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Report of the WCC Living Letters team visit to Israel & Palestine

Living Letters are small ecumenical teams visiting a country to listen, learn, share
approaches and challenges in overcoming violence and in peace making, and to pray
together for peace in the community and in the world. A team consists of 4 - 6 women and
men from around the world who have witnessed violence in its various forms and are
engaged in working for just peace. A Living Letters team will be successful when those
visited can affirm "we are not alone!" - and when team members feel they have received
much from those who they visited to encourage.

"You show that you are a letter from Christ delivered by us,
written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not
on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts."

(2 Corinthians 3:3,RSV)



REPORT OF THE LIVING LETTERS VISIT TO PALESTINE AND ISRAEL
7-14 MARCH 2009

Greetings from the Living Letters Team:

Grace and Peace to the churches world wide. Ved,ithing Letters sent by the World
Council of Churches to Palestine and Israel thao#t & we recollect your faith and the
firmness of your hope as has been expressed indand practical ways during this
Decade to Overcome Violence: Churches Seeking Ré@dion and Peace (2001 to
2010).

Dear brothers and sisters, we were privileged ta Inéng letter from you to the
Christians and all the people in Palestine anclsfeom 7 to 14 March 2009. We
visited and lived with Palestinian Christian comntigis and we came away with hearts
filled with sadness as we saw how their basic hurigirs are flouted and abused and
yet we saw them live their faith with bold confidenn our God, announcing the Gospel
in the midst of great struggle. (1 Thessalonia}.2:

We want you to know that our brothers and sisteiRalestine have been continuously
struggling for peace with justice with fearlesgtan spite of the many threats they face,
working side by side with their Muslim brothers asisters and often weaving links of
solidarity with justice and peace initiatives inasl — with men and women of Israel
committed to just peace.

We appeal to you our brothers and sisters aroumavitld, to assess with care and
diligence and political relations of your own catues to the Israeli government and the
Palestinian people. We also appeal to you to ¢essg confront all theologies that
justify the occupation of Palestinian territorygive divine legitimization to the
occupation of the land. This we can witness to igadone with oppression and violence;
with total disrespect of international laws thatlspeace; and the Palestinian peoples’
right to their land and home.

Dear brothers and sisters in Palestine — ChrisaadsMuslims — we share with you our
solidarity as you live the horror of the occupatadryour territory for over 60 years by
the military forces of Israel; witnessing the itiao of the international community to
ensure the fulfilment of the agreements that weuldble the existence of the Palestinian
State. We were deeply pained when we heard soryeuasay to us that Israel really
does not want peace and there really does not aegiinope at all for the future. We met
you at checkpoints and refugee camps and saw thg reatrictions to your movement in
your own territory. We heard the deep concernesged by many of you of the
diminishing presence of Christians in this land wh€hristians have continuously
existed for over 2000 years. We commend you fontaay positive efforts of peaceful
resistance that we saw and your great courageasiieing letters to you will share with
the churches all over the world stories of your zim@resilience, and your deep faith in
a God who will not let you down.



We call on all the churches all over the world whaze inextricably linked with the
people of Palestine to pray - and pray without icgasfor our brothers and sisters in this
land. We appeal to you to study in depth and aedlys conflict in that land, and to
strengthen initiatives of solidarity with the peepind churches in Palestine. Our hope
and faith must remain firm because we are partitgpen the suffering and struggles for
just peace in Palestine-Israel.

Words of thanks: The Living Letters team places on record its déapks to all the
women and men of Palestine and Israel who gavieenf time and shared with us their
painful stories of oppression but also their s®oéresistance and courage. We thank
the Church leaders of all the major Christian deimations for the time they gave us and
their honest sharing of the role they try to playhose difficult circumstances and the
challenges they face to keep Christianity alive gradving. We thank representatives of
the many organisations (Palestinians and Israghg) came to meet with us and told us
of their work in the search for just peace. Weegpecial thanks to the colleagues of the
Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre, to the EcumenicabApaniment Programme in Israel-
Palestine (particularly the courageous Ecumenicalbfpaniers) for not just organising
for us a full and very meaningful programme, butdocompanying us on this visit.

The team: His Eminence Laurentiu Streza, Metropolitan of Bywnania,
Romanian Orthodox Church
Rev. Dr Emmanuel Clapsis, Ecumenical Patriarchate,
Holy Cross College, Boston, USA
Prof. Dr. Nancy Cardoso Pereilgreja Metodista no Brazil, Brazil
Ms Nancy Adams, Scottish Episcopal Church, Scotland
Halgren, Intern, (Australia) WCC Communication
Dr. Aruna Gnanadason, (India), Executive DirecRdanning
and Integration, WCC Staff

(Mr. Cyprian loan Streza, accompanied the teamtasgreter for Metropolitan Streza.
Two persons had to drop out at the end, Ms Marg&sisnan, Roman Catholic,
Australia and Ms Jerda Djawa, Indonesia)..

LEARNINGS AND REFLECTIONS FROM THE TEAM:

« Right to equality: The Living Letters team felt that ‘equality’ of die people
within the lands known as Israel/Palestine mudhbecentral tenet of any
negotiations — be they for a one-state or two-stakation — and of any
sustainable future settlement. Acknowledging @uradity as human beings is
implicit in what it means to be truly human. Inde&quality’ for all people is
explicit in the Israeli Declaration of Independeracel needs to be honoured with
integrity. Sadly, the reality today is that theseo equality of access to anything;
even the most simple but necessary element of l#alrop of water. This
imperative needs to be placed at the top of angdayé there is to be lasting
peace with justice for all.



Children: The Living Letters team was deeply concerned atimusituation of
children in both Israel and Palestine — growingdrug culture of violence and
fear. They feel the sorrow and the rage arounch et having no voice, they are
often powerless to change their circumstances.chbech has a special
responsibility to the children, who are the futufiéhis includes the necessity of
supporting groups which are trying to increase gavent awareness of the
importance of learning about each other’s religidnstory and culture to ensure
these are included in the education of all yourmppeein Israel and Palestine.

