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Press Kit: Pope Benedict XVI’s Visit to Israel May 11-15, 2009 

 
 
Pope Benedict XVI is scheduled to visit Israel and the West Bank May 11-15. He is to meet with 

Israeli and Palestinian leaders as well as Jewish and Muslim religious officials. In addition, the 

Pope is expected to travel to the Western Wall and the Dome of the Rock mosque in Jerusalem 

as well as the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. He will also give a mass in Nazareth.
1
 

 

Diplomatic relations were established between Israel and the Holy See on June 15, 1994, and in 

1997 an agreement was reached on the legal status of the Catholic Church within Israel.  In 2000, 

Pope John Paul II made the first official papal visit to Israel. On Oct. 6, 2008, Rabbi Shear 

Yashuv Cohen became the first rabbi to address a plenary session of the Synod of Bishops. 

Cohen said his invitation was a sign of hope and a message of love, co-existence, and peace.
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The Christian Community in Israel 
 

In 2008, nearly two million Christian tourists came to Israel for sight-seeing and personal 

pilgrimages.
3
Along with all other minority groups, Christians have enjoyed religious freedom in 

Israel since its founding in 1948. This religious freedom is guaranteed in Israel’s Declaration of 

Independence which states that, “The State of Israel… will be based on freedom, justice and 

peace as envisaged by the Prophets of Israel… it will guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, 

language, education and culture.”
 
The Israeli Declaration of Independence also gives Christians 

full freedom of  worship and access to all their holy sites, including: The Church of the Holy 

Sepulcher, the Via Dolorosa, the Room of the Last Supper in Jerusalem, The Church of the 

Nativity in Bethlehem and the Church of the Annunciation in Nazareth.
4
 

By contrast, when Jordan controlled the holy sites between 1949 and 1967, all Israelis - Jewish 

and Christian - were forbidden from entering East Jerusalem, including the Old City. The Old 

City is home to the Temple Mount and Western Wall, the most sacred site in Judaism; the 

Church of the Holy Sepulcher, where Christians believe Jesus was buried; and the al-Aqsa 

mosque, one of the holiest places for Muslims. 

Under Jordanian rule, holy sites and Jewish cemeteries within East Jerusalem were desecrated. 

Upon gaining control of all of Jerusalem in 1967, Israel immediately opened the area to people 

of all faiths so that they would be free to worship at their respective holy sites without threat of 

violence or persecution. Israel made this clear in its first radio announcement after capturing East 

Jerusalem.
5
 

 

Christians are represented in the Israeli Government via the ministry’s Department for Christian 

Communities. The Department of Christian Communities is responsible for addressing the needs 

and concerns of the Christian communities to the Israeli Government. 
6
 

 

The Israel Knesset Christian Allies Caucus, established in 2004, seeks to improve the 

relationship between Christians and Jews. This body works to open formal and direct 

communication between the Jewish people and Christian leaders worldwide. The Christian Allies 

Caucus provides assistance in obtaining visas for the Christian community, educates Israelis 

about Christianity, promotes Christian tourism to Israel, and seeks to strengthen the status of 

women worldwide on the basis of Judeo-Christian values.
7
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A number of Christian politicians have served as Members of Knesset (MK). Nadia Hilou, a 

Labor Party MK from 2006 - 2009, was the first female Arab Christian MK.
8
 She served as chair 

of the Committee on the Rights of the Child; took active part in strengthening laws against cyber 

sex with minors; and also initiated legislation on compensating the relatives of murder victims.
9
 

Israel is also home to many co-existence organizations. One such organization is the 

Interreligious Coordinating Council in Israel, which serves “to harness the teachings and values 

of the three Abrahamic faiths and transform religion's role from a force of division and 

extremism into a source of reconciliation, coexistence, and understanding.” The International 

Fellowship of Christians and Jews is another important Christian/Jewish Organization in Israel, 

and has helped rebuild and renovate more than 2,443 shelters following the 2006 Lebanon War.
10

   

Christians are also an active component in Israeli cultural life. Mira Awad, an Israeli Arab 

Christian singer and actor is representing Israel in this year’s Eurovision contest along with 

Israeli counterpart Ahinoam (Noa) Nini.
11

  Mira is also famous for her starring role in “The 

Bubble,” an Israeli film directed by Eytan Fox.
12

 Another famous Israeli Christian Arab is actor 

Makram Khoury, who has starred in multiple Israeli and international films and TV shows such 

as “Munich” (2006) directed by Steven Spielberg and the American TV show “West Wing.”
13

 

Israel’s High Jump representative in the 2008 Olympics, Nikita Pali is also an Israeli Christian, 

having received citizenship in 2005 after immigrating to Israel from Moldova in 1995.
14

  

As of 2005, there are 148,000 Christians living in Israel, constituting 2.1% of the total 

population. The Christian communities of Israel can be split into four main groups: Orthodox, 

Non-Chalcedonian (Monophysite), Catholic (Latin and Uniate) and Protestant.
15

 The vast 

majority (more than 98 percent) of Christians in Israel live in urban areas. Nazareth has the 

largest Christian population, at 19,000 and Jerusalem is second with 15,600. Israel also 

welcomes hundreds of thousands of Christian tourists and pilgrims every year.  
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The Catholic Community in Israel 
 

