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ACCESS TO WORSHIP: EASTER 2014

Palestinian Christians celebrate on Holy Saturday as they wait for the arrival of the Holy Fire to be passed on throughout the world.
Photo EAPPI/J. Valkama.

Restrictions and Limitations Prevent Palestinian Christian Access to Worship on Easter
Jerusalem is a spiritual city for the three monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. It is also the center of Palestinian
identity and source of its cultural, historical, economic and social life. Despite international calls for Jerusalem to be a shared city
among all of these religions, Palestinian Christians still face restrictions and limitations on access, which inhibit them from celebrating Easter in the Holy City.
UN Resolution 476 calls for “the protection and preservation of the unique spiritual and religious dimension of the Holy Places in the
[Jerusalem].” Similarly, the World Council of Church maintains that “Jerusalem must be an open, inclusive and shared city in terms
of sovereignty and citizenship.” Moreover, movement restrictions that impede access to religious institutions -and are not necessary
for the maintenance of public order - infringe on the rights of the Palestinian population to freedom of religion and worship, according to article 46 of the Hague Regulations, article 58 of the Fourth Geneva Convention, article 75 of the First Additional Protocol
(IAP). Restricted access to worship is one of the many areas in which the Israeli government separates Jerusalem from Palestinians in
the West Bank & Gaza and undermines the shared character of the city.
The Israeli government did respect the traditions of Easter worship between 1967 and 2005, especially the Holy Saturday celebrations. Since 2005, however, restrictions on Access to Worship have kept Palestinian Christians from celebrating Christmas and
Easter freely and in accordance with tradition. Israeli authorities in Jerusalem have tightened the permit system for West Bank &
Gaza residents wishing to go to Jerusalem for the holiday. According to Israeli sources 10,000 of the 30,000 permits applied for were
granted. Israeli authorities have also increased restrictions on movement in the Old City throughout the celebrations. These increased restrictions culminated in the attack of a Coptic clergy member by Israeli security personnel during last year’s Holy Saturday
celebrations , which led the Heads of Churches in Jerusalem to bring the issue of Access to Worship to the Israeli Supreme Court.
Monsignor Bishop William Shomali recommends a unified vision for organizing Access to Worship on Easter:
“As Heads of Churches, we should present a strong collective document, how to best organize the Holy Week. We can
mention the organizational role of the scouts for example as in Palm Sunday. They did a great job. We will have to present
a vision for Easter week. Complaining about restrictions and disorder is not enough.”
In 2014, human rights monitors of the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI) and staff of the Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre (JIC) witnessed reduced tensions, yet restricted access to Jerusalem & the Holy Sepulchre continues to
damper the spirit of Easter celebrations.

The following articles & testimonies attest to the restrictions and limitations, yet point to a persistent hope
in peace and perseverance in celebrating in the face of limitations.
This is a joint report of the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI)
and the Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre (JIC).
EAPPI and JIC are programmes of the World Council of Churches ©2014.
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Easter 2014 for Local Palestinian Christians
Palestinian Christians Bring Access to Worship to the Israeli High Court of Justice
This year witnessed a unified front of Palestinian Christian organizations towards setting the record for their right to freedom of
worship. They collectively raised a law suit against the Israeli Police at the Israeli High court of Justice. The aim is to get back to the
arrangements prior to 2005 where Local Christians could freely can access the Jerusalem without Police barriers inside the Old City
that interrupt their Good Friday Processions and bar them from accessing the Greek Orthodox patriarchate’s roof on Holy Fire Saturday. Until this Easter no agreement was reached. Meanwhile, the court has asked the Israeli police to carefully and respectfully deal
with this right for the worshippers.
One of the main obstacles that prevented an agreement is that the Israeli police olice still insists on the barriers system to control
the crowds, while at the same time limiting the numbers of visiting pilgrims into the plaza in front of the Holy Sepulchre. Traditionally this is the place where visiting pilgrims are allowed to worship and celebrate when the locals celebrate on the roof of the Greek
Orthodox convent overlooking the plaza on Holy Fire Saturday.

Left: The Anglican and Lutheran churches processed through the Via Dolorosa in the morning on Good Friday. Photo EAPPI/J. Valkama.
Right: Israeli police stop worshippers from traveling the Via Dolorosa on Good Friday. Photo EAPPI/J. Valkama.