Building hope among communities: The Living Letters team was impressed by
the many initiatives we met and the conversatioasad where the motif was on
building hope among the people — those who resisigareduced to victims by

the encroaching settlements, the dividing Wall, tredsevere restrictions on their
movements by developing alternative ways of livemgl coping e.g. those who
use art and media to work with children and thoke wromote ethical alternative
tourism etc. We were inspired by the courageoasgroots and resistance
movements among Palestinians organisations we ittetvall of which are
building a sense of hope for a better future fenhbelves and their children based
on human dignity and self-worth.

Values rather than political alternatives: The Living Letters team recognised
the hesitancy of some to speak too quickly of alitsolutions to this long
conflict and appreciated the focus on developitanguage of shared values on
which future political solutions should be buiEhese include equality, dignity,
trust, integrity, freedom, justice, peace and mercy

Right to security taking precedence over shared huan rights: The Living
Letters team recognised that for some in Israeéthphasis on their right to
security (by focussing on perceived threats tartine2s) has tended to dominate
the discourse whereas the right of all citizensuman rights and dignity of life is
overlooked. They were also concerned that themedistinction in Israel between
who is considered a ‘national’ (only Jewish pepjpled a ‘citizen’ as well as the
ways in which different ethnic groups within Israeé treated, with different laws
being applied to them.

Just peace: The Living Letters observed that for many of ge®ple we spoke to
peace is achieved only when there is justice. Whtrure Palestinian land is
realised just peace should be its governing prie@p that inequalities of
religion, gender, race and class can be erased .fuflire Palestine must live
gently with all its peoples, with its neighbouradawith the earth.

Diminishing Christian presence: The Living Letters team heard the concern of
many — particularly the church leaders — of theidishing numbers of
indigenous Palestinian Christians — now less tifg@d® people in this ancient
Holy Land of the birth and life of Jesus. They aigard of the concern that so
many Christians outside of the Middle East do eatise there are indigenous



Palestinian Christians trying hard to maintain @spnce and witness to the
Gospel in the land where Jesus lived, as they haga doing for 2000 years.

« Role of churches: The Living Letters team heard the call from manyi§€tans
in the pew that the churches in Israel/Palestirkadinover the world should be
proactive and not reactive in resolving the pdditisituation and in accompanying
the daily struggles of the people. The visit & BPope is viewed with some
amount of concern — “if he can apologise to thesJevill he not also apologise to
us Christians who live here in these difficult ation”, one person asked us.
They also acknowledged there are still issues wtlicide the local Christian
churches in the Middle East and that reconciliagbthese differences need to be
addressed with humility and compassion.

» Solidarity groups among the Jews:The Living Letters team was impressed and
inspired by the courage of the representativee@fiewish and Israeli groups and
movements with whom we met, using non-violent téghes to resist the
settlements and the demolition of Palestinian hortealenge Zionism, and
engage in political actions with their governmeifiheir voices gave us hope
though even they acknowledged that they are a smadrity.

« Appreciation of the WCC'’s efforts in Palestine Isral: The Living Letters
team has come away proud of the efforts of thesddem Inter-Church Centre
and of the Ecumenical Accompaniment ProgrammeraelsPalestine and
particularly of the ecumenical accompaniers whobelnalf of the churches all
over the world, work in difficult and sometimes denous conditions standing in
solidarity with the people of Palestine.

« Challenge to the International Ecumenical Peace Cmocation: The Living
Letters team came away convinced that the comfliBtalestine-Israel challenges
many Christian theological assumptions about peses®jrity and human rights.
The Christian groups we met with reminded us ofpitwer of reconciliation and
justice that lie embedded in our faith. Indeeé,¢hurches cannot miss the
opportunity the IEPC offers to learn from this @it but also to recommit
ourselves to work for peace in this region, indality with all the communities
there.

A brief narrative report of the people and grougsmet with forllows.

I. Meetings with Church leaders:

Throughout the week the delegation met with lotalrch leaders Patriarch Theophilus
Il of the Holy City of Jerusalem and All Palestjnetin Patriarch of Jerusalem Fouad
Twal, Bishop Munib Younan of the Evangelical LutlietChurch in Jordan and the Holy
Land and the Rev. Robert Edmunds, representatitheetdnglican Bishop Suheil
Dawani in Jerusalem. The leaders told the groaprttany factors were contributing to
the high rates of emigration of Palestinian Chais$, and to the suffering of Palestinian



people as a whole. These included discriminatonsimg policies, the demolition of
Palestinian homes to make way for Israeli settlémdngh rates of unemployment, and
violence from Israeli settlers.

In addition, a strict permit system imposed byI8raeli government severely restricts, or
in many cases prohibits, the movement of Palestinethin (and to and from) the West
Bank. These restrictions affect all aspects of Ra@n life, making everyday activities
like selling farming produce, obtaining access txival treatment and education and
visiting friends and relatives difficult, hazardoausd often impossible. Patriarch Fouad
Twal said that after 60 years of occupation, tlvess a strong sense of powerlessness
among Christians in Palestine. Patriarch TheapHil said that a strong Christian
presence in the Holy Land was extremely importand that his Patriarchate was
working hard to promote reconciliation in the regidHe felt that Christians need moral
support — they need to feel that they are not alGme very important contribution to the
peace process is education — initiatives that ajloung people to get together, to get to
know each other's religious symbols, to removeugliegs. Bishop Munib Younan said
it was important to understand that injustice nauld fuel extremism in the future,
across all three religions in the region. Alredudlg was being manifested in numerous
ways, he said — for example, in the rise to povertoa-orthodox personalities in the
Israeli government, in the strong support for IseChristian Zionists, and in the quest
for power among Islamic fundamentalists.

