Letters From A Village

Dr. Maria C. Khoury

Dr. Khoury lives in Palestine, on the West Bank of the Jordan River, in the Biblical land of Judea and Samaria. She has
authored many articles dealing with the Christian presence in the Holy Land and the Palestinian struggle for
independence and freedom. Her book, Witness in the Holy Land, is a reflection of life in the Occupied Palestinian
Territories since the outbreak of the Second Palestinian Uprising in September 2000. She is married to Mr. David C.
Khoury, co-founder of the first Palestinian microbrewery in the Middle East

producing "Taybeh Beer,” and mayor of

Taybeh. The Khourys returned to the family village of Taybeh following the Oslo Peace Agreement ( 1 993 ) to boost
the economy and raise their children with centuries ’ old Palestinian Christian values and traditions.
Maria ( Kouremenou ) Khoury holds a Doctor of Education degree, Boston University ( 1993 ) ; Master of Liberal Arts,
Harvard University ( 1985 ) and a Bachelor of Arts, Hellenic College ( 1982 ) . She gave three years of her time to the
Latin Patriarchate Schools in the Holy Land where she helped English teachers learn new methods in education and
modern teaching strategies for the classroom. Due to the Israeli closures and siege ( 2000 ) it became impossible to
reach the eleven schools. Currently she is a volunteer in her husband's home village of Taybeh to St. George Greek
Orthodox Church to help fundraise for a vital housing project aimed at helping families obtain their first home on land
donated by the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate.
Maria was born in Tripoli, Greece and raised in Denver, Colorado. She is the mother of three adult children Elena,
Canaan, Constantine and the author of nine children's books. Her popular book, Christina Goes to the Holy Land, will
help inspire young readers in knowing more about the Christian presence in the land of Christ ’ s holy birth, crucifixion
and resurrection. She spends time in Boston promoting the Christina Books and making presentations about the
dwindling Christian community in Palestine while seeking donor support. Maria Khoury was selected one of the top four
2009 Human Rights Champions.
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“The oil of religion should never be used to inflame the fires of hatred but
should be used to soothe and heal the wounds of others.”
H.B. Archbishop Anastasios, primate of the Church of Albania
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Holiest Days behind the Wall
A message from Maria C. Khoury, Ed. D. of Taybeh on Easter 2010

On this Great and Holy Friday, Christians in the Holy Land feel like crying out the same words of our Lord and Saviour,
“ M y God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me. ” ( Mark 15:34 ) Especially since September 2000 there has been no
change on the ground from the awful military occupation that strips people from their very basic human rights.
And at the same time seeing all our hope in Christ who offers eternal life, we remember the most important words of all,
“ F orgive them, for they do not know what they are doing ” ( L uke 23:34)

Thus on this most holy day, we must forgive that we

We must forgive that there are 600 military

live behind the huge Apartheid Wall that keeps us as

checkpoints all around us.

prisoners in an open space.
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We must forgive that all the natural resources, the

We must forgive that seven million dollars each day of

roads, the seaport, the airport are all controlled by the

innocent American taxpayers money is spent in the

Zionist State of Israel.

name of security for Israel.

We must forgive that more than 24,000 Palestinian

We must forgive that more than one million trees

houses have been demolished.

have been destroyed.

We must forgive that Israel ignores more than 60 UN

We must forgive that 531 Palestinian villages were

Resolutions.

destroyed by Zionist forces.
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However, as we forgive can we also take non violent action. I am appealing to all my Brothers and Sisters in Christ to
please express their solidarity by endorsing the Kairos Palestine Document. www.kairospalestine.ps
Palestinian Christian leaders have issued the Kairos Palestine Document calling on Churches around the world “ to
say a word of truth and to take a position of truth with regard to Israel ’ s occupation of Palestinian land.” Please, I beg
you to have your bishops, priests and friends review and sign this very important non violent action asking for our basic
human rights in the very land made holy by Christ Himself.
Returning to live under military occupation reminds me that Christ tells us the one who will stay patient until the very
end will be saved ( Matt 10:22 ) .
Thus in Palestine we are patiently waiting for freedom and our basic human rights reminding the whole world that our
Christian presence in this very land of Christ’ s Holy Resurrection is vital for peace and reconciliation.
Therefore during this most holy and sacred time in the Holy Land, Christians will continue to be peace makers and
continue to witness for
Christ ’ s love and for the Truth that Christ is the Light of the world. Fight the good fight until the end ( 1 Tim 6:12 ) . It
is the Miracle of the Holy Fire in Jerusalem on Great and Holy Saturday that reminds us, truly the Lord is Risen! A most
blessed and Holy Pascha ( E aster ) celebration to all!