Israel is the only country in the Middle East in which the Christian and Catholic population has 

grown since 1948, having increased by more than 400 percent. In 2006, the Christian population 

of Israel numbered 148,000, which is 2.1 percent of the population.
16

 

 

Of these, approximately 80,000 are Catholics, divided among several denominations: the Latin 

Patriarchate of Jerusalem; the Maronite Church; the Greek Melkite Catholic Church; the Syrian 

Catholic Church; the Armenian Catholic Church; the Coptic Catholic Church; and the Chaldean 

Catholic Church. Most of these communities are very small, except for the Latin Patriarchate, the 

Maronite Church, and the Melkite Catholic Church. Of these the biggest is the Melkite 

community which has approximately 50,000 members, the majority of whom live in the Galilee. 

The second largest is the community that follows the Latin Patriarchate which comprises 20,000 

people, spread amongst East Jerusalem, Nazareth, the West Bank and Gaza. There are also 

approximately 7,000 Maronite Christians, an Eastern Church of Syrian origin in formal 

communion with the Roman Catholic Church. Most Maronites living in Israel reside in the 

Galilee.
17

  

 

The Catholic Church has established many educational institutions throughout Israel, including 

Bethlehem University, 44 elementary and secondary schools and a number of biblical and 

archaeological schools.
 
Although many of the 24,000 students who attend Catholic schools in 

Israel are Muslim, more than 500 hours of class time have been devoted to teaching pupils about 

the Vatican, the history of the Catholic Church, and the Pope in preparation for his visit to Israel 

in May.
18

 

 

The Catholic presence in Israel dates back to the Crusades, when the first Latin Patriarchate of 

Jerusalem was established in 1099 in the Crusader state of the Kingdom of Jerusalem.
19

 Until 

then, all Christians in the Holy Land had been under the care of the Greek Orthodox Patriarch of 

Jerusalem. Following the destruction of the Kingdom of Jerusalem by the Mamluks in 1291, the 

Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem survived only in name. It was re-established in 1847 under 
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Patriarch Joseph Valerga, and has since had an uninterrupted succession of 15 different 

patriarchs.  

 

The current Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem is Fouad Twal, who took over from Patriarch Michel 

Sabbah in June 2008.
20

 Twal is assisted by four Patriarchal vicars, who are based in Jerusalem, 

Nazareth, Amman and Cyprus.
21

  

 

There is also a community in Israel known as the Hebrew Catholics, a group of Christians of 

Jewish descent who are members of the Catholic Church. The community has established the 

Hebrew Speaking Catholic Vicariate in Israel, a Catholic association dedicated to developing the 

Hebrew Catholic community in Israel. The Vicariate also seeks to “serve as a bridge” for better 

understanding between Christians and Jews. Today, there are active Hebrew Catholic 

communities in four major Israeli cities: Jerusalem, Tel Aviv-Jaffa, Haifa and Beer Sheba.
22
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Christian Holy Sites in Israel 
  

 

Cana of Galilee 

 

Cana (modern name: Kfar Kanna) is a town in the northern Israeli region of the Galilee, five 

miles north-east of Nazareth. According to the Gospel of St. John it was here that Jesus 

performed his first miracle by turning water into wine at a wedding. A church was built in Cana 

by the Roman Empress Helena (mother of Constantine) in the4th century CE but fell into 

disrepair in subsequent centuries. In 1883, Franciscans who had become established in the town 

completed a church at the traditional site of the miracle.
23

 

 

Capernaum 
 

Approximately two miles north of Tiberias are the ruins of the ancient town of Capernaum where 

Jesus lived and preached for part of his life. It is the site of numerous events related in the New 

Testament such as the healing of a Roman centurion’s servant.
24

 

 

The town was founded at the beginning of the Hasmonean dynasty in Judea in the 2nd century 

BCE.  It contains a Byzantine synagogue beneath which lies another structure believed to be an 

earlier synagogue dating from the 1st century CE and it is possible that Jesus visited it during his 

time Capernaum. Another place of interest in the area is a complex known as the House of Peter, 

which seems to have been a Christian place of worship from the 2nd century CE. Christian 

tradition holds that this was the home of St. Peter and that Jesus stayed there during his time in 

Capernaum. A Byzantine church was erected over the site in the 5th century.
25

  

The Church of the Nativity 

Christian tradition holds that Jesus was born where the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem now 

stands. The church was originally built in 333 CE by the Roman Emperor Constantine I but was 

destroyed in 529 CE and subsequently rebuilt. In the following centuries, new sections were 

added onto the existing structure. The entire complex of the church  covers 12,000 square meters 

and includes Latin, Greek Orthodox and Armenian convents in addition to the Basilica. The 
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Church is a central place of pilgrimage for Christians from around the world. In  2008 a record 

1.3 million   tourists visited Bethlehem.
26

    

Church of the Holy Sepulcher  

 

The Church of the Holy Sepulcher is located in the northwest corner of the old city of Jerusalem, 

at the end of the Via Dolorosa, the Pathway of Sorrow. Christians believe that Jesus walked 

along this route before he was crucified.   

