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The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples, and as he watched Jesus walk by 
he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” The two disciples heard him say this, and they 
followed Jesus. When Jesus turned and saw them following, he said to them, “What are you 
looking for?” They said to him, “Rabbi” (which translated means Teacher), “where are you 
staying?” He said to them, “Come and see.”  (John 1:35-39)   

 

At the invitation of Bishop Sani Ibrahim Azar of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Jordan and the Holy Land 
(ELCJHL), I had the privilege to join seventeen bishops from 
the ELCA to travel to Israel, Palestine, and Jordan for the last 
two weeks of January.  Our visit was based on the scripture 
referenced above, grounded in the radical logic of Christ’s 
love – an agape that defies human logic, that rests in the 
mind of Christ and the heart of God, that insists all human 
beings are created in the image of God, and that sees God’s face even in the enemy.  In this 
sacred, historical, and complicated geo-political area of the world, we were invited to Come and 
See - Go and Tell as we learned first hand of the realities that Palestinians suffer daily, while 
noting the many signs of God’s presence and power that were evidenced there.  John’s gospel 
offers a helpful word to all who come to Palestine and Israel as Christians.  “What are you 
looking for?”  Jesus asks the disciples who are following him on his way.  People come from all 
over the world on pilgrimages to the Holy Land; and what they are seeking often shapes what 
they find.  The response of the disciples – “Rabbi, where are you staying?” – is a good and true 
answer.  They are seeking a promise of presence: they are looking for the place where they know 
they will find Jesus. As people of faith, our hearts might sometimes echo this same search.  
Where are you God?  Where can we find you?  Where are you staying?  Jesus answers not with a 
location, but with an invitation; “Come and see.”  As the seventeen bishops spent time touring, 
meeting, listening, worshiping and getting to know many from across the ELCJHL and its 
ministries, not only did we recognize the holy presence of God in the ancient stones from the 
past, but also in the living stones we met who shared brutal realities of living under occupation, 

but with an unswerving hope where the reign of God erupts from the 
soil and the people and disrupts injustice with love, resilience, and 
defiant joy. 

     We heard from teachers and administrators from four of the K-12 
schools that the ELCJHL supports.  We were impressed by the 
confidence and poise of the students who demonstrated their skills at 
public speaking, robotics, music and dance.  The schools are privately 
operated by the church and attended by both Muslim and Christian 



students, many who must go through Israeli Army checkpoints on their way to and from school.  
It was particularly impressive to learn that the curriculum includes mediation skills training as 
well as gender justice.  We also toured a vocational trade school in Ramallah which is supported 
by the Lutheran World Federation. One of the primary functions of this school is to provide skills 
for gainful employment for young women.  They serve young men as well, but options are 
limited for women in Palestine. This school provides training in computer-based interior design, 
clothing design, keyboarding, computer programming/web design, and woodworking.  

We also had the opportunity to visit Dar al-Kalima University in Bethlehem which is the first 
institution of higher education in Palestine focused on the performing arts, visual arts, and 
cultural heritage. Under the leadership of Rev. Dr. Mitri Raheb, The University’s founders believe 
in the importance of the arts to raise cultural and social awareness and to develop a vibrant and 
active civil society. Many of the University’s students rely on scholarships to complete their 
education. Bright Stars of Bethlehem provides scholarships and helps the university expand its 
course offerings and campus. Most of Palestine’s future artists, musicians, actors, journalists, IT 
professionals, filmmakers, and the leaders of tomorrow have attended course work here.  They 
are encouraged by the vision of “See the Hope.  Be the Hope for the next generation of creative 
leaders in Palestine.” 

 

We toured the Augusta Victoria Hospital on the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem. This hospital is a 
program of the Lutheran World Federated Department for World Service in Jerusalem. All ELCA 
Lutherans are a part of its mission and ministry through our connection in the Lutheran World 
Federation.  It started in partnership with the United Nations Relief and Works Agency as a 
major medical facility in Jerusalem after the 1948 war to care for Palestinian refugees. Today, 
most of the patients served by the hospital continue to be in social need and seeking life-saving 
specialized care. In addition to being one of the top general hospitals in Jerusalem, Augusta 
Victoria also focuses on early detection cancer screening for women through mobile clinics, as 
well as a noted leader in treating cancer in children and dialysis for children.  Efforts are 
underway to establish a palliative care facility as the hospital meets the needs of those in the 
West Bank and Gaza. 