Permits for Local Palestinian Christians from the West Bank
Priests and parishes throughout Palestine informed The Jerusalem Inter-Church Center of their struggles with permits:
•

•
•
•
•

Christian communities in Bethlehem area got 4000 permits. Most permits were received just hours before Palm Sunday
celebrations in Jerusalem and the rest on Easter Sunday. Most of the permits received did not include whole families but rather
parts of each family, which made it useless for families to visit and participate in Jerusalem worship events and traditions.
In Ramallah, only 1600 permits were received through local churches.
In Nablus, only 160 permits were received.
In Total, Israeli sources record 10,000 permits were issued.
2 out of the 12 scouts groups from the West Bank were granted permits. Permits came on the day of Palm Sunday, which is the
most important day for West Bank scouts to be in Jerusalem for the Palm Sunday procession. The participating scouts groups,
however, persevered and performed with joy and demonstrated a positive way to organize the Easter procession.

The Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem complained:
“Our congregations, our sons and daughters were not with me on Palm Sunday. This was due to not enough permits or
no permits at all or very late permits that were received few hours from the procession on Sunday” He continued saying
“Many bus loads, from the different West Bank cities and villages were ready to come but were turned down because the
Israeli authorities did not grant them military permit to access Jerusalem for worship”. Very calmly He said “Our faithful
also include Jordan, Syria and Lebanon. They too, want very much to be here”.
This is a joint report of the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI)
and the Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre (JIC).
EAPPI and JIC are programmes of the World Council of Churches ©2014.
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Easter 2014 for International Pilgrims in Jerusalem
Many Pilgrims disappointed after Israeli police keep them from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre
While New Gate was designated for the local community, internationals and pilgrims were only allowed to use Jaffa gate. Outside
Jaffa gate a makeshift roof was put up for shade, a number of chairs were put out and a few portable toilets were erected. Metal
barricades encircled the area. During the night between Friday and Saturday the encircled area filled up with eager pilgrims that
came to see the Holy Fire ceremony, but were not allowed to gather in the Holy Sepulchre plaza.
Pilgrims raised two major concerns: first the lack of information about why they were kept out of the city and when/if they
were going to be let in, and second – the lack of bathrooms/food/shade for those waiting outside the Old City – a problem
that was worsened by the lack of information – no one wanted to leave the site even temporarily since they did not know if that
might mean they would miss out on a possibility to actually enter the city.

Left: Thousands of pilgrims attended Good Friday processions. Photo EAPPI/J. Kaprio.
Right: Israeli police blocked worshippers from entering the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Photo EAPPI/J. Valkama.

Early in the morning on Holy Saturday the encircled area outside Jaffa was deemed full and the police sealed the area – no more
pilgrims were allowed in – neither to the city nor to the shaded area. The reason for the closure was not clear and even some groups
were divided – some inside the metal barriers; some outside. One group of pilgrims stated that not only had their group been
divided but during the early morning hours some of those who managed to get inside the barriers were told by the police that they
had to leave – without explanation – and ended up outside the barriers again.
Among the pilgrims outside the Old City numerous groups had come from Romania, Georgia and other Eastern European countries,
however also groups of Copts from Egypt, Eritreans and Western Europeans could be found. A group from Romania, including both
elderly people and two young children, had been waiting outside the Old City since around 6 in the morning.
“We came here for God”, one member said, and continued “We knew that it would be like this, we were prepared” – given
that pilgrims came to celebrate both Western and Eastern Easters simultaneously this year.
The situation had however been more difficult than anticipated. The closure of the Old City and the fact that Mamilla mall was
closed for the Sabbath meant that the pilgrims had no or very limited access to bathrooms, food, water and shade.
A group of young Eritrean men that had arrived in Jerusalem from Europe to witness the Holy Fire observed the ongoing inflow of
Jewish people through Jaffa gate and in to the Old City throughout the day and stated that they felt discriminated against when
some were let in to the city while others were told to stay outside.

When the Holy Fire finally reached the waiting pilgrims outside the Old City smiles were everywhere and spontaneous
singing broke out. For many pilgrims that had come to Jerusalem and the Easter celebrations the receiving of the Holy
Fire was well worth the long wait, but for many it was a great disappointment not to be able to receive it closer to the
Holy Sepulchre.
This is a joint report of the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI)
and the Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre (JIC).
EAPPI and JIC are programmes of the World Council of Churches ©2014.