Nowhere was the impact of these tensions cleageriththe recent war on Gaza, said
Bishop Younan. A team of clergy recently visited thaza Strip. What they saw there in
the wake of the December to January Israeli akestrwas destruction on a monumental
scale, and a people traumatized by the violencehbd experienced. He spoke of the
“children without a smile" in Gaza, which he hadtjuisited. "The children of Gaza
cannot smile. Where is the conscience of the wbrld?

The time for negotiations had passed, he saidjtamas time to act. He called for
prophetic voices from the churches to speak m@arlgl on justice, the sharing of
Jerusalem, an end to the occupation, and a vitdile for Palestinians.

Il. Organisations and communities

a. JIC and EAPPI — Churches' role in Palestine and Isael:

Yusef Daher from the Jerusalem Inter-Church Cgidtf@) introduced the work of the
Centre which is an initiative of the churches irudalem with the Middle East Council
of Churches and the World Council of Churches. Biiéding of JIC also houses the
Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestindsraél (EAPPI). Yusef Daher,
who staffs the JIC with Kjell Johansson, outlinedds the challenges facing churches
and Christians in Palestine and Israel, and theeabthe churches there.

The churches in Palestine and Israel come fromdburch families — Eastern Orthodox,
Oriental Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant. Treaearound 150,000 Christians,



making up just over 2 per cent of the populationP&lestine (Gaza, the West Bank and
East Jerusalem), there are 50,000 — less than@peof the population. Of the 750,000
Palestinian refugees who were driven out of themmés in 1948, 50,000 were Christians.
Since then, emigration amongst Palestinian Christi@s increased substantially, largely
due to occupation and oppression practiced agdiad®alestinian population by Israel
policies, the deterioration of the economic sitatihigh unemployment, the high cost of
living including education and inadequate housivgjlability, especially in Jerusalem.

Churches in the area are very active on the idswwesy Palestinians, particularly health,
housing and education, which have been identifsetha most serious challenges. This
action takes the form of bogirovision of social servicegfor example, local churches
manage more than 65 schools, run five hospitalslaadns of clinics, and supervise
numerous charitable, social and youth organisafj@mladvocacy(for example
participation in the Council of Religious Institotis of the Holy Land, press releases and
other communications, receiving delegations aneriohurch groups).

The Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestidelsrael (EAPPI) is one very
practical way in which the JIC, together with th€®/, works to promote peace and
justice. Through this programme, people from a#rathe world can spend three months
in the Holy Land as "Ecumenical Accompaniers" (Efss)vork alongside both
Palestinians and Israelis in their actions for peand carry out advocacy to try and bring
an end to the occupation. There are around 25 EA&ach in take, and four intakes each
year.

The JIC has initiated an Ecumenical Circle of Fier a group which meets regularly to
share information, pray for unity, and get to knibn work of other denominations and
religious groups — so as to develop common progaatisto work together in advocacy
efforts.

They believe that the future of Jerusalem is adancern. Jerusalem should be open to
everyone and become a shared city, an open cityysiofor the three religions, but for
everyone. The presentation ended with a very ngovickeo produced by two young
women aged 16 and 18 that traces the historyeobticupation.

b. lIsraeli Committee Against House Demolitions (ICAHD)

In preparation for our visit to Silwan, Jimmy Jobngrom the Israeli Committee Against
House Demolitions (ICAHD) shared with us his orgaion’s involvement as a non-
violent, direct-action secular peace activist orgaition of Israelis involved in active
resistance to the demolition of Palestinian hortees] expropriation, the expansion of
illegal settlements, construction of ‘settler byspaoads’, and the uprooting of olive and
fruit trees. He explained how ICAHD'’s activitieave centred around three inter-related
areas of (i) protesting and resisting alongside$adians in the Occupied Territories; (i)
trying to inform Israeli society of the high humand financial costs to both sides of the
continued Occupation; and (iii) encouraging thelinational community to become more
actively involved in implementing a just sustaire@pkace with security, dignity, freedom



and economic opportunities for all. These incltadernative tourism’, house rebuilding,
exhibits, and providing information in a varietyfofms to raise the awareness of people
within Israel and tourists wishing to be more weafbrmed.

ICAHD, in the past, had promoted the concept okgi@al Confederation of Israel,
Palestine, Jordan, and perhaps Syria, Lebanon gyyt,Bvithin the context of a Middle
East Peace Process. However, they are becomingreverconcerned that the ‘facts on
the ground’ (the Wall, the Israeli-only roads, settlements, the land and water
expropriation) which are making it increasingly mdiifficult for the consideration of a
‘two-state solution’ based on a viable contiguoakeBtinian state alongside an Israeli
state. They are alarmed at the rapidly expandetitesnents and the accelerated numbers
of Palestinian homes being demolished. All of thigates against just peace being
achieved while encouraging higher levels of anfyastration and hatred against the
Occupiers. The situation today is becoming indgregyg dangerous for all of the people
of the land.

c. Visit to the demolition sites: Silwan

We were taken on a minibus tour of East Jerusatémpping in Silwan to visit two
neighbourhood communities. Our first stop was latge apartment block, housing 135
men, women and children, that has recently beesngavdemolition order to evict them
and destroy their homes within the next couple eéks. Several of the men explained
to the Team how unjust the ‘permit’ system is aond melpless they are against a “Catch
22" situation where a range of antiquated lawsusesl against them that go back to the
Ottoman Empire and the British Mandate era, andwthese are not sufficient, they are
supplemented by newer Israeli laws. The resuhaswhereas Palestinians are unable to
get permits to build on their own land, or to exghéimeir homes on their own land, their
homes get demolished to make way for settlementisfaelis which are considered
illegal under International Law! It seems so ugtexbsurd and defies all logic based on
the concepts of ‘justice’ and ‘equality’ and ‘hum@ghts’ in what is considered to be a
democratic country. Yet these demolitions are edraut almost daily under the new
government.

