Pope Brought ‘Spark of Hope’ to 

Local Church in the Holy Land 
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LA JOLLA- Pope John Paul II’s March pilgrimage to the Holy Land brought the Pontiff to the birthplace of Christianity- and the Local Church for Palestinian Christians.  The Holy Father journeyed to Bethlehem, where 20 percent of residents are Christian and 80 percent are Muslim. Those population percentages were reversed 35 years ago and Christians were in the majority, said Franciscan Father Peter Vasko.  He is the president of Holy Land Foundation, a nonprofit organization concerned about the exodus of Christians from the Holy Land.

“The Church began in Jerusalem.  Without the Church there, there would be no Church in San Diego,” Father Vasko said in a May 19 interview.  He lives in Jerusalem and traveled around the United States to raise awareness about the Holy Land Foundation.  It’s a worldwide ecumenical Christian organization founded in 1994 under the auspices of the Franciscan custody of the Holy Land.  Father Vasko is the custody’s development director.   The foundation’s goals include protecting the rights of the Christian Palestine minority in the Holy Land.  Another objective is to restore the tomb of Jesus in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.  Father Vasko stayed with Deacon Joseph and Betty Wood of All Hallows Parish.  She is the foundation’s regional representative.

Father Vasko pointed out that the approximately 160,000 Christians in the Holy Land are a minority.  That number is dwindling.  Approximately 500 Christians leave each year because of economic and political hardships, said Father Vasko.  However, the Pope’s pilgrimage “gave new hope to local Christians,” said Father Vasko.  “He renewed his faith, he renewed the Church as a whole and the Local Church.  [His message was], ‘Don’t be afraid to preserve your presence in the Holy Land.”  The Holy Father’s pilgrimage brought “a new spark of hop” to Palestinian Christians, said Father Vasko.  The Holy Land Foundation also brought hope in the form of 26 scholarships that allowed Palestinian Christians to study in their homeland for degrees in professions such as law.  When the first group of scholarship students graduates next ear, a committee of Palestinian Christians will help them to find jobs.  The foundation built St. Francis Village subsidized housing in Bethpage, and students will be housed there when they graduate.

Those involved with the foundation are pleased about the progress.  They’re also encouraged about the response to the Pope’s pilgrimage.  Father Vasko said that many believe there will be “long-lasting” results from the pilgrimage.  For two local Catholics, involvement came after touring the Holy Land.  Betty Wood has escorted tours there and said she had to get involved.  “You see how the Christians are abused and treated as second-class citizens.  Americans don’t realize how they’re treated,” she said.

Tom Cerruti of Mission San Antonio Parish was brought into the group by board vice president Denise Scalzo.  Cerruti, who was recently elected to the foundation’s national board, said, “I was interested in the mission of the foundation in terms of helping stem the Christian exodus.  This is forgotten by many Christians in our own community.”

For more information about the Holy Land Foundation, contact Richard Sontag of Tekton Ministries.  He can be reached at (317) 726-1679 or by email at info@theholyfoundation.org.