 

The church was built by Roman Emperor Constantine I in 335 C.E., nine years after his mother, 

Queen Helena, determined the location to be the spot where Jesus was resurrected and where she 

discovered the True Cross. Today, Christians believe that the church stands on the place where 

Jesus was crucified, buried and resurrected. 
27

 

Church of Saint Peter in Gallicantu 

The Church of Saint Peter in Gallicantu is a Catholic church in Jerusalem built in 1931 in 

commemoration of the events relayed in the New Testament in which Peter rejected Jesus three 

times and then cried in remorse. In the 5th century CE, a Byzantine shrine was erected on this 

spot but was destroyed in 1010. It was rebuilt by the Crusaders in 1102 but fell into disrepair 

after Jerusalem fell to Muslim forces led by Saladin in 1187. The church is located on Mount 

Zion, just outside Jerusalem’s old city and attracts many pilgrims and visitors.
28

` 

 

Garden of Gethsemane 

 

The Garden of Gethsemane is the place where the New Testament states that Jesus was arrested 

before his trial and crucifixion. The garden is located at the foot of the Mount of Olives on the 

eastern side of Jerusalem’s old city and contains an ancient olive grove. There are a number of 

important holy sites around the garden including the Russian Orthodox Church of Mary 

Magdalene and the Church of All Nations consecrated in 1924 and built with donations from 

numerous countries.
29

  

 

Jerusalem 

Jerusalem is a city with extreme significance in Christianity and contains numerous Christian 

holy sites, places of worship and pilgrimage. These include the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, 

the Chapel of Ascension, the Church of Pater Noster, the Church of All Nations, the Garden of 

Gethsemane, the Church of John the Baptist, Mary’s Tomb and many others. In 2008, two 
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million Christian tourists visited Israel, many of whom visited Jerusalem and its numerous places 

of pilgrimage.
30

     

The Mount of Beatitudes 

 

The Mount of Beatitudes is a small hill located on the northwestern shore of the Sea of Galilee in 

northern Israel. It is here that the New Testament says Jesus delivered the Sermon on the Mount 

and the site has been a destination for pilgrims since the 4th century CE. The ruins of a 

Byzantine church were found near the bottom of the hill and a Franciscan chapel was built at the 

top in 1938.
31

 

 

Nazareth 

 

Nazareth, located in northern Israel, is the place where Christian tradition holds that Jesus was 

born and spent the first 20 years of his life. There are a number of Christian holy sites in 

Nazareth including the Basilica of the Annunciation, the Church of St. Gabriel and Mary’s 

Well.
32

 

 

Basilica of the Annunciation 

 

The Basilica of the Annunciation, located in Nazareth, is said to be the place where the angel 

Gabriel appeared to Mary, saying she would give birth to Jesus. By 570 CE, a church had been 

erected over the spot and it has been a destination for pilgrims ever since. The church was built 

and rebuilt separately by the Byzantines, Crusaders and Franciscans but these structures no 

longer exist. The current basilica was built over the old Byzantine and Crusader churches, was 

consecrated in 1969 and is the biggest Christian place of worship in the Middle East.
33

 

Stella Maris 

The 19th-century Carmelite church and monastery of Stella Maris is perched at the western edge 

of Mount Carmel, atop the bayside city of Haifa, overlooking the Mediterranean. Its name, which 
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means “star of the sea,” comes not from the beautiful view, but from an ancient epithet for Mary, 

the mother of Jesus. The Carmelites, a Roman Catholic religious order, have lived in the area 

since medieval times. The church has a distinctively painted dome and a magnificent altar over a 

cave the Prophet Elijah is said to have inhabited.
34
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Oppression of the Christian Population in the West Bank and Gaza 
 

The following is a summary of an interview with international human rights lawyer Justus Reid 

Weiner on the oppression of Christians in the West Bank and Gaza, published by the Jerusalem 

Center for Public Affairs, Sept. 1, 2008. For the full interview, please visit 

http://www.jcpa.org/JCPA/Templates/ShowPage.asp?DRIT=3&DBID=1&LNGID=1&TMID=1

11&FID=253&PID=0&IID=2406&TTL=Palestinian_Crimes_against_Christian_Arabs_and_T

heir_Manipulation_against_Israel  

 

Christian communities in the Middle East are dwindling rapidly. Christians across the Middle 

East experience intimidation, beatings and kidnappings. They are forced out of jobs, off of land, 

sexually harassed, tortured and forced into marriage.  

  

This is a particularly acute problem within the Palestinian population of the West Bank and 

Gaza, prompting tens of thousands of Palestinian Christians to leave their homes. According to 

the latest research on the Christian community, there are just 1,500-3,000 Christians in Gaza and 

it is estimated that less than 50,000 Palestinian Christians remain in all of East Jerusalem, the 

West Bank and Gaza together. 

 

Israel’s Palestinian Christian population is concentrated in Jerusalem, Ramallah, and Bethlehem. 

Greek Catholic or Greek Melkite is the largest Christian community living in the West Bank and 

Gaza as well as numerous smaller denominations. Today the only all-Christian village left in the 

Palestinian territories is Taybeh, situated in the West Bank. Because of persistent oppression 

from their Muslim neighbors however, many residents of Taybeh have left the village and only 

1,300 people remain there. 