Page 4

www.eappi.org

-

www.pief.oikoumene.org/en/jic

April 2014

EAPPI TESTIMONIALS
The stark contrast between Holy Saturday past and present
by David, Lindsey, Sandra, and Lynn, Jerusalem team
David, a member of the EAPPI Jerusalem team, sat in the home of a Christian Palestinian family in Beit Hanina, eating tabbouleh and
talking about the situation in Jerusalem over Easter.
“We are going away to Galilee! It is not worth being in Jerusalem during Easter. There is just too much trouble.”
In recent years, the Easter week has seen a lot of police brutality and many people worried that the same thing would happen again
this year. Especially because Jewish Passover, and both the Orthodox and Western Christian Easters fell on the same week, many
expected the worst in 2014.
This year, during Holy Saturday, celebrations were relatively calm. The stark contrast, however, between Holy Saturdays of the past,
when the Holy Sepulchre plaza was filled with pilgrims, and this year, when the plaza was empty, was clearly visible.
“It used to be full of pilgrims there, but in recent years it has been empty, except for lots of police officers,” recalls Yusef
Daher, a Palestinian Christian, director of the Jerusalem Interchurch Centre.

Left: The Holy Sepulchre plaza remains empty, in stark contrast to the bustling crowd that gathered here before 2005. Photo EAPPI/J. Valkama.
Right: Israeli police set up barriers and kept pilgrims and local Christians from reaching the Holy Sepulchre on Holy Saturday. Photo EAPPI/J. Valkama.

On Holy Saturday, two of our EAs stood on the roof of the Church of Holy Sepulchre. Traditionally local Christians gather here in order
to allow pilgrims to stand in the plaza in anticipation of the Holy Fire. This year, however, mostly pilgrims who had bought expensive
tickets to get a guaranteed spot near the church filled the roof, while the local Christians had a small plot of about 50 square meters.
Nonetheless, Palestinian Christians danced into the church below us to drums and vocals, and then continued up to the roof. They
were tightly packed, but continued celebrating through dancing and singing in joy while waiting for the fire.
We looked down from the roof and saw only fifty policemen and dozens of soldiers in the Holy Sepulchre plaza. Yusef’s story about
the empty square in front of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre was also true this year.
Two EAs also monitored Jaffa Gate, where thousands of disappointed pilgrims from all over the world, waited to come in. Those
who were lucky enough to get into the Old City queued since 3 am, but the gate was closed at 6 am denying entry to the rest of the
pilgrims who had been in the queue. With the temperature reaching 35°C, little shade and water, people grew weary and one even
fainted from heat stroke.
At New Gate the situation grew tense, as Israeli authorities at Jaffa Gate sent pilgrims from there to New Gate giving them hope of
getting into the Old City. Entry through New Gate, however, was only for local Palestinian Christians. In addition to the influx of pilgrims, local Christians faced Israeli soldiers and police who pushed the crowd of pilgrims back in order to make way for the locals.
Jaffa Gate was finally opened for all at 2:30pm and the throngs of people poured into the Old City.

But it was too late: the Holy Fire was on its way out into the world.
This is a joint report of the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI)
and the Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre (JIC).
EAPPI and JIC are programmes of the World Council of Churches ©2014.
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Left: Israeli police set up barriers and restricted access for pilrims and local Christians to enter the Old City at New Gate. Photo EAPPI/L. Coulthard.
Right: A local pastor discusses with Israeli police, trying to gain access to the Old City of Jerusalem on Holy Saturday. Photo EAPPI/S. Sych.

The scene from the roof of the Holy Sepulchre was quite different. Suddenly, the crowd below cheered and a man ran up the staircase to the roof with a torch in his hand and the Holy Fire spread like wildfire among everyone’s candles and torches. After all had
received their fire, a flood of pilgrims and local Christians tried to push out through the entrance to the roof. People were happy. Joy
filled the small alleys of the Christian quarter, and in front of every small business there were candles alight with Holy Fire.
Within a few hours, the fire burned all over the world, in places as far away as Russia and the United States, but also throughout the
Middle East where Christians prepared ceremonies in their churches for the reception of the fire.

Along with the Holy Fire, a message of peace was spread. Together we can all stand up to spread the fire; who then
can say that we cannot accomplish peace in Israel and Palestine?