“ I t is the Miracle of the Holy Fire in Jerusalem
on Great and Holy Saturday that reminds us,
truly the Lord is Risen! “
Palestinian Orthodox Christians celebrate the coming of the
Holy Fire in the City of Nablus
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Sincere wishes from the land of Christ's Holy Resurrection
A message from Maria C. Khoury, Ed. D. of Taybeh on Easter 2010

“ A nd the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not."
( J ohn 1:5 )
Dear Friends of Saint George Taybeh,
Christ is Risen! Truly He is Risen!
Here in our small village of Taybeh, we have received the True Light ( a bout 5pm local time ) from the Life Giving
Tomb of Christ following the Miracle of the Holy Fire today in Jerusalem. An amazing procession with all three
churches, Fr. Daoud, Fr. Raed, Fr. Jack including my husband David, the Mayor of Taybeh and the former patriarch of
Jerusalem, His Beatitude Michel Sabah to celebrate this spiritual, religious, cultural and magnificent event of Christ in
Our Midst!
In Luke 16:15 we read that Jesus said: "Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature. He that
blieveth and is baptized shall be saved." We witness the truth and received the Holy Fire today so that all who are not
blessed to live in the land of Christ's Holy Resurrection can believe that Christ is the true Light, which lighteth every
man that cometh into the world. ( John1:9 )
Have a most blessed, joyous, peaceful and glorious Pascha ( E aster ) celebration, with sincere good wishes on this
most holy day.
Maria
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Personal Reflections about the Kairos Document
by Maria C. Khoury, Ed. D. April 12, 2010

Palestinian Christian leaders have issued the timely Kairos Palestine Document calling on Churches around the world
“ t o say a word of truth and to take a position of truth with regard to Israel ’ s occupation of Palestinian land.”
( w ww.kairospalestine.ps ) My most personal thoughts about the Kairos Document is that it immediately reflects the
continued steadfastness witness of the Christian community in the land of the Mother Church. It gives our Christian
voice a spiritual and psychological renewal to have finalized such a document promoting peace, justice and
reconciliation.
The Kairos Document can create positive repercussions because it means that people in the international community
can start writing to anyone and everyone they know or at least any government official they know. It is literally crying
out to the world saying, please, people in all corners of the globe, speak up for truth and justice. It is reminding every
human being of the ethical obligation to stand against injustice and apartheid. This document is a clear scream to
mobilize every human effort not to just speak against oppression but to take action. If people are not outraged now by
the oppressive discriminatory behaviour of Israel since 1948 when will they be?
My signature on the Kairos document personally means to me that I have patiently tried to record in history that “ t he
only democracy in the Middle East ” is misbehaving. And along with the endurance of my Christian community, I am
asking for an end to all forms of discrimination. Signing the Kairos Palestine Document symbolizes for me the stronger
than ever voice of our Christian community from the Holy Land working on preserving human justice and showing trust
in God.
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This historic document means to me that we continue to recognize the hope for freedom and we have entered a new
season of joy in the non violent resistance movement. It is as if Kairos Palestine Document reaffirms a new Intifada,
non violent and peaceful resistance as has been practiced in Taybeh for 2000 years.
Although American mainstream media does not want to mention the word “ m ilitary occupation, ” if American people
knew the truth, they would stand in solidarity with the oppressed and promote equality among all people. The Kairos
Document puts a face on Palestine since the Israeli lobby works so hard to continue labelling Palestinians as
“ t errorists. ” The Kairos Document reflects the many signatures of the “ Living Stones. “
As a product of American public schools, immediately when I think of the Kairos Document, I reflect upon the words of
Martin Luther King: “ Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” Therefore I have the motivation to work for
a just peace in the land that has known so much devastation because my husband, Daoud Canaan Khoury, brought me
to his beloved homeland to invest, boost the economy, and promote national pride by producing an excellent product in
Palestine.
As a result of my Orthodox Christian upbringing, immediately I remember that the Holy Fathers say we must always
focus on Christ our Lord and Saviour during all hardships and any suffering. And , to focus on Christ means to persist
and insist on living the life of the Holy Gospel. It is Jesus that promises that peacemakers shall be called children of
God. ( Matt 5:9 )
I am personally appealing to all, especially my Brothers and Sisters in Christ to please express their solidarity by
endorsing the Kairos Palestine Document. www.kairospalestine.ps

