come and see" (John 1: 46). This call from the depth of the hearts of the Christian leaders in Jerusalem (Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, Catholic and Evangelical) is like the vision that St. Paul had of a man of Macedonia pleading with him and saying, "Come over to Macedonia and helps us" (Acts 16: 9). The local Christian Churches in Jerusalem were pleading to the world, "Come to Jerusalem and help us."  We searched for words to embody the notion of "come and see."  We began with "monitoring,” but monitoring is a more political term and does not mean involvement and walking together with the Churches.  We were talking about “accompaniment.”

The World Council of Churches (WCC) sent Ms. Salpy Eskadijian to the Churches in Jerusalem to explore exactly how to move from statements to action. Through consultation, we agreed to establish the EAPPI, a program that is owned by the local churches in Jerusalem, coordinated by the national coordinators and administered by the WCC. We were happy that from that time on there has been a continuous unbroken presence of Accompaniers from several parts of the world.

We all discovered that such a bold and complicated endeavor required new ways of working ecumenically. The WCC was called upon to be much more operational and directly involved on the ground management of the program than was their custom. Partnerships with specialized ministries and ecumenical agencies were forged and each country involved in the program developed their own style of national coordination.  
The local churches were the hosts and owners of the program but a new and exciting model of co-management emerged to honor the diversity and context of each sending country while respecting the ownership of local church and keeping within the values and policies of the WCC. This kind of unity in diversity and taking context seriously is an example of ecumenical learning and discipline.  We can work together while avoiding past models that imposed from above and at the same time honor the varieties of gifts. We work within the same vision but each in our own contexts. 
It has not been an easy task for churches, local partners or national coordinators.  But WCC, agencies and national communities have learned to work together in new ways to respond to a changing context and the local churches feel that a new and satisfactory kind of partnership has emerged. We feel heard and yes…accompanied. The key in this ecumenical way of co-management is that others are coming freely to help us at our invitation.  While they should never do for us the things we can and should do for ourselves, we honor and respect the contribution each makes from differing perspectives and contexts. This has not been easy, but it has been a faithful example of a truly ecumenical way of working together.
Accompaniment in the Middle East is a not a new notion. When the Hebrews left Egypt to Sinai, God accompanied them by cloud by day and by fire at night. Incarnation is accompaniment. In Jesus Christ God engaged with our brokenness and sin. He accompanied humanity in their suffering so that it may regain the image of God through salvation on the cross. So this accompaniment that God calls us to do as companions with the global church is an accompaniment with groaning humanity that seeks forgiveness and the justice of God in order that all may be brokers of justice, instruments of peace, ministers of reconciliation and defenders of human rights. This vision of accompaniment rooted in Gods saving presence reflects the tradition of the ecumenical family in seeking peace, justice and reconciliation along side the call to unity and shared witness. 
It is important to stress that another ecumenical aspect of the program is the inter-religious nature of EAPPI.  The Israel-Palestine context is in and of itself an inter-religious context where the fundamental political roots are constantly covered over by religious claims and tensions. The ecumenical vision of respect and just co-existence is a guiding principle for EAPPI.  The people who come as accompaniers have varied faith backgrounds, and we have had the privilege of having had both Muslim and Jewish accompaniers. This is truly a program that embraces all those who identity with  ecumenical values and work for justice for humanity.
Another crucial element of the ecumenical nature of the program is the involvement of churches and people from the South.  We have challenged the world that justice shouldn't be only for the North, but also for the South.  We want those who have experienced similar suffering and oppression to accompany us so that we may learn from one another.  We are happy that the development agencies have assisted people from the South to be a part of this, for it has made our accompaniment more multicultural and built bridges between North and South.  However, we still miss having partners from Asia and Latin America, and from some church families.  The human chain of accompaniment will not be complete until they join us.  Being here in South America is a good time to ask our Latin American and Asian brothers and sisters to also join this human chain of hope. The whole oikumene can be part of global solidarity with a local situation and we know that this "local" conflict in turn influences the prospects for peace in the whole world.

Some challenge us and ask what are the real benefits of accompaniment?  Ecclesiastes reminds us that a "three fold cord is not easily broken!" We are all members of one body, as Paul tells us. The EAPPI is an ecumenical success story because it has responded to concrete human need at the invitation of those who live the suffering through unity in action and new ways of ecumenical cooperation as witnesses to Peace, Justice and Reconciliation.  
We build a human chain to tell the world that what binds the church together is human dignity and justice for all.