Tourists & Palestinian Christians alike restricted: yet hope remains
by Juhani, Jerusalem Ar Ram team
At the plaza of the Holy Sepulchre Church there’s a group of Christian pilgrims standing – a very squashed crowd in the middle of
the steel fences. It’s the Holy Saturday just before Easter and they are waiting for the Holy Fire ceremony to start. The fire is lit in a
place where they believe Jesus was crucified and buried. So for the Christians it’s a very special and holy place. From there the fire is
passed throughout the Christian world, from candle to candle. There are dozens of Israeli police and guards moving around the plaza,
looking nervous and suspicious. The pilgrim group, on the other hand, is not able to move. The sun is parching and their waiting just
goes on.
“It’s the biggest wish in my life to be here”, says Janus, a pilgrim from Romania. “It’s not
pleasant to be waiting like this, but in my heart I always knew that one day I must come
here.”

“I’m going to pray for
peace. What could
be more important?”

~Janus, pilgrim
At last, half an hour before the ceremony starts, they open the fences and let the people into the
church. They are a lucky, but a very small band. When they’re in, the plaza of the Holy Sepulchre
remains almost completely empty. Even though it is one of the most important Christian celebrations, one would think that there
aren’t very many people interested.
The truth is different. All roads leading to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre are cut off. Everywhere around the Old City of Jerusalem
there are great number of local Christians and pilgrims behind the barriers trying to participate in Easter celebrations, but they are
hampered by the Israeli police. The ceremony starts at 2pm, but the streets are closed already at 9am. No explanations are given by
the Israeli troops. There’s a small tourist group near the Jaffa gate reading their maps and even they are evicted by the police.
This is a joint report of the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI)
and the Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre (JIC).
EAPPI and JIC are programmes of the World Council of Churches ©2014.
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Left: Local church parishes decorated the Old City of Jerusalem in celebration of the Easter holiday. Photo EAPPI/J. Kaprio.
Right: This man carried the Holy Fire up to the roof of the Holy Sepulchre. From there, local Palestinian Christians lit their candles and the fire spread
throughout the world, to places such as Russia and Greece. Photo EAPPI/J. Valkama.

The restrictions of Easter go even further. Already in the Palm Sunday procession it is clear that not all who would like to be there
are present. There is just handful of Palestinian Christians from the occupied West Bank in Jerusalem because the permits have been
very difficult to get. There is a simultaneous Jewish celebration too, Pesach, that has tightened the restrictions for the Christians and
Muslims even more, especially in Jerusalem. Also the Separation Barrier divides Palestinian Christians from accessing Jerusalem and
Bethlehem freely. It’s a very concrete reminder of the severe restrictions of Palestinians mobility and lack of their human rights.
The barrier is illegal according to the International Court of Justice and in 2012 US State Department published a report about Israeli
policies restricting freedom of worship for Palestinian Christians and Muslims. It says in the report: “Strict closures and curfews
imposed by the Israeli government negatively affected residents’ ability to practice their religion at holy sites” and that “the separation barrier significantly impeded Bethlehem-area Christians from reaching the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem and made
visits to Christian sites in Bethany (al-Eizariya) and Bethlehem difficult for Palestinian Christians who live on the Jerusalem side of the
barrier.”
So the long-term conflict between the occupying state and the occupied is visible also on Easter at least through the fences, barriers
and permits declined. The ongoing peace negotiations are not believed to make any significant results, but the hope lives on.
“I’m going to pray”, replies Janus when asked what he is going to do when he gets into the church. “I’m going to pray for
peace. What could be more important?”

“Only in the West Bank do we have Freedom of Worship”
by Liam, Bethlehem team
As the 52nd EAPPI team in Bethlehem, we found our first week in placement coincided with Easter; a momentous occasion for Christians around the world but especially so for those living in the Holy Land. We were walking not far from our house,
by ‘Ayda refugee camp, when a woman called out to us from her car.

“God sent his son to Bethlehem
to get people to love God...but
he didn’t say anyone needed
permission”

“Hello! You are the new team; you must come to my house. My name is
Antoinette. You like coffee? I make you coffee! You like cake? I make you
~Antoinette, Bethlehem
cake too!”
As we have quickly found, one thing Palestinians are not in short supply of is hospitality. Here, sharing tea and coffee is a declaration
of friendship. How could we refuse such a kind offer? Sitting in her house, we were introduced to her brother and sister-in-law, her
nieces and nephews, their children and offered two types of cake, particular to Easter: ka’ek bi ajwa, which represents the crown of
Christ and ka’ak bi ma’moul, which represents the sponge with which Christ was given vinegar on the cross when asking for water to
quench his thirst.
This is a joint report of the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI)
and the Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre (JIC).
EAPPI and JIC are programmes of the World Council of Churches ©2014.
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Left: Antoinette in her home in Bethlehem. Photo EAPPI/L. Hilton.
Right: The view from Antoinette’s kitchen window. Cameras from the separation barrier constantly loook down on her home. Photo EAPPI/L. Hilton.

