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If Christians around the world do not respond to the historic challenge of reaching out to their brothers and sisters in the Holy Land, the ‘living church’ will vanish from the land where the Messiah proclaimed the Good News of salvation, says Father Peter Vasko, president of the Holy Land Foundation.


“Thirty-five years ago, 80 percent of the population of Bethlehem was Christian.  Today, it is 80 percent Muslim and 20 percent Christian,” Father Vasko told the Register.


The Christian presence in The Holy Land Foundation is not simply a matter of demographics, it is the key to longterm peace in the region, says Father Vasko, who large frame and intense personality are softened by the rough fabric of his Francixcan habit.


The mediating role played by Christians was personified by Pope John Paul II during his March visit to the Holy Land.  “The Pope came to embrace the suffering of all people: Christians, Jews and Muslims,” said Father Vasko.  “He became the first Pope in history to pray to pray at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, the most sacred place in Judaism, and to visit the al-Aqsa Mosque, an ancient center of Muslim worship.


“He embraced the suffering of the Muslim people during his visit to a Palestinian refugee camp,” continued Father Vasko.  “He prayed at the Yad Vashem Holocaust Memorial, and during his visit to the Western Wall, Placed a written request for forgiveness from the Church for centuries of mistreatment of the Jewish people.”


The meditating presence of Christians in the Holy Land will disappear within the next generation if incentives are not provided to keep the young in their native land, says Father Vasko.


“Economically, Israel has a high inflation rate, jobs are at a premium, and few economic incentives exist for the average Palestinians, many of whom are at poverty level,” said Father Vasko.


When tensions arise, the Israeli government and military have the right to close off the West Bank and Gaza to cities like Jerusalem and Tel Aviv.  These closures have placed a tremendous burden on the Palestinian Christians, according to Father Vasko.


“During the closures of Bethlehem in March 1995, 50 percent of the Christian Palestinians lost their jobs in Jerusalem,” he says.  “Because of military closures and curfews, most Palestinians are discouraged and losing hope for the future,” he adds.  With help, Father Vasko insists the situation can be turned around.  

“The majority of pilgrims visiting the Holy Land are Christians,” Father Vasko said.  “But until recently, there was no organized effort to encourage tour companies to support Christian hotels and businesses.


A key goal of The Holy Land Foundation is to build affordable housing units for Christians in the Holy Land cities.  Developments are currently planned or underway in Bethany, Beit Hanina, Bethlehem and other cities.


The Foundation is also providing scholarships to Palestinian Christians who agree to stay in the Holy Land after receiving their undergraduate degrees.


“As the Christian minority strains to survive in the volatile political situation of the Middle East, the Holy Land Foundation is using every resource to address their basic needs,” explained Father Vasko.

Donations may be sent to The Holy Land Foundation at 1400 Quincy Street, N.E., Washington, D.C., 20017.  For more information or questions regarding the Foundation, please call Tekton Ministries at 317-726-1679.      