Like many cultures and communities, especially indigenous ones, Palestinians recognize their 
identity as bound up with the land.  It is less that the land 
belongs to the people as that the people belong to the 
land – it is a mutual relationship, not a transactional one.  
This is essential to understand as Palestinians confront 
narratives that they are interlopers on the land, or that 
they could simply pack up and live in peace somewhere 
else.  We learned of the environmental impact of Israeli 
occupation and the struggles of farmers to care for and 
tend their land as they watch encroaching Israeli 
settlements spring up, and the human cost of walls and 
checkpoints that treat a whole community as guilty until 

proven innocent. I pondered walls and their ability to not only keep people out – but to also 
keep people in, cut off from family, supplies, services, and even worship.  

 But I learned that for Palestinian Christians, hope is found not only in a far-off future but in the 
present, in their resilience – or “resistance through existence” that is their birthright – a gift of 
the God of the universe, incarnate in the babe born in Bethlehem. 

“My prayer for the church in Palestine, and around the world, is that God moves our inner spirits 
to cry and lament the things that are wrong and broken in our communities, nations, and even 
in our churches…Lamenting is our gateway to restoration, just as the cross is our pathway to the 
resurrection.  Yes, Jesus died on the cross.  But that was not the final chapter.  He died so that he 
and his followers might live again.  His death paved the way for a new life and a new beginning.  
His crucifixion and resurrection serve as an example that life from death is possible…And so 
today, we lament in hope because we believe in the God of resurrection hope.” – Rev. Dr. 
Munther Isaac, The Other Side of the Wall 

 

What a celebration we were invited to 
as we gathered with many across the 
globe in a day of holy rejoicing with the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Jordan 
and the Holy Land as the church 
ordained Sally Azar to be the first 
Palestinian Lutheran woman to serve as 

pastor in Palestine and Israel, and in the whole Middle East.  We were reminded that what we 
were celebrating was not merely the ordination of one pastor, in one church.  It is vocation itself 
– how God’s calling connects us to God, one another, and with the world – and how the church 
is strengthened when it recognizes and affirms the Holy Spirit’s calling in the lives of all of its 
people.  



The service was uplifting and was met with great 
celebration with a processional and recessional from the 
ELCJHL schools’ band and bag pipers to the amazing choir 
and resounding organ. 

We learned the pain of on-going occupation as Israeli-
Palestinian boundaries continue to be re-drawn and/or 
ignored while Palestinians fight to maintain their homes 

and livelihoods in the midst of encroachment, settler apartment buildings, and extensions of the 
wall.  We heard from four Palestinian neighbors in Jerusalem who have been under threat of 
having their homes taken from them in a key geographic area.  One had already been displaced 
by force, now taking up residence in a shed in what had been his backyard.  The flag of Israel 
flies over what had been his home.  Israeli settlers continue to move into this quiet 
neighborhood, with many looking the other way as longtime Palestinian homeowners are 
removed.  Although a checkpoint is located just blocks away, the Palestinians have no recourse.  
A multi-national human rights organization walks the streets in efforts for more eyes to be on 
the neighborhood.  We heard from a young Finnish pastor who was spending a three-month 
sabbatical working with this organization.  Her accounts were chilling, and we were told that the 
more foreign presence there is, things settle down.     

Another one of the important reasons seventeen bishops from the ELCA were invited to Come 
and See – Go and Tell in Palestine was to meet with diplomatic leaders to advocate for the 
church and the Palestinian people.  We were able to have a meeting at the US Embassy in 
Jerusalem with George Noll, Head of the Palestinian Affairs Unit.  