“ I am personally appealing to all, especially my Brothers and Sisters in Christ to please
express their solidarity by endorsing the Kairos Palestine Document ”
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Today was an amazing day
Letter from Maria Khoury, June 3, 2010

Dear Friends of St. George Taybeh,
Today was an amazing day as we were representing our family business at the Palestine Investment Conference in
Bethlehem with participation of official and economic delegations from 26 countries, we had the great honour to receive
the Honourable George Mitchell at the Taybeh Beer Exhibition Booth. Although it ’ s very exciting to shake hands with
George Mitchell and Tony Blair, unfortunately our reality of daily misery will not change unless the occupation ends.
Although my husband had a special permit to travel ( a new type of card called BMC especially for businessmen and
can have any three persons accompany him) and in our case my niece Madees also had a permit we got held up at
the Bethlehem checkpoint in the hot sun because the soldier would allow my husband to pass the checkpoint but not
my niece. And with our home being about one hour from Bethlehem what should you do when the army will let you take
one member of your family with you and not the other after a very long exhausting and hot day? And you simply stand
in the hot sun and beg to call the captain and call the American Consulate, etc. And after another miserable checkpoint
experience, I simply thought this whole conference is a total waste of USAID money.
The world simply must make Israel accountable for not following international laws. Is it my imagination or is anyone
else out there thinking that Israel is totally out of control? Before this tragic ordeal of Israeli military massacre of activists
on a Gaza aid convoy ( 31 May ) , Israel tried to send a message for volunteers that indicated if you want to help
Palestinians, we will not renew your visa, or we will deny you a visa, we will deport you, or we will deny you entry. But
this latest powerful message from Israel is, if you help Palestinians, we will kill you. Now, that is too much!
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For those who have time and energy and believe in a just cause, please do not stop writing your local officials and
speak up on this latest crime that took place in international waters. Every church in America should send a letter to the
nearest Israeli Consulate and copy their senators expressing their outrage. Please think like one of the first Greek men
who took the first ship to Gaza about two years ago, when asked why did he go on such a humanitarian mission, he
replied that he would have to live with shame the rest of his life if he had not gone. As for me, I have prayed at the Life
Giving Tomb of Christ on Tuesday and I am writing you this letter today, in Christ,
Maria

“ w e got held up at the Bethlehem checkpoint in
the hot sun because the soldier would allow my
husband to pass the checkpoint but not my
niece! ”

“ A nd with our home being about one hour
from Bethlehem what should you do when
the army will let you take one member of
your family with you and not the other after
a very long exhausting and hot day? ”
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There was a historic gathering today in our village
Letter from Maria Khoury, July 16, 2010