 

Harassment and intimidation of Christians has forced many residents of Bethlehem to abandon 

their homes as well. Bethlehem, in the West Bank, just south of Jerusalem was  a majority 

Christian town for hundreds of years. Due to coercion and fear, however, it is estimated that 

approximately 1,000 Christians have left Bethlehem every year for the past seven years. While in 

1950, Christians accounted for 80 percent of the population of Bethlehem by 1990 this figure had 

dropped to only 60 percent. By 2000, just 40 percent of Bethlehem’s population was Christian.  

 

The policies of former Palestinian Authority Chairman Yasser Arafat were one of the primary 

reasons behind this demographic shift. Among the policies Arafat enacted was the re-drawing of 

municipal districts to ensure a Muslim majority in elections; regions which were heavily 

populated by Muslims were annexed onto Bethlehem to dilute the voting power of the Christian 

population. In a highly symbolic move, Arafat also converted the Greek Orthodox monastery 

next to the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem into his private residence, sending a clear signal 

to the Christians of the city that demographics were shifting. 

 

Hamas and Islamist parties are largely responsible for the oppression and intimidation of 

Christians in Gaza and the West Bank. One such practice is the renewal of the jizya tax - a tax 

mandated in Islamic law imposed on non-Muslim citizens of Islamic lands. Hassan al-Masalmeh, 

the leader of the Hamas faction in Bethlehem, stated, “We in Hamas intend to implement this tax 
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someday. We say it openly and we welcome everyone to Palestine, but only if they agree to live 

under our rules.”  

 

Since 2006, when Hamas won the Palestinian legislative elections, and following the 

movement’s takeover of Gaza in June 2007, Hamas also has ratified policies that advance the 

implementation of Islamic law into the Palestinian Authority, increasing religious pressure on 

Christians.  

Due to this mounting anti-Christian sentiment, a series of anti-Christian violent incidents has 

occurred in recent years. For example, in February 2006, an explosion was set off just outside the 

Bible Society in Gaza. After the explosion, attackers opened fire at a nearby Greek Orthodox 

Church. And in 2006, armed militants protesting Pope Benedict XVI’s remarks about the 

Prophet Muhammad attacked seven churches in the West Bank and Gaza, including a church in 

the Zeitoun neighborhood near Gaza City and an Anglican church in the West Bank city of 

Nablus.  

Other instances of anti- Christian violent acts perpetrated by Muslims occurred on Feb. 15, 2008 

when Muslim militants bombed the Gaza City YMCA library, and on May 16, when a bomb was 

set off in a Christian school, also in Gaza. 

Despite these events, Israel’s Christian leaders have said Christian emigration has nothing to do 

with the Muslim population, and that Christians in Gaza enjoy the same rights as their Muslim 

neighbors. 

Justus Reid Weiner, an international human rights lawyer, has said that those who are aware of 

the human rights crimes choose to remain silent about them for personal benefit or due to fear. 

He wrote, “The Anglican, Lutheran, Catholic, and other leaders in the Palestinian areas will all 

sing the tune of the Palestinian Authority - at least publicly. Others can talk about the real 

situation only in private because they live it.” 

 

Israel’s is the only Christian population in the Middle East that has grown in recent years. 

Palestinian Christians enlist Israel’s aid to protect them from Muslim hate crimes. Despite this, 

Palestinian Christian leaders continue to blame Israel for these problems, often for personal 

benefit or due to intimidation by the Palestinian Authority or Islamic terrorist organizations.
35

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
35 Weiner, Justus Reid, “Palestinian Crimes against Christian Arabs and Their Manipulation against Israel,” 

Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs, Sept. 1, 2008, 

http://www.jcpa.org/JCPA/Templates/ShowPage.asp?DRIT=3&DBID=1&LNGID=1&TMID=111&FID=253&PID

=0&IID=2406&TTL=Palestinian_Crimes_against_Christian_Arabs_and_Their_Manipulation_against_Israel 



13 

 

Recent Attacks on Christians in the West Bank and Gaza 
 

• May 31, 2008: Gunmen attack the security guards at the Al Manara School, steal a vehicle 

belonging to the Baptist Holy Book Society which operates the school and threaten the society's 

director.
 36 

 
• May 16, 2008: A bomb explodes in the Rahabat al-Wardia school run by nuns in the Tel al-Hawa 

neighborhood of Gaza City. The previous year, when Hamas took over the Gaza Strip, the school 

was subjected to thefts and an arson attack.
 37 

 

• April 3, 2008: A monument in Gaza's foreign nationals' cemetery is blown up.
38

 

 

• Feb. 21, 2008: Armed militants force their way into the Lighthouse Baptist School in Gaza City, 

assault a guard and vandalize classrooms.
39

 

 

• Feb. 15, 2008: Three gunmen from the “Army of Islam in the Land of Ribat,” a network headed 

by the Dughmush clan in Gaza, break into the YMCA library in Gaza City and set off a bomb that 

causes extensive damage.
40

 

 
• Jan. 10, 2008: A group called the “Army of the Believers - The Al-Qaeda Organization in 

