
[image: image1]

On the warm evening of August 4th a pre-wedding party – the first to be held on Campus - was unfolding on the big parking lot in front of Abuna’s house. Then the phone rang. Abuna stood horrified into silence as he heard the voice of the Commissioner of the Israeli Police Force asking for his help. A Jewish terrorist had hit in Shefaram. 

Traveling on a bus at the center of the town he had opened fire with his automatic weapon. He killed the bus driver and another man from the Melkite Catholic community and two young Muslim sisters returning home from Haifa University. He also wounded twelve other passengers. He continued shooting emptying the ammunition at which point the remaining passengers overpowered him and killed him pitilessly. 

As the victims and the injured were evacuated a crowd of tens of thousands gathered around, while the body of the Jewish terrorist remained in the back of the bus. The situation escalated to a terrifying point.  Gasoline was poured in and around the bus by the crowd. Police and border police were flown into the village. An air bridge brought in over two thousand heavily armed military personnel. An unbelievable terror reigned over all. Into all this Abuna was called by a police commissioner and an army powerless to defuse a situation.  What could one priest do?
Abuna’s experience and response to this extraordinary situation is best heard in his own words of shock, surprise and shaken sensibilities: 
Hello is this Father Chacour? 
Yes, I am.

I am the Commissioner of the Israeli Police Force. We need your help. 

Mine? What has happened? Where? What can I do for you?

Have you heard what has happened in Shefaram? A ……… massacre. The wounded are in hospital, those killed as well. Inside the bus, the body of the terrorist is still there. We need to take him away. Help us, we need you, please come. 

Restraining my shock and surprise I heard myself answer: Me? OK ………. I shall be with you. 

All the roads were closed by the police force for a distance of over a kilometer away. I pushed as close as possible to the place of the tragedy but had to abandon my car and walk to near the place. It was an endless journey. It was so hot, so hot… everything was boiling. Five hundred meters from the bus the crowd was packed, people glued to each other. The police were positioned on the roof top of an adjacent building. I was invited up and there were the Israeli Minister of Police with the Commissioner of standing, watching the crowd, and powerless despite the immense military power brought into the place – over two thousand police and border police, enough to make a real war. 

I asked: What can we do? Do you have a plan?

Abuna we need to free the body of the terrorist from the bus. 

Is he alive? I asked.

No, he is dead.

I need to see that. 

But how can you penetrate the crowd? We need to do something from afar, speak to the crowd to disperse otherwise there might be a huge massacre on both sides. 

I pleaded: Please be patient, be wise. You have the might, but it is worth nothing any more. It is not able to protect you or anybody else. I need to see the body.

I tell you he is dead. 

I replied: So …I need to see the body if you want me to speak to the crowd. 

But how can you reach the bus among this angry mob?

You Commissioner, follow me while I make my way in the crowd.

Are you sure? 
Yes, you follow me. 

We went down to the street. People saw me and the word passed: Here is the priest from Ibillin, here is Abuna.  I opened my way with kind words, and with the power of determination not to see any more blood shed. Fifteen minutes went by until I stood at the entrance of the bus. One of the police nearby refused me entrance to the bus. My only answer was: I can go but the police will not leave this place alive. You will mostly likely kill and then be killed. 
Then from behind me I heard the Commissioner’s order: Let the priest go inside. 

Fifteen policemen were inside the bus, many around the bus with thousands of people glued to each other. One huge human bloc surrounded the bus on all sides. Nobody moved. Nobody could move. Nobody dared move. One could hear the heart beats although there was much noise and shouting filled the place. People were increasingly gathering.

 If the police used their weapons or any kind of violence they would touch off a huge massacre on both sides - the police force and the crowd. Everybody was frozen in position. Nobody knew what to do.  How to retrieve the body of the Jewish terrorist? This was critical to defuse the situation.  No one could stop any crazy irresponsible movement of violence. It would be enough to light a cigarette and then …….  dozens if not hundreds would have been killed. 

The most dramatic journey I have ever made started. I saw my mother praying for me – Be careful my son! I saw what I could never have imagined. I walked in what I never imagined to tread over - not even in my dreams. The brains of the driver at the left side of the entrance were in a plastic sack. Blood all over, all around. The seats were saturated with red fresh blood. It was the blood of the two sisters, of the driver and a passenger, the twelve injured, and the terrorist. I, Abuna Elias, walked in the blood of my sisters and brothers, Muslims, Christians and Jew – sacred blood shed absurdly, in vain. Inside the bus it was already darkened but the street lights enabled me to see the body of this poor miserable soldier.