One of the female members of the Team went andesfmothe women who were sitting
together while their children played on the pattolw street level. They pleaded with
her: “what can you do for us? what will you do nthat you have spoken with us and
heard our stories? can you help us? please? atieevwe and our children will be made
homeless; we have no where to go.” This is oatlehge: what can we do to answer
these heart-wrenching cries for help?

The second stop was just down the hill at a teintigdy the community to provide
information about the proposed plans for evictitmenable archaeological digs by the
Israeli government to excavate more of the Citipatid. Grass-roots awareness raising
and non-violent protest may help them fight the pd@ssness they feel, but we wonder:
will it have any effect on the determination by theeli government to move



relentlessly forward in the Israeli policy to tak® much Palestinian land as they can but
with as few Palestinians on it as possible.

d. Taybeh — Fr. Raed Abu Sahlieh and his community priects

The village of Taybeh, 14 kilometres north easRamallah on the West Bank, is a
Christian village in Palestine, and is mentionethim Old Testament under the name
"Ofra". Like villages all over the West Bank, Taybis suffering as many of its people
decide to emigrate, seeing no other choice giverettonomic and physical hardship they
suffer under Israeli occupation. Whereas in theD$36e town had a population of 3,400,
the population today is 1,300.

The dynamic and very energetic Father Raed Abu&ald priest of the Latin Catholic
Church of Taybeh. He has put in place a range@épts to empower the local people
spiritually and economically. One of these is tieade Lamp Initiative, which makes use
of an abundant local product — olive oil — to urtkeirches all over the world in prayer
for peace in the Holy Land. The lamps are produsedworkshop in Taybeh, providing
jobs to 20 young men and women. The goal is toegpdaPeace Lamp (with
accompanying olive oil and a small candle) in evamyrch in the world, and in this way,
to encourage prayer and solidarity with the peoplealestine.

The church runs a school, a medical centre, a hostpilgrims, and church services and
youth activities. Each year around 100 groups lgiripns visit Taybeh. Around 50
young people aged between 5 and 15 sing in thényahgir. The choir has produced a
CD calledwith One Voicegand in 2006, eight children from the choir papated in a
musical tour of France, performing 14 concertsugtmut the country. He believes that
every effort is like a drop of water in the ocedhis conflict. Through these various
activities, he hopes to give the local people agado stay in Taybeh — to give them
hope.

The Living Letters team visited another local mértlee Taybeh Brewery. Palestine's
only brewery, it was established in 1995 and nopoets beer to Japan, England,
Germany and Belgium, and has a franchise brewesyatipg in Germany. Each year it
runs an Oktoberfest celebration featuring manylloussical and dance acts. One of the
proprietors, David Khoury, is also mayor of Taybkle. said that while the brewery is
stable at the moment, it has been a struggle icpkatly after the beginning of the
second intifada, when the business almost closeakli policies add to the difficulties.
While Israeli products, including beer, flow tavedrinto the West Bank, Palestinian
export products are delayed for hours at checkp@intl often sent back, which means no
income is made that day. There concern is that tdmigtians are leaving Taybeh to go
abroad. But he hopes the brewery can provide $mpe to the people of the region. In
their understanding the Palestinian people livl@pe, determined to live in peace, in
the Holy Land.

e. Tent of Nations — Mr. Daoud Nassar:



The Nassars, a family of Palestinian Christianggl@vned 42 hectares of land south-
west of Bethlehem since 1924. In 1991, they leathatlthe Israeli Government was
planning to confiscate the land. Since then, theslliss have been locked in a costly legal
battle with the Israeli Government, despite theddes possessing all the land registration
documents and other paperwork necessary to preueléigal ownership of the land. So
far, the family has spent some $140,000 in legss teying to protect the land from
confiscation.

The Living Letters team met with Daoud Nassar amjdyed wonderful hospitality from
his family. Daoud explained that along with the @digancial cost to his family over the
past 18 years, they have endured attacks from yésudeli settlers, including the
uprooting of 250 olive trees, and a gun threat ao@@l's mother.

Despite this, the family made an important decisidghat rather than respond violently,
or pack up and leave, they woukfuse to be enemiethis slogan is proudly proclaimed
at the entrance to the farm and has formed the lo&sihe Tent of Nations project. This
peace-building project invites people from all otlez world to visit the Nassar family's
land, bringing it to life and helping to protecfridm confiscation. Visitors get involved
in tree-planting, art projects, and other actigitiSsummer camps for children from
Bethlehem are designed to re-connect children thgHand. A women's project aims to
equip local women with English, computer and o#iells to make them employable, so
that they can continue to live and work in the afideese are just a few examples.

The Israeli Government has prohibited constructibany more buildings on the site,
and the use of electricity. Undeterred by this,Nlassars have fitted out the numerous
caves on their land, attaching them to electriitibyn a generator, so that they can be
used for meetings and other gatherings. They\eeligat what they are doing in a
simple way, is to motivate the people and show ttiesre is a future.

f. Aida Refugee Camp and the visit to the Wall

We were treated to an inspiring presentation atfmutvork of the Lajee Centre in the
Aida Refugee Camp which is run by volunteers whatwa ensure that the younger
generations have opportunities they never had. Y@a&ople put on theatrical plays,
learn traditional Palestinian folk dancing, andtelt skills in the computer lab.
Additionally, they have published two books of ptetaken by the children. As we
walked through the narrow streets of the densepufated refugee camp we were never
far from the 8 metre high concrete Wall, known wasly as the ‘Separation Wall’, the
‘Apartheid Wall’, the ‘Separation Barrier’ or th8ecurity Fence’ depending on who you
are talking with. This ugly grey structure is withmetres of the homes of the refugees,
and it has cut the children off from what had btweir playing fields and their only taste
of the luxury of walking and playing amongst tregthin some semblance of nature.
Now they are surrounded by nothing but grey: theél Vifee streets, their houses.
However, their imagination and creativity has neeb stifled: they have painted
marvellous murals on the walls which line theiests. Some are of the villages their
parents and grandparents were forced to leave d&hisrael; some are a silent protest



to house demolitions, evictions, and the Wall. Séhehildren have learned to use their
artistic talents in non-violent protest to the stjaes which encompass their young lives.

g. Bethlehem University.

