Crisis in the Holy Land as Christianity Disappears

Priest appeals to local audience for financial aid

By Terry Dickson

GULFPORT --Father Peter Vasko warns that, if nothing is done within the next 60 years to stem the exodus of Christians from the Holy Land, Christianity will totally disappear from the place where Christ founded the Church.  Father Vasko, a Franciscan priest from New York, and president of the Holy Land Foundation was in Gulfport Feb. 7 to make an appeal for the organization. Founded in 1194, the Holy Land Foundation is an ecumenical institute begun by the Anglicans, Lutherans, Presbyterians and Catholics in Jerusalem to stem the Christian exodus from the Holy Land.   

"We're there to provide incentives and motivation or the young Christians not to leave through scholarships, jobs and housing," he said. "That's what we're all about."  Currently, Father Vasko estimates, there are 160,000 Christians out of 7.8 million people in Israel and the territories. Three million are Muslim and the rest are of the Jewish faith.  "In 1950, 25 percent of the population were Christians," said Father Vasko. "Now it's under two percent. Jerusalem, in 1947, had 48,000 Christians living there. In 1967, there were 28,000. Today there are 10,000 Christians out of a population of 600,000 people.  

"So if nothing is done, in three years, when another census is taken, that number will probably go down again. We have to let people know what is going on. We have to let them know that if we don't do anything they are going to leave," he added.  Father Vasko said that young Christians are leaving the Holy Land because of a lack of resources and a lack of opportunity.  "The young Christians over there do not have any major resources or organizations helping them," he said. "They get no money from either Israel or the Palestinian Authority.  Nothing trickles down to them so they are the ones who are leaving - not the Muslims or the Jews."

Economically speaking, the average yearly salary is between $22,000 and $24,000 a year.  The average Palestinian salary is between $7,000 and $8,000 a year. Right now, 750,000 Palestinians, five percent of them Christians, live below the poverty level. Unemployment for Israel last year was seven percent. For the Palestinians, the unemployment rate was 30 percent on the West Bank and 60 percent on Gaza.

"You have 6.1 billion going to Israel and aid from the Arab countries going to Yassir Arafat-- almost a billion dollars-but none of that money trickles down to the Palestinian Christians," said Father Vasko who makes two six-week trips to the United States on a yearly basis to appeal for donations. "So from an economical standpoint, they're kind of on the outs.

"Politically, one of their problems has been the closure of the territories. When these territories close, the people lose their jobs. I understand the problem of security in the Holy Land. It's legitimate and it's necessary. But the question you have to ask is at what price do you punish an entire nation because of ten criminals? Do you put everybody in the same basket? That's what the closure does. It puts people who are hard working, responsible people with the criminal element. So there has to be a better screening process," he added.

Father Vasko said that Christian Palestinians are 'caught between the hammer and the anvil.'  "They are caught between Israel who limits access to jobs and educational opportunities. On the other hand you have the Moslems who are creating a Palestinian State," he said. "What is going to be the status for the Christians in that Palestinian State?  Will there be discrimination? Will there be separation of Mosque and State? These are the things that Christians are asking and it doesn't look too bright. So their concern is why are we here? So what do you provide as motivation for young people? You provide them education, jobs and housing. And that's what the Foundation is doing."

They do it through scholarships and affordable housing.  "We've given over $750,000 worth of scholarships. We've given $700,000 toward housing. It's just a beginning," he said.  "We have to increase and we do that through contributions -through Christian contributions. This is an ongoing process. We're not going to stop the Christian exodus. We can only stem it."  Father Vasko said that the young Christians who are leaving the Holy Land are going to Australia, the United States, Canada and South America. 

"We have 38 students who are now in universities in the Holy Land region," he said. "We will not give scholarships in the United States because we learned that only one percent of them would return to Palestine. The rest would remain in the United States.  Now, "they sign a contract that they will remain in the Holy Land for four years and we will find them a job in their areas of expertise," he added.

Father Vasko said the election of Ariel Sharon as Israeli Prime Minister is going to be a tremendous challenge.  "I thought that Barak had a good chance of winning but because he didn't bring about economic stability from the Israeli point of view and because the peace process failed they lost confidence in him. But I thought Israel was heading in the right direction," he said.

Father Vasko, who has been in the Holy Land for the past 17 years, said that the tourism industry has been hurt by all the fighting going on in the region.  "In the last 10 years, 65 percent of the people (visitor) have been Christians. The last average in 1999 was 2.5 million visitors.  Unfortunately because of political instability and the fighting most Americans tend to delay their trips to the Holy Land. They don't want to be in the middle of it," said Father Vasko, who is also a pilgrimage director.  "Pilgrimages have dropped tremendously since the end of September," he said.  To those who might question why the plight of Christians in the Holy Land should concern them, Father Vasko has an immediate response.  "Without the Church of Jerusalem, there would be no church in Gulfport, New York, Indianapolis or Berlin," he said. "The church began there and if we don't have a sense of who we are as Christians and don't have a sense of religious roots and heritage, then how can we call ourselves Christians? The Church is dying in the Holy Land and it needs to be rebuilt. Are Christians going to be those instruments to help rebuild the Church? I think it's a moral obligation that all of us have to fulfill."  
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