Palestine,” stages two attacks on the International School in Beit Lahiya in northern Gaza, 

burning vehicles and stealing equipment. According to a statement issued two days later, the 

school was accused of “spreading polytheism and hatred for Islam.” The attacks were timed to 

coincide with U.S. President George W. Bush’s visit to Israel.
 41 

 

• Dec. 31, 2007: The “Friends of the Sunnah Bayt al-Maqdis,” issue a manifesto on the Pal-Today 

Web site, affiliated with Palestinian Islamic Jihad, threatening to attack anyone who participates 

in New Year's Eve celebrations.
 42

 

 
• June 19, 2007: During the Hamas takeover of the Gaza Strip, Hamas gunmen attack and 

vandalize a monastery and church.
 43 

 

• April 15, 2007: A group calling itself “The Swords of Truth in the Land of Ribat” sets off bombs 

in two Internet cafes and a store selling Christian books in Gaza, causing damage.
 44

 

                                                 
36
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37
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2008, http://www.terrorism-info.org.il/malam_multimedia/English/eng_n/html/gaza_020608e.htm 
38
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39
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• Oct. 6, 2007: An employee of the Bible Society in the Gaza Strip, Rami Khader Ayad, is 

abducted and killed by unknown men on his way home from work. According to Palestinian 

sources, Ayad had received three death threats and owned a bookstore previously targeted by the 

Army of Islam. A relative of Ayad told the press on Oct. 8, 2007 that Ayad was being pressured 

to convert to Islam and that the Holy Bible Association offices were attacked with an explosive 

device several months before.
 45

 

 

• April 2006: The YMCA branch in the Palestinian town of Qalqilya in the West Bank is 

firebombed by Palestinians from the area and subsequently closes. It later reopens.
 46
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Timeline of Israeli-Holy See Relations 
 

• January 2009: Israeli Minister for Religious Affairs Yitzhak Cohen threatens to suspend 

relations with the Vatican after Bishop Richard Williamson, who was excommunicated for his 

views denying the Holocaust, is reinstated.
47

 Pope Benedict XVI later issues a letter to his 

bishops, admitting that the case of Bishop Williamson was mishandled. The Pope also meets with 

a delegation from Israel’s Chief Rabbinate to remedy the matter.
48

 

 

• October 2008: As the beatification of Pope Pius XII nears completion, a process that began in 

1967, tensions rise between the Vatican and Israel, causing Pope Benedict XVI to halt the 

process. Additionally, the Pope demands that a plaque criticizing Pius be removed from Yad 

Vashem Holocaust Museum.
49

  

 

• May 2007: Pope Benedict XVI denounces rocket attacks on Israeli border towns near the Gaza 

Strip by Palestinian terrorists. “The clashes among Palestinian factions in the Gaza Strip and the 

rocket attacks against inhabitants of the nearby Israeli cities, which prompted armed 

intervention, are provoking a bloody deterioration of the situation,” the Pope said.
50

 

 

• October 2005: Speaking at a synagogue in his native Germany, Pope Benedict XVI celebrates 

the fortieth anniversary of the Nostra Aetate, the Vatican’s Declaration on the Relation of the 

Church with Non-Christian Religions in which the Holy See also renounced the traditional belief 

that the Jewish people are collectively guilty of killing God. The Pope assures his commitment to 

good Catholic-Jewish relations worldwide saying, “The Jewish-Christian dialogue must continue 

to enrich and deepen the bonds of friendship which have developed.”
51

 

 

• August 2005: The Vatican condemns terrorist attacks in Egypt, Turkey, Britain and Iraq, but fails 

to denounce attacks against Israel, which causes bilateral tensions.
 52

 

 

• April 2005: Joining hundreds of other international dignitaries, Israeli President Moshe Katsav 

attends the funeral of Pope John Paul II.
53

 

 

• January 2004: The Knesset (Israeli Parliament) Christian Allies Caucus (CAC) is established, 

the first of its kind in Israel’s history. The CAC serves as a bridge between the Knesset and 

Israel’s Christian communities and those in the Diaspora by improving communication and 
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coordination among all sides. In Israel, the CAC educates the Israeli population of long-standing 

Christian support for the State of Israel and in the Diaspora the CAC communicates Israel’s 

commitment to Christianity in Israel.
54

  

 

• March 21, 2000: Pope John Paul II makes the first papal visit to Israel since 1964, amid 

diplomatic tensions over the status of Jerusalem.
55

 The Pope makes a five-day pilgrimage to 

Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth and Christian sites in the Galilee.
56

 

 

• November 1997: Concluding the provisions of the 1994 agreement, Israel and the Vatican 

officially regularize the status and legal ‘personality’ of the Roman Catholic Church and its 

institutions under Israeli law. Called the “Legal Personality Agreement,” this accord marks the 

first recognition of the Roman Catholic Church by any Israeli government.
57

  

 

• June 1994: Israel and the Vatican establish full diplomatic relations, fulfilling the commitment 

required by the December 1993 accord.
58

 

 

• Dec. 30, 1993: Israel and the Vatican sign an official accord establishing diplomatic relations. 