On a morning visit to Bethlehem University it wasanderful privilege to meet with
three young women, all undergraduates studyingi&ngiterature, as well as university
staff including the new vice chancellor, Peter Birayn New Zealand. The young
women students we met were a real inspiration ggnwda$ hope for the future. They
spoke honestly of the challenges of living undesids occupation, and painted a realistic
picture of their employment prospects after gradnatvhen finding a job in their field
of specialisation would be almost impossible, anehefinding a job at all would be
difficult. “But being here and getting an educatis our way of resisting the
occupation,” said one. She said that most younglpemanted to stay in the region, but
their situation really did not encourage it — anid tvas exactly what the occupiers
wanted. But despite the difficulties, all expres#ezlr commitment to remaining in
Palestine. They spoke of their sense of hopelessbet of their commitment to stay
there and work for a better Palestine.

When asked about what it was like to live alongdieish people when there was such
animosity from them towards Palestinians, they @ixigld that because of the separation
between Israel and the West Bank, they in faclyamcountered Jews, apart from the
soldiers guarding settlements. Thzey believedriadt Palestinians would willingly try
to see the face of God in all people — but it isaroeasy exercise. She talked about a
peace camp she attended several years ago whamesheany young Jewish people and
got along with them well. However, these same youghe doing their military training

at the time, and she knows that there is everyilpibgsthat the young men she had met
and liked were earlier this year flying the platiest dropped bombs on the people of
Gaza.

h. Holy Family Hospital, Bethlehem:

We were met by Dr. Robert H. Tabash, General Dorectf the hospital. With a power
point presentation he related the hospital’s hyséord the key role it is playing in
Bethlehem. The hospital was started as a genesaiital but has gradually become
specialised in maternity care and offers its sewio both Christians and Muslims in the
region. In 2007 they had over 3250 deliverieha @3 bed hospital which includes a 18
bed neonatal intensive care unit. Apart from é@sywvell equipped and sophisticated
services in the hospital itself, it also has a r@dblinic to remote areas. It is a teaching
hospital recruiting and training Palestinian dostand nurses. While those who can pay
are encouraged to do so, the hospital does noaturipatient away because they cannot
afford its services. Social workers are alwaydlakbe to help poor patients receive care.
Dr. Tabash shared with us his concern about theemimg political and economic
situation and its impact on the community. He wddof the fears they always live with
remembering the direct attacks on the hospitahdutie siege of Bethlehem on April 1,
2002.



i. Bible College, Bethlehem

We were introduced to the college and its prograsnyeits founder Director Rev. Dr.
Bishara Awad, and the Dean of Studies, Rev. Dr.ndoma Katanacho. They told us
that the college was started with an evangelicabwi but has since expanded to become
more inclusive of other Christian traditions. #shfacilitated dialogue between
evangelical theologians and messianic Jews. Shst always easy for example at the
time of the attack on Gaza, a letter was sent tesiaric Jews raising concerns of
Christians on what is happening there. Réftp://www.comeandsee.conT.he college
sees itself playing an important role as Messidaigs have very little interaction with
other Christians — several reasons for this inchlmtgrinal differences. Dr. Katanacho
asked that the WCC play a role in bringing toget®euncil of Evangelical Churches in
Israel with MECC member churches.

Dr. Katanacho told us that the Israeli educatigpedignent set up a committee to develop
a curriculum for Arab Christians in Israel, buttletit evangelical churches. The college
has been working with the department appealingemtto build a common
understanding among Christians. He believed tleath&ed to stay in dialogue with each
other rather than exclude each other. He wasearigeld by a member of the team to
recognise that sometimes our proselytising missand be at the detriment of other
Christians.

Two processes the college is presently engageictin a
* Ainternational theological conference on the isstiand
* The Kairos theological process initiated by the WERMIiddle East Focus
staff — which brings together a wide spectrum déstaian Christians to
prepare a theological text for the times. (Sucthasone brought out by the
South African churches during their struggle agaapartheid).

j. Dinner with host families organised by the Alternaive Tourism Group:

The meeting with The Alternative Tourism Group (A& Beit Sahour, Bethlehem, and
the dinner with host families was one of the hights of our time in Bethlehem.

The ATG has produced a publication which is moeatjust another ordinary tourist
guidebook. The book “Palestine & Palestinians’vies an in-depth, updated journey
through the entire range of Palestinian cultureieart and modern history, archaeology,
religion, architecture and politics, including tihily realities of Israeli Occupation. It
describes places rooted in Palestinian memorys sitech bear witness to a history and
identity created from contact with civilisationstbe Middle East, Mediterranean,
Europe and Arab Peninsula. It also presents theengorary tragedy and struggle of a
people seeking recognition of their rights and ikt their ongoing search for an end to
injustice through viable peace and statehood. @itmap, along with other similar
groups, has launched The Palestinian InitiativeRlesponsible Tourism (PIRT) as a
network of organisations, associations and puldiids committed to advocate and work



for responsible tourism in the Holy Land. Repréagves of the following non-
governmental organisations and institutions: thé/Hand Trust, Siraj Centre for Holy
Land Studies, Alternative Tourism Group, Network @hristian Organisations in
Bethlehem, Joint Advocacy Initiative and the Jelersalnter-Church Centre have
together developed a code of conduct for touresthé Holy Land — a code that calls for
“responsible and just forms of tourism” and whicitl tinform pilgrims of the reality of
Palestine and Palestinians and to seek their suppasing tourism to transform
contemporary injustices.”

