
May 7, 2004

The Honorable George W. Bush
The White House
Washington, DC 20500

Dear Mr. President:

We write to you about the situation and future of Christianity and Christians in the Holy
Land. We do not mean to minimize the suffering of Muslims and Jews, but we believe it
is important that you fully understand the crisis in the Holy Land confronting Christian
Palestinians, Christian institutions, and those who wish to visit the birthplace of
Christianity.

Individually and collectively, churches have directed their concerns to the Israeli
government but to little avail. Those of us with religious institutions in Israel and the
Occupied Territories are no longer able to function normally, and it is generally
acknowledged that relations of the churches and these institutions with the Israeli
government may be the worst they have ever been. Meetings with embassy staff in Tel
Aviv and with appropriate State Department personnel in Washington, though
appreciated, have not produced satisfactory results. Therefore, we believe your
intervention is needed at this difficult time.

Specifically:
Visas. The denial and delay of visas, by Israel, for clergy and church personnel result
in understaffed seminaries, churches, hospitals, educational and other institutions, so
that
they have neither the spiritual nor the professional staff that they need. (These are the
very kind of faith-based initiatives you have promoted in the United States.) For
example, the Catholic Church operates 151 institutions (including 33 parishes, 7
hospitals, 11 dispensaries, 8 orphanages, 5 homes for the elderly, 7 homes for the
handicapped, 70 schools, 5 theological seminaries, and 5 institutions of higher learning).
Protestant denominations have similar institutions and many suffer from lack of sufficient
personnel due to visa problems. Members of secular institutes, commissioned lay staff
members, and even volunteers, without whom some institutions could not operate, are
sometimes refused a visa.

Taxation. A number of our church organizations - specifically, Lutheran World
Federation, Catholic Relief Services and Mennonite Central Committee - have
longstanding
and broad tax exemption agreements with the Israeli government. For more
than fifty years, these organizations have offered charitable services and development
programs which contribute to the wellbeing and security of both Palestinians and
Israelis. In recent years the Israeli taxation department has attempted to back out of
these
tax-exemption agreements. These church organizations have worked unsuccessfully
with
Israeli authorities for nearly six years attempting to resolve this issue. The Israeli tax
department’s decision, if upheld by the Israeli courts, will create economic hardship for
all the named organizations and, most seriously, could lead to the closing of the
Lutheran



World Federation’s Augusta Victoria Hospital located on the Mount of Olives.

Separation Barrier. While we understand that there are Israelis who sincerely believe
this barrier will bring them relief from terrorizing acts, we fear that it will in fact do quite
the opposite by intensifying Palestinian despair. A sobering reality check might be the
violence continuing within Gaza and emanating from Gaza despite its being totally
enclosed. It is impossible for those who have not seen the barrier to comprehend fully its
effect on the psychology of both Christian and Muslim Palestinians of all ages. The
separation barrier is damaging Christian institutions and the daily livelihood of individual
Christians. It separates families from one another, students from their schools, workers
from their jobs, farmers from their land, doctors and patients from their hospitals, and
most symbolically, Bethlehem from Jerusalem. For Christians worldwide, this structure
is cutting off access to holy sites. Whether one calls it a fence, a wall, or a barrier, “The
consequences will be devastating to the Christian community,” said the Jerusalem
Bishops and Patriarchs in their statement of August 26, 2003.

We find it difficult to be assured by your description on April 14 of the barrier as
“temporary” in light of Israel’s plans to extend the barrier far beyond the 1967 Green
Line, encompassing on the Israeli side those large West Bank settlements that you
implied would remain part of Israel. We agree with the widely held view that the
separation barrier, as it deviates from the Green Line, is a tactic of Israel to claim land
and water sources in the West Bank and Jerusalem that are necessary for a viable
Palestinian state.

Mr. President, Christians in the Holy Land--and their schools, hospitals and churches--
have a unique role. Prime Minister Sharon has commented that his unilateral initiative
could delay negotiations and a Palestinian state for another generation. But this is a time
frame in which, under the pressure of endless conflict, the endangered indigenous
Christian population in the Holy Land could well disappear. We need your help in
convincing the Israeli government that thriving Christian institutions are vital to all of our
interests and to the future of a secure Israel. Even more, your help is needed as a force
for peacemaking that builds bridges to a new and hopeful future.