The accord stipulates that the two sides will exchange ambassadors, combat anti-Semitism, 

promote peace and freedom of worship and encourage Christian pilgrimages to Israel and the 

Palestinian territories.
59

 

 

• July 29, 1992: Israeli and Vatican delegations meet in Rome to discuss establishing diplomatic 

relations. Foreign Ministry Director-General Yosef Hadass leads the Israeli delegation and 

Deputy Foreign Minister Claudio Maria Celli represents the Vatican delegation. The two 

ministers agree to form a “bilateral permanent working commission,” that is to meet 

periodically.
60

 

 

• Jan. 15, 1973: Prime Minister Golda Meir meets with Pope John Paul VI to discuss issues 

pertaining to Palestinian refugees, Jerusalem and peace.
61

 

 

• October 1969: Pope John Paul VI receives Israeli Minister of Foreign Affairs Abba Eban at the 

Vatican.
62
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• October 1965: Under Pope Paul VI’s lead, the Second Vatican Council of the Roman Catholic 

Church issues Nostra Aetate, a historic proclamation, renouncing the traditional belief that the 

Jewish People are collectively – as a nation – guilty of killing God. Instead, the Nostra Aetate 

declaration reaffirms Christianity’s Jewish roots, stating that a “bond” exists between Christianity 

and the Jewish People that “spiritually ties the people of the New Covenant to Abraham’s stock.” 

This proclamation sets the stage for the eventual establishment of formal relations with Israel.
63

 

 

• January 1964: Israeli President Zalman Shazar receives Pope John Paul VI in Israel. During his 

stay, the Pope visits holy sites in Israel and the West Bank.
64

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
62

 “Israel’s Relations with the Vatican,” Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Jan. 24, 1973, 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/22+Israel-

s+Relations+with+the+Vatican.htm 
63

 “Milestones in Israel-Holy See Relations 1965-2005: Commemoration of the 40
th

 Anniversary of Nostra Aetate,” 

Consulate General of Israel in New York, 2005, pp. 1-2. 
64

 “Israel’s Relations with the Vatican,” Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Jan. 24, 1973, 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Foreign+Relations/Israels+Foreign+Relations+since+1947/1947-1974/22+Israel-

s+Relations+with+the+Vatican.htm  



18 

 

Experts Available for Comment (Multiple Languages) 
 

 

In Israel 

 

English-speaking Christian Israelis (additional languages in brackets): 

• Agnes, Cell: 972-54-693-5916 (French) 

• Eranata, Tel.: 972-2-566-6312 (German) 

• Kiril, Cell: 972-54-300-3539 (Russian) 

• Michal, Cell: 972-54-440-9436 

• Yohanan, Tel.: 972-2-673-7082 (French) 

 

Members of the Knesset Christian Allies Caucus: 

• Shai Hermesh (Kadima) Contact Roni, Cell: 972-54-431-2154  

• Robert Ilatov (Israel Beitenu) Contact Igal, Cell: 972-50-623-0449 (Russian)  

• David Rotem (Israel Beitenu, Head of the Caucus) Contact Marina, Cell: 972-50-623-0292 

  

English-speaking experts available for comment (additional languages in brackets): 

• Jean Marie Allafort –  Journalist, Cell: 972-54-596-6266 (French) 

• Catherine Dupeyron – Journalist, Cell: 972-54-488-9411 (French) 

• Oded Ben Hur –  Fmr. Israeli Amb. to the Vatican. Contact Igal, Tel.: 972-2-530-3290 

• Nabil Isawi –  Christian police officer. Contact Micky Rosenfeld, Cell: 972-50-627-5870 

• Stephan H. Miller – Aide to Jerusalem Mayor Nir Barkat, Cell: 972-50-312-1841 

• Wadi Abu Nasser – Official Spokesman for the Vatican in Israel, Cell: 972-54-495-9450 

• Ariel Piperno – Jerusalem Municipality. Contact Stephan, Cell: 972 -50-312-1841 (Italian) 

• Michel Romo –  Head of Christian-Jewish Studies Institute, Tel.: 972-2-622-1049 (French, 

Italian) 

• Chief Rabbi David Rosen – Chairman of IJCIC. Contact Avril, Tel.: 972-2-625-5281 

• Father Apolinary Szwed – Head of the Jerusalem Community of the Hebrew Speaking 

Catholic Vicariate in Israel, Cell: 972-54-445-4660 (Polish) 

• Lydia Weitzman – Foreign Press Adviser to the Ministry of Tourism, Cell: 972-52-358-4395, 

Tourism.gov.il@gmail.com 

 

In the U.S.: 

 

Park East Synagogue  
Pope Benedict XVI visited the Park East Synagogue in April 2008 – the first papal visit to a U.S. 

synagogue – as part of His Holiness’s outreach to the Jewish community. 