We also had the opportunity to meet with the Prime Minister of the 
Palestinian State, Mohammad Shtayyeh.  And finally, we had the 
experience of meeting with Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad, Chief 
Advisor to King Abdullah II for Religious and Cultural Affairs in the 
royal palace in Jordan 

In these meetings, we shared our concerns regarding the on-going 
funding concerns of Augusta Victoria 
Hospital, with receivables currently at the 
equivalent of $70 million. In addition, we 
raised concern over the Visa Waiver 
program, as well as what we had 
experienced and saw with expanding 
settlement activities demolishing 
Palestinian homes in the West Bank and 
East Jerusalem. We discussed the Leahy 
laws which prohibit the US government 
from using funds for assistance to units of 



foreign security forces where there is credible information implicating that unit in the 
commission of gross violations of human rights. In addition, we noted 
our deep alarm for the safety of Muslim and Christian pilgrims at the 
Temple Mount, as Jordan maintains protection and support at this holy 
site. Finally, we expressed concern regarding the support of the long-
standing request to the Israeli Interior Ministry for the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church of Jordan and the Holy Land to be officially recognized 
by Israel. Our concerns were met with graciousness and commitment 
and with the encouragement to continue to advocate with our own 

elected officials.  

The ELCA Witness in Society Team sends an action alert on the third Thursday of every month 
highlighting a meaningful advocacy action we can take in solidarity with the Palestinian people 
and church partners.  January’s statement highlights the US response to Israeli human rights 
violations.  You can find the link here: 
http://support.elca.org/site/Advocacy?cmd=display&page=UserAction&id=1578 

 Through all of the diplomatic visits, school tours, 
meeting with ELCJHL clergy and leaders, our bishop 
group still found time to explore the holy sites of 
this amazing land.  We visited Christmas Lutheran 
Church in Jerusalem, the Church of the Nativity and 
the Shepherd’s Fields in Bethlehem, the Galilean area 
of Capernaum and the Church of the Multiplication,  
as well as Tabgha. We enjoyed a boat ride on the 
Sea of Galilee and ate St. Peter’s fish for lunch.  In 

Jordan, we visited the baptismal site of Jesus, Mt. Nebo, and the ancient city of Petra.  We 
shopped for spices, drank delicious tea and coffee, and bought lots of scarves. It was an 
amazing experience and one that I will continue to reflect on and share with all of you. 

 

“I have learned and dismantled all the words in order to 
draw from them a single word: HOME.” The Palestinian 
poet Mahmoud Darwish calls us into discernment about 
what “home” means for Palestinians and Israelis, as well as 
other displaced peoples throughout the world.  As the 
musical Hamilton notes, George Washington often found 
inspiration in the prophet Michah’s vision of a land where 
everyone “shall all sit under their own vines and under 
their own fig trees, and no one shall make them afraid.”  Is 
such a home possible in the Holy Land?  In any land?  
Micah offers us a vision of a homeland where swords and 



spears are destroyed and reformed into tools for life, because they will never again be needed 
as weapons.   And yet, the first step toward that vision lies with a different prophet, Mary of 
Nazareth, the mother of Jesus, whose song of praise in the gospel of Luke proclaims a reversal 
of the status quo, so that the lowly are lifted and the powerful dethroned.  Jesus’ first sermon in 
Nazareth in Luke is an echo of his mother’s – and in Nazareth, in the very heart of this 
Palestinian city, images of Mary from nearby and from “nations far away” remind us of the 
power of Mary’s prophetic word for people all over the world who also long to draw from her 
promise “a single word: HOME.”  

Prayer:                                                        
God of justice, hear the proclamation of Mary, Micah, Mahmoud, and the living stones of the 
people we met in the Holy Land.  Turn your ear to your people who long and work for a world 
where every person is at home.  Humble those who rule by fear and control, and empower those 
who would lead in love and justice.  Let the “days to come” of shared land come to the Holy 
Land, and to all homelands, soon.  In Jesus name, Amen. 

Some excerpts taken from the Devotional Booklet prepared for our trip by the Rev. Dr. Rachel Aelabouni. 