The police inside the bus beckoned me. There he was, dead for a few hours. My feet hit his body and automatically I looked and said: Yes he is dead. Allah yerhamu – My God have mercy on him. I was tempted to make the sign of the Cross but refrained at the last second. I came back to the entrance of the bus where the chief of police was waiting for me to come out. I looked at him. Do you have a loud speaker? 
Then I stood in the bus entrance and addressed the crowd.  For over an hour I spoke and finally I could call the police to come close. It was not easy to drive the back of their station wagon up to the back of the bus. Already the back window was smashed in pieces. I ordered them to get ready.  When I tell you drag the body out of the bus directly into the station wagon from the back. Go ahead now. 
At that moment I saw Abuna Massoud stretching out his arms to stop the crowd from approaching me and the bus. I heard him saying: You may reach the bus and Abuna only over my body. Stop good people. Please freeze in your place.  Meanwhile the body was in the police vehicle; my cassock was soaked with the blood of this Jewish man and my brothers and sisters the Palestinian Arab Christians and Muslims.
My day was real learning. Anything may happen in the future but I never wish to see such a thing again, such massacre and killing. No, I do not wish ever to walk again in the blood of Palestinians or of Jews. 
No doubt that this event was absurd, tragic and apparently destructive of all hope for any reconciliation or any dialogue. But what we have seen in the aftermath is a real sign of hope. First there was the sight of the whole angry mob turning away and going home silently. Then the next day tens of thousands responded to the invitation to protest against the violence by marching silently through the town of Shefaram for over two hours. To see the thousands of young men and older men gathering silently in the town center, then the women and children, all together moving slowly in procession with community leaders was a transformative moment. There were Palestinian Arabs – Christians, Muslims and Druze – as well as some Jews, all brothers and sisters with a common purpose to resolve to act for peace and reconciliation.  The reaction of all officials in the country from the highest rank of Prime Minister and President and with no exception all the Arab leadership was to express their outrage against the killings and to offer their sympathy and condolences to the bereaved families. 
For some days the Jewish terrorist lay in limbo. There was no place to bury him, no local authority would accept to have him in their cemetery. If it was not for the intervention of the Supreme Court, this man would have been left to decay outside of any tomb as a sign of curse on what he had done. Thousands of Jews streamed to Shefaram to express their sorrow and sympathy to the families and the community. Now there was no Muslim, no Christian, no Druze, no Jew – we felt the pain in solidarity with each other. 

Eight days later according to our Christian Byzantine tradition we celebrated Eucharist in memory of those lost ones. For the first time in the history of Islam and of the Druze people, we Christians went to the bereaved Muslim families and invited them to the church to share the prayers. They gladly gave photos of their daughters to be placed between the photos of the two Christian men on a small table in the Church.  Many, many thousands of people stood in and around the Church and on the streets to share the prayers for peace and forgiveness. For once a huge act of terror was not accompanied by cries of death to the Jews, or death to the Arabs. The shouts went out as with one voice: "No more blood shed! No more violence! No more terrorism!" 
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NEWS FROM THE SCHOOLS

With the sounds, sights and smells of such a devastating event still fresh in our senses, we began the new academic year, more determined than ever to give everyone a smile of hope .In this newsletter we focus on the younger members of our MEEI family.  It was Abuna’s great joy to stand on the steps of Mariam Bawardi Elementary School and greet each and every student and teacher on their first day of term. Smiles abounded. 

The church bells rang! 

On 1st September 680 students streamed through the doors of Mariam Bawardi Elementary School. There are 260 new enrolments with many more having to be turned away. Again we have experienced the problem of too many students and not enough spaces to accommodate them. In both the high school and the elementary school we could have opened several new classes. It is so difficult almost painful to refuse a child. 

Arab & Jewish students learn together.

The joint venture begun last year between Mariam Bawardi Elementary School and the Ha Galil Jewish/Arab bi-lingual school will continue. At the request of the Ha Galil staff and students all classes will be held at MEEI. The number of Jewish children will triple and although this program is financially heavy on us we are determined not to give up. It has a special value and a unique importance in building friendships and creating the foundations for living and creating a better future together in Galilee.