Dear Friends of Taybeh,
There was a historic gathering today in our village during the opening of the15th Annual Convention of the United
Taybeh American Association with over 300 people who have roots in Taybeh but live abroad in the USA, Canada,
Australia, Europe, Guatemala, Chile, Jordan and other Gulf countries. It was an astounding reflection of solidarity.
This ten day event opened with a most amazing parade including the Taybeh Scouts usually reserved for sacred days
like Palm Sunday or receiving the miracle of the Holy Fire on Holy Saturday. However all of the special visitors and the
local Taybeh people marched to the beat of the drum and over one thousand people attended the welcoming dinner at
the Latin School yard with special guest speakers: the former Latin Patriarch Michel Sabbah, Archbishop Theodosios
( A ttala Hanna) , and the Minister of Tourism, Dr. Khulood Daibes. My husband David Khoury is still the mayor since
the July 17th elections were cancelled again so of course he gave a long welcoming speech.
Sadly, many people from Taybeh living in Jordan were denied an entry visa by Israel. We cannot understand why Israel
is so unfriendly to visitors and for the first time in 30 years I have personally been denied the usual three month
visitor ’ s visa that I have been able to get in the past which allows the freedom to move around with a foreign passport.
I am no longer Palestinian just in spirit but also now on paper and unfortunately locked in a prison behind a huge wall.
Glory be to God for all things. It ’ s a busy time in Taybeh. I am also waiting for a volunteer, Andrew, to receive a visa
and work with our community for two weeks in teaching English to 11th and 12th graders and also include the younger
children with playing games in English and promoting some spiritual themes. I pray and hope you are having a most
blessed and wonderful summer too.
God be with you,
Maria
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I was blessed to see another amazing sunset
Letter from Maria Khoury, August 21, 2010
Dear Friends in Christ of St. George Taybeh,
I was blessed to see another amazing sunset in the beautiful hills of Taybeh with all the purple, pink and orange colours
but today was one of the most darkest days I have experienced here since Taybeh buried one of its sons, our cousin,
Yousef, 24 years old, who tragically lost his life in a drowning accident in Louisiana and following sixteen days of Israeli
bureaucracy , at last , permission was granted for his body to be buried in his birthplace today with His Beatitude
Theophilos, Greek Orthodox Patriarch of Jerusalem and over nine priests, two of his uncles, Fr. David and Fr. Yacoub,
officiating at our St. George Church. Archbishop Aristarchos who is always very helpful to me personally from the
patriarchate also attended.
The Taybeh Scouts marched to the beat of a mourning drum in black t-shirts with Yousef ’ s photo in the front and
attempted to give him a funeral procession that was filled with bridegroom chants from the villagers and very large
handsome photos placed throughout Taybeh with black flags everywhere and the entire village mourning and shut
down with grief. It was so heartbreaking and such terrible news for our extended Khoury family to accept this accident.
The only thought that could comfort me is let us come and bow down and worship Christ our God, the true Life Giver of
eternal life. Let us take action and practice our faith to be worthy of God ’ s Heavenly Kingdom. The final destination is
life with Christ but let us realize to love one another while we are on earth. The hope of the Christian is the promise of
eternal life. ( J ohn 3:16; John 6:40 )
Also, I want to remind my good friends that following the centuries old traditions of Christians in the Holy Land, it is this
Tuesday midnight that we will seek our right to worship and try to be in Jerusalem for the all night vigil and prayer
service where the icon of the Holy Mother of God is walked in a solemn procession from the monastery next to the Holy
Sepulchre to her empty tomb at the bottom of Gethsemane. People are always expected to come not from all over
Palestine but all over the world to worship and give glory to God!
May the Holy Mother of God who experienced the crucifixion of her only beloved son comfort all mothers that have experienced the death of a child.
Memory Eternal Yousef! May the Lord rest your soul in peace, with love Auntie Maria
“ I am the living bread which came down from heaven: if any man eat of this bread, he shall live forever; and the bread
that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world. ” ( John 6:51 )

“ I was blessed to see another amazing sunset “
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Honouring the Mother of God
by Maria C. Khoury, Ed. D.

