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Confusion reigns over names of two charities 
Middle Eastern charity gets negative publicity when 
similarly named group gets into trouble in U.S.
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JERUSALEM -- When President Bush announced earlier this week that the U.S. government was freezing the assets of the Richardson, Texas-based Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development, the Rev. Peter Vasko, an American-born Franciscan priest based in Jerusalem, braced for yet another round of negative publicity. 

Vasko is the president of a Jerusalem- and Washington, D.C.-based charity with a name that is strikingly similar to the Texas organization. Vasko's charity, The Holy Land Foundation, raises money to provide scholarships, jobs and housing to Christians in the Holy Land. The aid is intended to help stem the tide of Christian emigration from the land of Jesus' birth. 

But since Sept. 11, the similarity in the names of the two organizations -- one Muslim and one Christian -- has become a major headache to Vasko, who operates the charity's Jerusalem office from the grounds of the Franciscan St. Saviour's Monastery. 

While the Texas-based Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development is suspected by the U.S. administration of secretly funneling millions of dollars to the military wing of the radical Islamic organization Hamas -- allegations it denies -- no one questions the legitimacy of Vasko's organization. 

In fact, aside from his priestly and charitable duties, Vasko is a tour guide who frequently escorts official U.S. consular guests around the Jerusalem area, including stints this week with U.S. special envoy Anthony Zinni. 

But when Vasko founded The Holy Land Foundation in 1994, and had it incorporated in the United States as a nonprofit organization, he saw no particular reason to copyright the name. And he said a name search failed to unearth another group using exactly the same title. 

"We didn't have any real problems until about two and a half years ago, when some press articles began to appear about the Richardson ... organization. Even then, the confusion was very localized and limited to our supporters in Texas," Vasko said. 

"But since Sept. 11, the repercussions have become much more. We have a public relations office in Indianapolis which began to get a lot of hate mail. We received messages saying things like, 'If you are supporting the horror that has struck our country, I hope you burn in hell.'" 

"When the name started to appear, people became very confused," said Denise Scalzo, of San Diego, who serves as vice president of the Christian charity. "We wrote to our legal counsels and to the major news organizations asking them to make a more careful distinction between the two groups. But even so, Americans just see the words 'Holy Land Foundation,' and it just doesn't register." 

The confusion reached a new peak this week when Bush announced the moves against the Texas-based Holy Land Foundation. Vasko immediately tried to contact the White House to ask officials there to use the extended name of the organization -- Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development. 

"I spoke to Josh Lefbroski, in the office of the Chief of Staff, who said that 'Holy Land Foundation,' unfortunately, was the name they had received from the Treasury Department. And when I tried to talk to the Treasury's assistant director for public affairs, Michelle Davis, she never returned my messages." 

To make matters even more complicated, the Muslim organization has recently been using a more abbreviated form of its original name on its Web site, which features a strong denial of the U.S. government's allegations of its link to terrorism. 

Vasko is a native New Yorker whose Brooklyn accent remains pronounced, even after 17 years in Jerusalem. In the early 1990s, as a young priest and tour guide assigned to the Franciscan monastery here, Vasko became increasingly concerned about the plight of Christian families who, because of economic and political strife, were leaving the country for Australia, Canada or the United States. 

He convened an ecumenical meeting of Christian leaders from the Lutheran, Anglican, Catholic and Presbyterian churches in order to address the issue. 

"Most church officials say that within 60 years, if nothing is done to stem the Christian exodus, there will be no native Christian presence left in the land of Jesus' birth," Vasko said. 

In 1995, the Jerusalem- and Washington-based Holy Land Foundation launched its first operations. Running on a modest budget of $600,000 to $900,000 a year, the organization has awarded scholarships to about 40 Christian students, helping them pursue a higher education here in the region, rather than going abroad. The scholarships are granted on condition that the students remain in the Holy Land for at least three years following the completion of their studies. 

The foundation also offers job placement assistance for young Christians. And it recently completed a 13-unit housing project for young Christian families in the east Jerusalem suburb of Beit Hanina. Vasko says the aid effort is aimed at Christians of all stripes and affiliations, from Orthodox to Protestant and Coptic. 

Even before Sept. 11, The Holy Land Foundation had experienced a dip in donations, which are collected primarily via its five regional U.S. offices. The offices sponsor fund-raising dinners and outreach activities among a network of U.S. parishes and churches. 

"One of our principal ways of securing new donors is to meet with them when they come here on pilgrimage, and see the plight of Christians for themselves," Vasko said. "But for the past year and three months, we've had almost no tourists."

