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Father Peter Vasko is not a terrorist.  Neither are the members of the organization he represents – The Holy Land Foundation – and he wants the world to know.

“We are a Christian-based organization that is trying to stop the ongoing exodus of Christians from the Holy Land,” said Vasko, foundation president.

The Holy Land Foundation was founded in 1994 under the auspices of the Franciscan friars.  Support comes from the Anglican, Lutheran, Presbyterian and Roman Catholic churches worldwide.

This charity, based in Jerusalem and Washington, D.C., is being confused with the Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development, an Islamic group based in Richardson, Texas.
Big difference
The Muslim charity group is accused of funneling money to terrorists and is under investigation by several states’ attorneys general, including New York and California.

Apparently, Vasko said, President George W. Bush referred to the terrorist organization by using the name of the church-based organization and the national press reported what Bush said.

Vasko is now visiting nine states trying to get the word out that The Holy Land Foundation is not linked to terrorism.  Vasko said Bishop John Nevins, who guides the 10 –county Southwest Florida diocese and is on The Holy Land Foundation board, suggested the priest bring his message to Venice.

Even before President Bush’s statement there was some confusion about the group’s identity.  Vasko said letters were sent to all the foundation’s regular contributors to explain the difference between the two organizations.  Therefore donations haven’t fallen off much more than the drop all organizations experienced after Sept. 11.

However, Vasko has requested that the White House issue the foundation a clarification letter explaining the mistake.  Vasko wants to use the letter when he solicits more donations.

A spokesman from the White House Office of Media Affairs was not able to confirm on Tuesday the status of that letter.

Assets frozen
The Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development is one of the groups whose assets were frozen following the Sept. 11 terrorist attack on America.  The U.S. Department of the Treasury Office of Foreign Assets Control is the department that actually imposes economic sanctions on groups suspected of terrorism.

The Treasury Department is responsible for blocking all assets of groups and individuals suspected of terrorism, said Tasia Scolinas, spokesman for the federal agency.  There are 168 groups and individuals on that blocked list, she said.

Other names on the list include Al Qaida/Islamic Army, Osama bin Laden, Hamas, and the International Front for Fighting Jews and Crusades (also known as Islamic Army, Al Qu’ida and the Group for Preservation of the Holy Sites).

The list is published on the Treasury Department’s Web site, http://www.treas.gov/ofac.  Click on “terrorism.”

Palestinian Christians are fleeing the Holy Lands in large numbers, Vasko said.

Fewer than 2 percent of the population in that area is Christian (about 160,000 people) Vasko said, down from 30 percent before 1948.

One of the largest problems faced by all inhabitants of that area is the loss of jobs because of closure of the territories.

Restrictions are so tight, Vasko said, that even priests and nuns residing in Bethlehem were not able to get into Jerusalem for Holy Week services.
Those Christians who are lucky enough to keep their jobs are working for lower wages – about $7,000 a year – as opposed to Israelis who earn about $25,000 per year, Vasko said.

Power struggle
The Christians are caught in the middle of a power struggle, Vasko said.

“They have no voice, no platform, no lobby,” he said.  “We have to be their voice, their platform, their lobby.”

To stem the exodus of Christians from the Holy Land the foundation provides education opportunities and helps find jobs.

It gave $200,000 in scholarships and has spent $600,000 on new housing units, Vasko said.

Right now the growth rate of the Christian population in the Holy Land is down to 2.2 percent; Muslim, 4.8 percent; and Israeli, 3.5 percent.

“If (Palestinian Christians) keep leaving at the same rate, by the year 2020 their growth rate will be zero,” he said.

It is important that the Christians living in the Holy Land are able to remain there, Vasko said, and that is the foundation’s mission.

“Having a Christian presence there helps us have a sense of who we are as Christians,” he said.  “We all have a stake – Christians, Muslims and Jews.”
