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Contrary to incessant images on CNN, the Holy Land is not replete with death, destruction, panic or despair.  Despite terror attacks and retaliations nearby, this city was teaming with peaceful Jewish and Muslim religious activity last week as the holy days of Hanukkah and Ramadan coincided.

Scores of thousands of Muslims poured through the narrow streets of the old walled city each night to worship at the Dome of the Rock.  Jews in like numbers gathered in family homes to light the sacred lamps of their feast, while thousands more Jews massed in public squares for prayers.
Meanwhile, scarcely 200 yards from the Muslim and Jewish quarters, the shrine where Jesus Christ was crucified and rose from the dead was almost deserted.  Six miles to the south in Bethlehem, with Christmas fast approaching, the scene was even more desolate.  At mid-afternoon on a mild and sunny December 12 this writer was the only pilgrim in the Church of the Nativity.

There are so many vacant rooms in Bethlehem’s inns that most of the town’s lodging places have laid off their workers and shuttered their businesses.

Christians, both inhabitants and visitors, are in very short supply in the homeland of Jesus Christ.  Two generations ago Christian Arabs were a strong presence, making up 25 percent of the population of all of the Holy Land and a majority in such towns as Bethlehem and Nazareth.  Now Christians are a small and dwindling minority among all Palestinians in every part of Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza.
Taking into account the migration of Jews to Israel since 1948, Christians now make up only about 2 percent of the population of Israel and the Palestinian territories.  Christian Arabs have emigrated en masse to America and other foreign lands.  Fifty years ago, 48,000 Christians lived in Jerusalem: now fewer than 10,000 Christians live in this city of more than 1 million.

THE JEWISH State of Israel and the majority-Muslim Palestinian Authority administration respect Christian religious freedom.  Nevertheless, as Christian numbers fall, the community feels increasingly inhospitable social pressures.

“We feel squeezed,” a Christian leader in Bethlehem told me.  “Muslims are dominating Palestinian society more and more, while the Israeli government does not differentiate between Muslim and Christian Palestinians.  American Christian philanthropies aiding Palestinians tend to give about half their funds to Muslims and half to Christians.  This is in many ways a very noble gesture, but it does not help Christians overcome our disadvantage as a community.”
Vivian Naber, a student at Christian-run Bethlehem University, expressed frustration at Israeli restrictions on freedom to travel abroad, to Israel, or even across checkpoints to certain Palestinian towns.

In the wake of September 11, a leading organization promoting the survival of Christianity in the biblical lands suffered a perversely unexpected blow.  The Washington-based Holy Land Foundation, operated by the Franciscans and chaired by Cardinal Anthony Bevilacqua, The Catholic archbishop of Philadelphia, provides scholarships and housing for Christian Palestinians of all denominations as an incentive to keep them from moving abroad.

The Franciscans’ foundation had the misfortune of having an almost identical name as an operation recently exposed as a financial front for the terrorist organization Hamas.  When the Bush administration this month blacklisted the terrorist-liked “Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development,” an Islamic group based in Texas, press reports shortened the moniker to “Holy Land Foundation.”  The Franciscan organization consequently suffered a public-relations catastrophe and a threat to financial support.
AS JERUSALEM’S hotels and Bethlehem’s streets stood empty on December 13, the Israeli tourism minister was in Washington imploring the U.S. State Department to tone down its warning about travel to the Holy Land.  The same day in Rome Pope John Paul II convened a “summit meeting” of Catholic bishops and Eastern-rite patriarchs from the Middle East to discuss the uncertain future of Christians in the region.

Father Giovanni Battistelli, a Franciscan priest who operates the Holy Land Foundation in Jerusalem, told the Pope and his colleagues that 90 percent of the Palestinian economy depends on tourism, much of it from Christian pilgrimages.  The absence of Christian pilgrims has driven 450 Christian families just from Bethlehem and the neighboring Christian villages to move overseas in recent months, he said.

The Pope’s spokesman said following the meeting, “Christians should resume visiting the Holy Land.”

How safe is it?  On my stay in Jerusalem and Bethlehem December 9-14, I kept up with news reports on the Web and with information from cab drivers, who have a good real-time sense of where it is safe and not safe to go.  I avoided the entire Gaza Strip and West Bank towns such as Ramallah and Jericho where violence was taking place.

Bethlehem, under the jurisdiction of the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank, was not difficult to reach: current security conditions require most visitors to take an Israeli cab to the border checkpoint outside Jerusalem and then a Palestinian cab the rest of the way into Bethlehem.  During less tense times one may take the same cab all the way between Bethlehem and Jerusalem.  Unless it’s rush hour, the trip takes about 30 minutes including the checkpoint crossing and change of cabs.
Pilgrims wishing to relive some of the fresh-air experience of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph easily can walk the entire distance from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem to the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem in about two hours.

SINCE SEPTEMBER 11 President Bush has urged Americans to be alert but to go about their daily lives as normally as possible.  This common sense should apply to Holy Land pilgrimages and tourism as well.

Jews—not Christians—are the targets of deliberate acts of terrorism carried out by a few extremists.  Still, Israeli Jews refuse to be paralyzed by fear.  Christians should take inspiration from the courage of their Jewish brethren as well as the peaceful, enthusiastic prayerfulness of the overwhelming number of Jerusalem’s Muslims.  If Christians want to make this Christmas season and the year 2002 a time of life and hope, they should remember their Saviour’s teaching: “Be not afraid!”
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