Sincerely,

His Grace Bishop Vicken Aykazian
Diocesan Legate & Ecumenical Officer
Diocese of the Armenian Church of America

His Eminence Archbishop Khajag S. Barsamian
Diocese of the Armenian Church of America

Paul Beran
Executive Director
Evangelicals for Middle East Understanding

Bro. Daniel F. Casey, FSC
Provincial
Christian Brothers
Long Island-New England Province



Marie Dennis
Director
Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns

Rev. John L. Doctor, OFM
Provincial, Sacred Heart Province
Order of Friars Minor (Franciscans)

V. Rev. John F. Duffy, C.S.P.
President
The Paulist Fathers

Rev. Dr. Robert Edgar
General Secretary
National Council of the Churches of Christ

Douglas K. Fletcher, Senior Pastor
Westlake Hills Presbyterian Church
Austin, Texas

Dr. Leighton Ford
President
Leighton Ford Ministries

Very Rev. John L. Franck, AA
Provincial
Augustinians of the Assumption

The Rev. Wesley Granberg-Michaelson
General Secretary
Reformed Church in America

The Most Rev. Frank T. Griswold
Presiding Bishop and Primate
The Episcopal Church, USA

Kenneth Hackett
Executive Director
Catholic Relief Services

Dr. Norval Hadley
Chaplain
Quaker Gardens

The Reverend Mark S. Hanson
Presiding Bishop
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America

Stan Hastey
Executive Director
Alliance of Baptists



William Chris Hobgood
General Minister and President
The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)
in the United States and Canada

Thomas H. Jeavons
General Secretary
Philadelphia Yearly Meeting
of the Religious Society of Friends

The Rev. Phil Jones
Director
Brethren Witness/Washington Office

Ted Keating, SM
Executive Director
Conference of Major Superiors of Men

The Reverend Dr. Clifton Kirkpatrick
Stated Clerk of the General Assembly
Presbyterian Church (USA)

Rev. Thomas Krosnicki, SVD
Provincial, Chicago Province
Divine Word Missionaries

Donald A. Kruse
Vice-President
Holy Land Christian Ecumenical Foundation

Rev. N. J. L'Heureux, Jr.
Executive Director
Queens Federation of Churches
NCCC Committee on Religious Liberty

Dr. Ronald J.R. Mathies
Executive Director
Mennonite Central Committee

John L. McCullough
Executive Director
Church World Service

Mary Ellen McNish
General Secretary
American Friends Service Committee

Joseph Nangle, OFM
Franciscan Mission Service.



Constance Phelps, SCL
President
Leadership Conference of Women Religious

Gerard Powers
Director, Office of International Justice & Peace
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops

Rateb Rabie
President
Holy Land Christian Ecumenical Foundation

David Robinson
National Coordinator
Pax Christi USA

Leonard Rodgers
Founder and President
Venture International

Robert E. Sawyer
President, Southern Province
Moravian Church in America

Brother Bob Schieler
Provincial
De La Salle Christian Brothers

Amb. (ret.) Robert Seiple
President
Institute for Global Engagement

Ronald J. Sider
President and Founder
Evangelicals for Social Understanding

Rev. William G. Sinkford
President
Unitarian Universalist Association of
Congregations

James W. Skillen
President
Center for Public Justice

Glen Harold Stassen
Fuller Theological Seminary

Richard E. Stearns
President
World Vision



Clyde D. Taylor
US Ambassador retired
World Relief Board, Former Chair

Rev. Dr. John H. Thomas
General Minister and President
United Church of Christ

Joe Volk
Executive Secretary
Friends Committee on National Legislation

Dr. Donald E. Wagner
Professor
North Park University, Chicago

Corinne Whitlatch
Executive Director
Churches for Middle East Peace

James Winkler, General Secretary
The General Board of Church and Society of
The United Methodist Church

Ronald D. Witherup, SS
President
Conference of Major Superiors of Men

Mary Ann Zollmann, BVM
Leadership Team
Sisters of Charity of the Blessed Virgin Mary
Evangelicals for Social Action