ATG organised, for the team, dinner with two Patesh families — for all of us this was
an enriching experience as we could talk to thelgeand hear from them first hand their
struggles under occupation and share a meal watin #nd their families.

k. Checkpoint in Bethlehem

This early morning start to the day (6.30 am) tetibe 2 Ecumenical Accompaniers
(EA) who monitor the checkpoint on the Bethlehedesvery weekday morning had
been postponed from the day before. There hadthees days of celebration in
Jerusalem for the Jewish holiday of Purim. Buséhfestivals for the Israelis mean
hardship for the Palestinians, because for ‘sgctgdsons’, the checkpoints are then
closed to the 2500 Palestinians (mostly men) wholdvoormally travel to Jerusalem
each day for work. In this instance, three daysages were lost to them. However,
Thursday morning we found long queues of men, esohwhom arrived as early as 2.30
— 3.00 am to wait for the gate to open at 5.00 @nmiifem to pass through the checkpoint
to work. The EAs had arrived at 4.30 am and wesdyegecognized by their distinctive
vests/jackets emblazoned with the letters EAPRIEfmmenical Accompaniment in
Palestine and Israel) as well as World Council bfiChes.

For our Team, this was probably our most diffiealtrning: it was literally heart-
wrenching to see the way these human beings — these- were herded together in
between metal cages where they waited and waiteéavarted for the red light at the
metal turnstile to turn to green. The young heaaityed female soldier in the booth
behind the bullet-proof glass window does not deek at them as they eventually are
allowed, in small groups, to show their permit g@ags on to the next stage. The men
break into a run (in a way that resembles cattiegoeeleased from their enclosure) to
cross the short space to the huge warehouse wothamong snake-like passage that
ends at a series of 12 metal detectors (of whidy 2@are open this morning in spite of
dozens of soldiers walking around on the ‘catwaitsdve us). Again they wait... and
wait. Eventually they pass through the metal detedo reach the final control booths.
Here, permits, magnetic ID card and hand printshezked by young soldiers who often
shout abuse at them as though they are not huBecause we had already waited for
half an hour, and because of our tight schedulejid@ot pass on to this next stage.
However, we were told that the finger/hand pricht@que does not work well, and many
of the men have to try several times before thent s cleared. But sometimes, because
of the wear and tear on their hands because of woek, their prints change and they



are denied passage until they get a new print dehieh will cost them dearly in lost
wages.

As we retrace our steps back along the queueaftsitaiting men we feel helpless and
shamed: where is the evidence of our common hugnamihis unnecessarily harsh
treatment? what are these men thinking as we pasfere anything we can say to
relieve their humiliation? the degradation of thdignity? Each of us manifests our
sorrow in different ways: a couple of the Team wsigntly; another is angry; another
stands speechless in disbelief; another feelsdaheip her stomach — her gut — just like
the Good Samaritan did in the parable in the B¥le.are sharing their suffering and
their pain: this is what it means to be fully human

I.  Meeting with the Jerusalem Centre for Jewish Chrisan Relations and
Rabbis for Human Rights (JCJCR and RfHR):

The Swedish Theological Institute, which is sitdatea beautiful house on Prophet’s
Street offered us hospitality to meet wRhabbis Daniel Rossing (from the Jerusalem
Centre for Jewish Christian Relations) and Arik Ashcherman (from Rabbis for
Human Rights). We listened with a growing sense of unease abiRdmiel
summarized some of the research results of a psibhcey of “Attitudes among the
Adult Jewish Population in Israel regarding Chaistty, Christians and the Christian
Presence in Israel”. The results can be founderfallowing link:
http://www.jiis.org.il/imageBank/File/publicatioredtitude2christanity eng.pdf

He acknowledged that his Centre has a consideaahdeint of work to do to try to
educate the Israeli public about Christianity, Aectited some of the many initiatives
that have been undertaken to address this hugm glap understanding of Jewish
Israelis about their Christian neighbours. Howeireterms of initiating dialogue, he
noted three inherent weaknesses in trying to bériralogue’ — between the three major
faiths in Israel: a) it tends to try to focus onawks common to all, which can narrow
down the dialogue; b) it can only succeed if altred partners are fairly equal (which
they are clearly not); and c) it tends not to adslig-lateral problems.

Rabbi Arik Ashcherman began by quoting from oraiea of the Declaration of the
Establishment of the State of Israel in 1948it will be based on freedom, justice and
peace as envisaged by the prophets of Israeljllitensure complete equality of social
and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespgve of religion, race or sex; it will
guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, languadecation and culture; it will
safeguard the Holy Places of all religions; anavitl be faithful to the principles of the
Charter of the United Nations.”

Sadly, he noted, this is not what we see beingemphted today within the State of
Israel. Rabbis for Human Rights was established aitwo-fold mandate: i) to be “the
rabbinic voice of conscience in Israel” by tryirmgintroduce into Israeli society a more
humanistic understanding of the Jewish traditiowt & giving voice to the Zionist ideal
and the Jewish religious tradition of human righHtsa country that is increasingly



nationalistic and becoming more polarized, theytdripe the human voice of Judaism by
concentrating on working with the more vulneratdetsrs within society and focusing
on the values of freedom, justice, peace and dgualhe RfHR are active in this pursuit
by helping guarantee Palestinian access to thaouiyiral land; opposing the route of
the Wall; working to prevent demolitions; engagingnterfaith dialogue; fighting the
trafficking of women; and working to safeguard ti@y places of all religions.