Contact: Rabbi Arthur Schneier 

Tel.: 212-535-5800 

E-mail: appealofconscience@msn.com 

Web site: http://www.pesyn.org/   
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Christian Community Contacts in Israel 
 

Ain Karim- Visitation, (Jerusalem) 

Contact: Farther Atanasius (Italian, English) 

Tel.: 02 6417291 

 

Ain Karim- St. John, (Jerusalem) 

Contact: Nicolas (Italian, English) 

Tel.: 02 6323000  

 

Apostolic Delegation (Jerusalem) 

Contact: Mon Senior Paolo Borjia  (English,  French, Spanish,  Italian) 

Tel: 02 6282298, 02 6288630 

 

Armenian Catholic Patriarchal Exarchate, (Jerusalem) 

Contact: Yossi Sayd  

Tel.: 02 6287266 

Cell: 0527525041 

E-mail: stgregoryacc@yahoo.com  

 

Bar-Ilan University, Faculty of Jewish Studies  

Prof. Jeshua Schwords  

Tel.: 0507273316  

Prof. Ivan Friedman 

Tel.:  0528764761  

General Tel.: 03 531 8121,  

Fax: 03 5351233 

E-mail: jsfcty@mail.biu.ac.il 

 

Catholic Coptic Diocese, (Jerusalem) 

Contact: Jean Sser  

Tel.: 02 6257530  

Fax:  02 6231763 

 

Chaldean Patriarchal Vicariate, (Jerusalem) 

Contact: Fr. Paul Collin 

Tel.: 02 6284519; 08-6274614 

 

Christian Information Centre 

 Tel.: 972-2-6272692 

 Fax: 972-2-6286417 

 E-mail: cicinfo@cicts.org 

 

Greek-Catholic Patriarchal Exarchate (Melkite)  

Contact: Archbishop Joseph-Joul Al-Zreih 

(English, French, Italian, Arabic, Greek) 
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Tel: 02 6282023; 026271968/9 

Fax:  02 6286652  

E-mail: gcpjer@p-ol.com   

 

Hebrew-speaking Catholic Vicariate 

Contact: Patriarchal Vicar Rev. David Neuhaus SJ 

Tel.: 054-7822843 

E-mail: neuhaussj@gmx.net or  

Rev. Apolinary Szwed 

Tel.: 02 624 82 55; 

Cell: 054 445 46 60  

E-mail: ssa2@ofm.org.il  

 

Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem 

Contact: Hind Shreydes, Father David Newhouse   

Fr. Humam Khzouz chancellery@latinpat.org  

Tel: 02 6272280, 02 6282323  

Fax: 02 6271652  

E-mail: medialpj@latinpat.org , info@catcc.net 

 

Maronite Patriarchal Exarchate  (Jerusalem) 

Contact: Archbishop Msgr. Paul Nabil Sayyah, Patriarchal Exarch  

Tel.: 6282158 

Fax: 6272821  

Email: bpnsayah@mail.inter.net.il; 

 fmm@maronitejerusalem.org   

 

Syrian Patriarchal Exarchate (Jerusalem) 

Contact: Bishop Melki  

Tel.: 02 6282657 / 02 6274318 

 Email: stjossc@p-ol.com 

 

 

THE ORTHODOX CHURCH  

 

Armenian Orthodox Patriarchate 

Contact: Rev. Fr. Goossan Aljanian  

Ecumenical and Foreign Affairs: Bishop Aris Shirvanian  

Tel.: 02 6264866 

Fax: 02 6264862  

Address: Armenian Orthodox Patriarchate Road, P.O.B. 14001, Jerusalem  

  

Coptic Orthodox Patriarchate 

His Grace Dr. Anba Abraham, Archbishop 

Tel.: 02 6272645 

Fax: 02 6272773  
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General Secretary: Rev. Fr. Antonious El-Ourshalimi  

Address: the Station of Via Dolorosa, P.O.B. 14006, Jerusalem  

 

Ethiopian Orthodox Patriarchate 

Archbishop Abba Matias 

Tel.: 02 6282848 / 02 6286871  

Fax: 02 6264189 

Address: 8th Station of Via Dolorosa, P.O.B. 19025, Jerusalem  

 

Greek Orthodox Patriarchate 

Contact: Secretary General: Archbishop Aristarxos  

Tel.: 02 6274941 

 Fax:  02 6282048  

Address: Greek Orthodox Patriarchate Road, P.O.B. 19632, Jerusalem  

 

Rumanian Orthodox Patriarchate 

Archimandrite Ieronim Cretu  

General Secretary: Sr. Anna Prafir 

Tel.: 02 6264628 / 02 6260847 

Fax: 6264628  

Address: Shivtei Israel Street 46, Jerusalem  

 

Russian Ecclesiastical Mission of the Russian Church Abroad  

Archimandrite Peter Luckenhoff  

Tel: 02 6284373 / 02 6283088  

Address: P.O.B. 20164, Jerusalem  

 

Russian Ecclesiastical Mission in Jerusalem (Moscow Patriarchate) 

Contact: Archimandrite Tichon  

Tel.: 02 6252565  

Fax: 02 6256325  

Address: Russian Compound, P.O.B. 1042, Jerusalem  

 

Syrian Orthodox Patriarchate 

H. Em. Mar Swerios Malki Murad, Archbishop Patriarchal Vicar of the  

Holy Land and Jordan  

Tel.: 026283304/ 02 6264758  

Fax: 02 6277024  

Address: St. Mark's Road, P.O.B. 14069, Jerusalem  

 

THE ANGLICAN CHURCH  

 

Christ Church 

Rev. Murray Dickson 

Tel.: 02 6277727/9  

Fax: 02 6260723   



22 

 

Address: Jaffa Gate, P.O.B. 14037, Jerusalem  

Email:christch@netvision.net.il  

 

Episcopal Church of Jerusalem and the Middle East  

The Rt. Rev. Suheil Dawani  

Tel.: 02 6283261; 02 6271670 

Fax: 02 6276401 

Address: St. George's Cathedral, Nablus Road 20, P.O.B. 19122, Jerusalem  

 

 

EVANGELICAL - LUTHERAN CHURCH 

 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land (E.L.C.J.H.L.) 