Many new developments have been happening in the Elementary School and the children are excited and appreciative of their new environment. Science, computing, library, and playgrounds are all signs of our growth and sources of deep gratitude and joy. 
Science through Technology

MEEI’s new venture with the Jewish company, Technokat, has provided our elementary students with an exciting new way of learning science through hands on experiential activities focused on technological concepts. Installed at a cost of $25,000, the Science Room is already creating enthusiasm among the students as they explore scientific principles and learn knowledge management skills.

Library Facilities: 

The first stage of the expansion of the Elementary School Library is now installed thanks to funds received from Alternative Gifts International through the Pilgrims of Ibillin. A second installment of funding will complete this first stage of the library with more books, computers, and software programs. We shall have a beautifully equipped library and when the second stage expansion is completed it will serve all elementary students admirably. 

Computer lab: 

With just twenty-one computers for 680 children our computer lab is stretched beyond capacity – one computer per thirty four children. We are in serious need of twenty-one more computers and a room is already set aside for the second computer lab. Next year, as the elementary school attains near full capacity of 800 students a third expansion of a further twenty-one computers will provide one computer for every 10 children. 

The computing facilities are a valuable resource for the joint schools project and as well are used on Fridays by the Mariam Bawardi School for Gifted Children. Friday is our free day but since resources are so valued we put them to the maximum possible use.

Greening the playgrounds

The children can run free, sports lessons are a joy and now seventy new trees line the edges of the upper sports ground at the elementary school. An olive grove will soon be planted near the bottom entrance. Just two days before school started the final asphalting was poured. We are looking for ways to beautify our environment but still struggle with the fact that we need open space for both recreation and car parking. 
Women’s Dorms
At the side of the high school building we have destroyed one wall and built another in order to widen the access. Hundreds of cars stream through the grounds morning and afternoon to transport the elementary and high school students. We are concerned that next month when the university and college classes begin a further two to three hundred cars will be added to this daily traffic. The safety of the children is a constant worry. Land is at a premium now and we can expand no further on this Mount of Light.  We can only go up

MEC NEWS

STUDENTS WELCOMED HOME!

During the summer vacation 53 Mar Elias university students traveled to the USA with four professors for a seven week intensive semester. On August 31st the students were welcomed home with a party and presentation in the Niwano Auditorium attended by their families, fellow students and MEC faculty. 

See report: www.Indystar.com/news 
There is so much work continuing. We cannot forget that MEEI campus also accommodates the college and university students. Our works and maintenance crew have begun installation of the electrical wiring on the fifth and sixth floors. The first phase of installing an elevator is done. We are now awaiting the electric motor to complete this facility which will be essential before we welcome our female boarders. We are already looking for a family who will be the caregivers for these young women. 

VOLUNTEERS CORNER
Thanks are due to so many willing volunteers. Rev Bob and Mary Lou Pryor, Rev Don and Gloria Delaplain and Marian Hostetler have spent several weeks tutoring university students in English language skills. Dorothy Allison also assisted in Abuna’s office and has now returned for a second term. Welcome Dorothy!  

During June/July brothers Ross and Andrew Johnston from Scotland worked hard with the maintenance crew. Andrew also made good progress on the MEEI website construction. Ethan King worked in a range of areas during the summer. He will not be forgotten for his performances as the clown’s assistant during the visit of Fr Bob McGee. Together they enchanted the entire campus with their antics and distributed thousands of balloon animals to happy children young and old. David Pitts from England is an annual visitor and well loved among our blind students. This year his painting skills have been much appreciated. 
This month we welcome Rebekah Walker who will be taking on many of the administrative duties in Abuna’s office. Marie will now be focusing on the development of the Mar Elias Peace Center.  We must not forget to mention our translators who help us immensely in outreach to French, Swiss French, German and Italian friends. Thank you Dusa, Dorothee, Jochan and Anna Maria. 
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Abuna’s Diary

11 – 18 Nov: Englewood NJ, Old Lyme, CN & U. of Indianapolis, USA

For itinerary: www.pilgrimsofibillin.org 

Dates for 2006 are yet to be confirmed
UPCOMING EVENT:

December 17: Handel’s Messiah  
Church of the Sermon on the Mount

Tickets available in office
(Ab� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���una) 








IMPORTANT!! 


We have new phone numbers





MEEI Office	


Ph  +972 (0)4 8432 105


Fax +972 (0)4 8432 106


MEC


Ph   +972 (0)4 8432 


Fax  +972 (0)4 8432 
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