He spoke of the necessity for Jews to take respiibgfor their actions, using the
‘Doctrine of Minimal Defense’ — the minimum necesgs#orce to protect

themselves, while not harming civilians after tgyvery non military solution possible.
He defended Zionism as a Jewish liberation moventemtwondered if “we will lose our
soul in the process.” He closed with the need amtain HOPE... hope for all the
peoples of Israel and Palestine that there ARE lpempthe ‘other side’ who feel the
same way about aspiring to reach what is posgibilerms of a just peace for all.

m. Hebron with Ecumenical Accompaniers:

In Hebron, we joined three Ecumenical Accomparfiens the EAPPI. They explained
that Hebron is divided into two sectors, H1 and H2.is under the control of the
Palestinian Authority and is home to around 120,Ba@stinians. H2 is under Israeli
military control, which places major restrictions the Palestinians who continue to live
there. Many roads are open only to Israelis antbjad by soldiers; and curfews and
checkpoints make daily life very difficult for Pateians.

The EAs do some wonderful work in the region. Baraple, they accompany
Palestinian children to make sure they reach scéafely (the children are forced to
scramble over rocky outcrops in order to reach sklas they are not allowed to use
local roads, and they are often subjected to hamassfrom settlers on the way).

The EAs took us to meet a local Palestinian masshia, and his wife and children, who
live just below an Israeli settlement. Our conveasawith Hashim was moving and
deeply troubling. He told us of the years of hamasst he and his family have endured
from the nearby settlers — ranging from uprootifigedtrees, cutting off telephone lines
and dumping rubbish outside the home, to breaktiest and worst of all, the rape of his
wife while Hashim was forced to look on, unablel&dend her as he was physically
attacked at the same time.

A walk through the old town of Hebron was also sotzge What was once a bustling
place is now all but abandoned, with shopkeepersmbdeen forced out of their
premises.

n. National Coalition of Christian Organisations in Pdestine (Jerusalem
Church related organizations)

One of the successful efforts of the Jerusalenr-lataurch Centre is the setting up of an
informal coalition of Christian Organisations inl€sine. These organisations which



often work in isolation have found the coalitiomyeseful as it draws together the
efforts of Christian organisations providing thedme bpportunity to work together on
some issues. We met with a representative grotipeaCoalition at the JIC offices.
Andre Batarseh,General Secretary YMCA, Jerusalemwhich has played a leading
role in both building the leadership of Arab Chestyoung people but in also sharing
with the world updates on the situation in the eagaffirmed the role this ecumenical
network plays in mobilising their voiceRafoul Rofa of the St Ives Support Unitold

us that his organisation works with communitiedlground on providing Palestinians
legal help on house demolitions, freedom of movdmenification of families divided by
the Wall, registration of land, identity cards etdora Karmi representing Sabee] the
ecumenical liberation theological centre in Jersaspoke of the need for ‘interfaith’
work which must no longer focus on ‘dialogue’ ba-existence for life,” seeking out
positive common denominators and values by whidplgecan live alongside each other
in peace. Hanna Sahhar of the Arab Orthodox Clubtold us how the wall had brought
their work to a stop but once they moved their ietd the East of Jerusalem, they have
been able to work with Palestinian young peopléngithem a sense of hope for the
future.

The discussions that followed their presentatioasaviar from easy: They said that,
sadly, the churches in Jerusalem, themselves,dded. If Christians are to have an
effective presence in the region, they need to remalerusalem, which must remain the
spiritual capital of the faith groups. But forghb occur, unity among the churches and
various ecumenical groups in Jerusalem must begitrened. Christian witness began
with 12 disciples and Christians have offered aiooimg witness in the Holy Land for
the past 2000 years. If it is to continue intofilterre, the international community must
help support the witness of the rapidly diminishimngnber of Christians remaining in the
land.

Il Conversations around the table while sharing fad

Over the week we had the honour of the companyseivaral individuals at some of our
meals during which the conversation touched on nssues, some of which are noted
below.

Dr Bernard Sabella, MECC Department of Service forPalestinian Refugees

Dr Sabella painted a rather bleak but realistic lamukst picture of the current situation.
Our discussion included the following: i) Hamdst is going to be taken seriously,
cannot be left to form an Islamic Palestinian Stitédeing kind to Israel or treating them
nicely does not work: based on their actions oerast 60 years they appear to only
understand force; iii) Christians have a placéadurrent Palestinian political structure,
but overall leadership is lacking; there is litilest in the current PA leader because he is
too conciliatory to Israel; iv) Christian aid tol@stinian Action of Churches Together
must be unconditional (i.e., not just for Chrisgato be used in service to any Palestinian
refugee; v) many international organizations opegan the West Bank and Gaza are
ineffective; vi) water is a huge issue for Israatl @ontrol of water resources will



become ever more important; vii) the importancefifiencing and raising the
awareness of American Christians who remain fagiprant of the Palestinian plight
because of media bias in the USA. Is there angPophe consensus was that America
holds the key to putting pressure on Israel becaharge is unlikely to come from
within Israel.

Dr Mustafa Abu Sway, Muslim theologian Dr Abu Sway, who has been very involved
in interfaith dialogue over the past years was dgss hopeful about the future. Some of
the issues discussed included: i) some theolodians pulled out of some of the
interfaith dialogue groups because they no longeefany faith in its effectiveness; ii)
being involved in interfaith dialogue while thepspssion by the Israeli government
intensifies has become a source of tension wRiailestinian families; iii) every aspect
of Palestinian life is controlled by the Israelilitairy regime and domestic violence is on
the rise in Palestinian families as the men, woarahchildren take out their frustrations
on those closest to them; iv) children are becgmiore angry, violent and bitter which
does not bode well for the future; v) a dramatiaraye in people seems to occur when
they assume positions of political power - patady when the political structures are
inherent with corruption — with the risk that thiéyse their souls’; vi) already under the
new Israeli government, increasing numbers of haleseolitions are taking place, but in
different places each week so people are not makmgonnections as to the numbers of
people being evicted and made homeless; vii) Issaatting with absolute impunity,
without regard to International Law or Internatibriman Rights Resolutions, which
they have signed; viii) hope amongst the peoptBrsnishing as their lives become
more constricted and there is no concerted intemnmataction by the USA or Europe to
put pressure on Israel to comply with United Nagi&®esolutions or the Arab Peace
Initiative; ix) prolonged negotiations are workiagainst the Palestinians as settlements
keep expanding and demolitions keep happening amd and more Palestinians are
being restricted in their movements.