We spoke with Antoinette Knezevich on Thursday April 17, the day before Good Friday, and discovered she was still waiting for her
permit to be able to travel to Jerusalem for Easter celebrations. Antoinette used to teach at Schmitt College just outside of the Old
City in East Jerusalem but, when the Separation Barrier was built by the Israelis; she was no longer permitted to drive to work and
is not physically able to walk the distances required to pass through Checkpoint 300 – which cuts Bethlehem off from Jerusalem
though they are a mere 7kms (or 4.4 miles) away from each other. Now she lives with her brother and his family, close to ‘Ayda refugee camp, with the Separation Barrier and its cameras looking into their kitchen.

The Permit Lottery
Antoinette described how, before the permit system, she used to attend St. George’s Cathedral, the Anglican church in Jerusalem,
and tended to the garden there:
“My husband and I were members of the church...my husband had a British passport because his father [Alexander Antonio Knesevich) was the first British Consul to Gaza during the British Mandate for Palestine”.
As is Antoinette’s case, if you have a Palestinian ID, Israel requires you have a permit even if you have an international passport. She
continued:
“But since the building of the Wall I cannot anymore go to Jerusalem and to the church there. So flowers now make me
sad. Can you imagine?”
Antoinette explained the process of applying for permits to worship:
“We are catholic and the priest took all the names and gave them to the Israelis and some got permits and some not. The
husband might but not the wife – you see what they do?”
Individuals cannot apply for worship permits and are “awarded” permits much akin to a lottery yet preventing people access to worship is in contravention of International Humanitarian Law. Her brother and his wife succeeded but Antoinette did not. Antoinette
questioned us:
“Since Jesus was here, we have been here. Do you need permission to visit the Church by your government? Where’s the
justice?”
The Catholic Church in Bethlehem requested 5000 permits for the Easter period and received just 700 from the Israeli District Coordination Office, which were given across families forcing them to make the decision between only some of the family visiting the
holy sites in Jerusalem or the whole family forfeiting the possibility. Antoinette decried:
“God sent his son to Bethlehem to get people to love God...but he didn’t say anyone needed permission”.
This is a joint report of the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI)
and the Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre (JIC).
EAPPI and JIC are programmes of the World Council of Churches ©2014.
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Left: Priests carry the Holy Fire into Beit Jala on Holy Saturday. Photo EAPPI/L. Hilton.
Right: Scouts from the local Beit Jala churches join the procession on Holy Saturday to welcome the Holy Fire. Photo EAPPI/L. Hilton.

Freedom to Worship
Antoinette told of how Muslims and Christians live peacefully with each other, with Muslim families even sharing Santa gifts at
Christmas and coloured eggs at Easter:
“They respect us and we respect them. Near my home are Muslim neighbours and we have no problems. The only problem is the occupation”.
Stood on her balcony, looking out towards the stark grey wall with its imposing watching presence; Antoinette shared:
“When they built the wall, it was like they built it on my heart...too heavy”. Her gaze dropped then and she looked deep in
thought then quietly but firmly said: “It is like they took me up from the root of myself and threw me away”.
We worked Checkpoint 300 on the morning of Holy Saturday, greeting and wishing a “Happy Easter” to those passing through. Later
in the afternoon, we saw many of the same people in Beit Jala for the parade to welcome the miraculous light from the Church of
the Holy Sepulchre. When we asked why they were in Beit Jala and not the Old City, we were told how the Israeli administration had
put the Christian Quarter on lockdown so, despite being some of the lucky few to receive a permit, they were still not allowed to
enter the holy sites and engage in worship. One man said: “Only here do we have freedom to worship”.

Left: Local Palestinian Christians, primarily from parishes in Jerusalem, joined the Palm Sunday procession. Photo EAPPI/K. Ranta.
Right: The Catholic Parish in Jerusalem delivers their call for Justice to Pope France during the Palm Sunday procession. Photo EAPPI/K. Ranta.
This is a joint report of the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel (EAPPI)
and the Jerusalem Inter-Church Centre (JIC).
EAPPI and JIC are programmes of the World Council of Churches ©2014.