Rt. Rev.Bishop Munib A.Younan  

Secretary: George Awad 

Tel.: 026266800 

Fax: 02 6285764  

Address: Muristan Road, Old City, P.O.B. 14076, Jerusalem  

Email: ga_elcj@netvision.net.il   

English Speaking Congregation 

Contact: Pastor Russell O. Siler  

Tel.: 02 6276111 / 02 6281049  

Fax: 02 6285764  

 

Lutheran Church of the Redeemer 

Contact: administrator Mr. Wolfman Buchholz  

Tel.: 02 6266800 

Fax: 02 6276222 

Address:  Muristan Road, Old City, P.O.B. 14076, Jerusalem  

Email: propstei@redeemer-jerusalem.com  

 

Lutheran Church of the Ascension 

Tel.: 02 6273665 / 02 6287704  

Fax: 02 6273148  

Address: Auguste Victoria Centre, Mount of Olives , Jerusalem  

E-mail: auguste@netvision.net.il    

 

OTHER DENOMINATIONS 

 

Baptist Convention in Israel 

Contact: administrator Greg Kingry  

Tel.: 02 6230681 

Fax: 02 6230682 

Address: Baptist House Center, Narkis Street 4, P.O.B. 7364, Jerusalem  

E- mail: bcioffice@iname.com   
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Christian Brethren Assembly 

Tel.: 02 5829674  

Address: St. George Street 5, UN Compound, P.O.B. 1203, Jerusalem  

 

Church of God 

Contact: Rev. Willy Ruoff  

Tel.: 02 6273899 

Fax: 02 6260723 

Address:  Mt. of Olives, nr. Commodore Hotel, P.O.B. 19287, Jerusalem  

 

Church of the Nazarene International 

Contact:  Rev. Lindell Browning, Rev. Nizar Touma 

Tel.: 02 6283828 

Fax: 02 5821172  

Address: Nablus Road 33, P.O.B. 19426/20991, Jerusalem 

 

East Jerusalem Baptist Church 

Contact: Rev. Alex Awad  

Tel.: 02 6766479  

Cell: 0545975284 

Fax: 02 2743278  

Address: Ali Ibn Taleb Street 16, nr. Ritz Hotel, P.O.B.17166, Jerusalem   

 

First Baptist Bible Church 

Contact: Rev. Atif Himadeh 

Tel: 02 6282118  

Address: Asfahani Street 6, P.O.B. 19349, Jerusalem 

 

French Protestant Churches (Federation) 

Contact: Rev. Jacques Elbaz  

Cell: 0544-733092 

Fax: 02 6264497  

E-mail: jacques.elbaz@itfjerusalem.com 

 Address: Prophets' Street 20, P.O.B. 1614, Jerusalem 

 

 

Garden Tomb - Interdenominational  

Contact: Gen. Secretary: Mr. Peter G.L.Wells  

Tel.: 02 6272745 

Fax: 02 6272742  

Address: Nablus Road, P.O.B. 19462, Jerusalem 

 

Jerusalem Baptist Church 

Contact: Rev. Jerry Young  

Tel.: 02 6248749 

Fax: 02 6248741 
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Address: Baptist House Center, Narkis Street 4, P.O.B. 154, Jerusalem  

E-mail: jerbapch@netvision.net.il   

 

 Jerusalem Church - Jerusalem Bible College 

Contact: Rev. Issam Hissen  

Tel.: 02 5332287 

Fax: 02 5709067  

Address: El-Jabsheh Street 8, Christian Quarter, Jerusalem  

 

King of Kings Assembly 

Contact: Rev. Wayne Hilsden, Rev. Chuck Cohen 

Email: koka@netvision.net.il 

Kathryn Miller and Sam Kawaneh, Media Dept. 

Tel.: 02 5371508  

Fax: 02 5370288  

Website: http://www.kkcj.org 

Address: Isaiah Sreet 5, P.O.B. 427, Jerusalem  

 

Korean Presbyterian Church 

Contact: Rev. Chung Pank Lee  

Tel.: 02 5827650  

Fax: 02 5819863  

Address: Mt. Scopus, P.O.B. 24282, Jerusalem  

 

Seventh Day Adventist Centre 

Contact: Rev. Richard Elofer  

Tel.: 02 6251547  

Fax: 02 6251319  

Address: Abraham Lincoln Street 4, P.O.B. 592, Jerusalem  

 

St. Paul's Fellowship 

Contact: Rev. Eddy Marshall  

Tel / Fax: 02 6287523 

Address: Shivtei Israel Street 32, P.O.B. 216, Jerusalem  

 

The Jerusalem Alliance Church 

Contact: Senior Pastor. Rev.Jack Sara 

Tel./Fax: 02 6260711 

Address: Old City, Al Rusul Street 16, P.O.B. 14244, Jerusalem 91142  

E-mail: info@each-cma.org   

 

 