When asked about whether the Palestinians hadigne left to them, he suggested:
challenge Israel! If they see a 2-state solut®being the way forward then give them a
specific time limit (6 months) to implement it, eftwhich there would be no more talks,
no more negotiations by the Palestinians, and Wayd have to accept the reality of one
state. The Palestinians would have to give ugtimeept of ‘nationhood’ but they would
instead insist on full equal citizenship of Isra&@hey would then finally have equal
access to their basic human needs; a common hynvemitd have to be acknowledged
if the Israelis did not want to be accused of macidt would not simply be ‘one person —
one vote’ but more importantly ‘one person with &caccess to one drop of water’. But
whether the Palestinians who had assumed posiiopswer within the PA would ever
relinquish that power is the challenge. Was tlighe at the end of the tunnel? “Not
only do | see no light, | cannot even see the tunie

Rev. Dr. Naim Ateek from Sabeel Rev. Ateek had just launched his new book, “A
Palestinian Christian Cry for Reconciliation” iniRallah the previous night. One theme
of our dinner conversation centred on the despeaexe for prophetic voices,
particularly Christian ones. Inherent in beingraghetic voice is that some element of



suffering often accompanies speaking out with intgglhere was also a need for real
leadership to challenge Israel’s current disastpmi€ies in respect of the Occupation.
Some hope was expressed that President Obama prawide such leadership; there
was a suggestion that a delegation from the WCaldhasit him raising their prophetic
voices of insisting oequalityas a basic human value not just in the Middle Bast
globally if justice is to be done. The danger ohtinuing to merely ‘talk’ and not ‘act’
was that extremism within the region is increasihglarming rates. The political
problem of ‘secular Zionism’ has now been joinedtwy religious problem of ‘Jewish
Zionism and Christian Zionism’. Add to this sonaetions of Islamic extremism and the
danger levels rise for all of the people in theaag Israel has become a highly
militaristic state, and the economic, social angchslogical health of the nation is being
compromised. International leaders need to hefelshear’ that pursuing this path will
mean ultimate destruction for Israel and Palestioag with much of the Middle East
with repercussions reverberating beyond the region.

What might be a way forward? Rev. Ateek echoedtwtigers have said on our visit of
the vision of a confederation relationship betwkseael and Palestine and other
neighbouring states as a way forward towards asagile peace in the region. But time
IS running out...

Ms. Viola Rahelr During lunch in Bethlehem, we heard more aboetvision behind

the work of institutions such as International Cemh Bethlehem (ICB) from Ms Viola
Raheb who has been part of the reference groupedMCC’s Decade to Overcome
Violence (DOV) and now lives outside Palestinehi§lis because she is married to a
Palestinian refugee living in Lebanon and he isatiotved to enter his own country. She
was in Palestine in order to register her son abhh will be able to return when he so
desired.) Believing that “only we Palestinians caange our situation” she rephrased
Gandhi’s vision ofBe the change you want to see in the woirhtld the Palestinian
context: “We must shape today so tomorrow mighdifferent.”

She believes the focus needs to be on strength#mngstitutions in Palestine to give
people hope so that they will still believe thagrhis something worth waking up for; to
still have faith even though “all tunnels of lighight still be off at the moment.” ICB
has been a powerful instrument for Palestinian wgmeoviding employment and self-
esteem to better enable them to care for theirliesras well as a forum for supporting
each other to own the present and help creataeitheef She noted that “Women have
always played a key role — offering an alternatovéelplessness — saying YES to life
during the intifadas; not allowing the destructtorhave the last word.” She, like many
others, has become doubtful of the value of intérfar group dialogue. She believes
that people in both Palestine and Israel needltevaein their own country’s ability to
make life worthwhile living; each in their own coramity. Then, in the future, they
might be able to envision a future together. Weenggr inspired by her energy and her
steadfastness in the face of such darkness; sheuhabeen an admirable role model of
what is possible if people believe in themselvesugh.



Mr Sami Awad, Holy Land Trust: Over a meal in Bethlehem, Sami Awad from the
Holy Land Trust told the group about the varioug/svais organisation works to
empower and encourage the Palestinian communityptk towards a better future.
The Holy Land Trust was established in Bethleherhd88. It is committed to
nonviolence and actively promotes this as a meaesding the Israeli occupation
through its Nonviolence Program which works witlople of all ages to train them for
peaceful agents of change

Another key project is the Palestine News Netwarkindependent web, audio and video
news agency which covers news not normally dedh by mainstream media. Two new
community-based television and radio stations magently been set up.

Both the Holy Land Trust and the Siraj Centre faiyH.and Studies are part of the
Palestinian Initiative for Responsible Tourism,eawork of organisations in the Holy
Land working to overcome some of the difficultiesldhreats that the Israeli occupation
poses to tourism, promote a balanced and enria@xpgrience for travellers and achieve
a more equitable distribution of tourism revenue.

These organisations have developed a Code of Cofatubourism in the Holy Land,
which provides guidelines both for travellers te tholy Land and for the Palestinian
tourism sector. The Holy Land Trust runs a travel Encounter Program which offers
custom-designed travel programs for people ofatkigrounds who are visiting the Holy
Land.

George Rishwami, Siraj Centre George Rishwami is coordinator of this organgsati
which works with communities in Bethlehem and tlgloout the West Bank.

He is passionate about the Palestinian land andtaharing its beauty with visitors to
the region. When he met with the group, he hadigash mapping out a new hiking trail
to lead travel groups on. Alternative tourism i€ afi its key projects.

Among the many other activities of the Siraj Cemdrehe Youth Exchange Program
which brings together youth from all over the wonldh the youth of the Holy Land for
face to face interaction and to learn about ealefrtst cultures.