It was a beautiful and solemn procession at four in the morning ( August 25th ) to walk the icon of the Theotokos, the
Holy Mother of God, from the monastery next to the Holy Sepulchre all the way down the via Delorosa to reach the
empty tomb of the Virgin Mary at the bottom of the hill below the Russian Orthodox Convent at the Garden of
Gethsemane.
According to the old calendar, the Dormition ( Assumption ) of the Virgin Mary falls upon the New Calendar day of
August 28th. Thus, as is customary in the Holy Land, three days prior to this solemn celebration, the icon is brought to
the Tomb of the Holy Mother of God with multitudes of bishops, priests, pilgrims and local Palestinian Christians except
this year there were hardly any local Christians attending. It was heartbreaking not to see your friends who you might
usually see at special occasions.
How sad, these restrictions of needing a permit to get into Jerusalem are getting worse than ever. And how do you
explain to the Israeli Authorities the ancient unbroken Christian traditions that should be carried out for pure witness
and faith. I mean, my Muslim and Jewish colleagues did not even put me in the conversation this week. They are
hosting meetings and speaking about the Holiday Season in Israel and Palestine and the discussion only includes the
meaning of Ramadan and the Jewish holidays. And, the first thing in my mind is what about my ancient Christian
traditions and the fact that some Christians are still here and trace their roots to the holy apostles and are experiencing
holy days every day? I cannot understand being wiped out of the discussion when we are making huge efforts to
peacefully survive in the land of our Lord ’ s birth, crucifixion and resurrection.
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The incredible reminder of the high price one pays to witness for Christ in the Holy Land is reflected with the new Martyr
Archimandrite Philoumenos ( H asapis ) , 1913- 1979 who was glorified by the Patriarchate of Jerusalem on August
2008. He was tortured by Israeli settlers at the Greek Orthodox Monastery of Jacob ’ s Well in Nablus where Christ met
the Samaritan woman, St. Photini. For the first time I noticed a small relic of St. Philoumenos after the midnight liturgy
at the Holy Sepulchre. This is a holy relic added to the many others in the same room where a small piece of the Life
Giving Cross is also viewed. I venerated the entire incorrupt body of St. Philoumenos in Nablus which I finally visited
this month for the first time in thirty years. I sincerely thank Andrew who came to teach English language camp classes
in Taybeh and inspired me to appreciate the holy places next door.

St. Philoumenos Martyred at Jacob's Well, Nablus, 29 November, 1979

In the Holy Land, some of the Orthodox are trying to maintain a very strict period of fasting and penance in honour of
the Holy Mother of God. And people from all over the world came to walk in the procession and to commemorate the
passing from this earth of the Virgin Mary. After a few hours of walking by the light of dawn we reached the magnificent
church of the Theotokos and walked down the sacred marble stairwell which felt like a burning furnace because people
light candles on the left and on the right all the way from the top to the bottom of the stairs leaving a very narrow middle
path to walk down. As faithful people descend down the stairs to the crypt they pass up the tombs of Sts Joachim and
Anna on the right, and the tomb of St. Joseph the Betrothed on the left.
Although burning hot, the light from these hundreds of candles is an incredible sight before you reach the actual tomb
which is encased in plexiglass and the front is covered with icons and tapestries. Tradition states that centuries ago, a
third of the tomb was removed and taken to Constantinople. The original rock of the tomb can be seen on the side
walls.
Well, at this point most people are just simply sweating and not smelling very nice. And as soon as we venerate the
empty tomb and the icon of the Holy Mother of God which will be returned to the monastery within a week in another
special celebration, it ’ s an amazing fight to get out from the crowd and reach the street level again. Glory be to God
for all things because some people simply cry as they venerate. And unfortunately others are lamenting that they
don ’ t have the freedom to worship in Jerusalem. Can anyone help Israel understand that the right to worship should
be a basic human right?

15

www.saintgeorgetaybeh.org

Letters From A Village

Back to the Violence in the Holy Land
by Maria C. Khoury, Ed. D. September 1, 2010

It ’ s one of those regular days in the village, where as a foreign wife you stay home all day waiting for the Palestinian
husband to come home. Except sometimes such deep violent things happen that the day sort of takes you eight years
back. This is the problem with the Middle East, for every few steps that we take forward there are double those steps
we take backwards when people decide to use violence as the answer. It ’ s absolutely so frustrating to live without
freedom and under harsh military occupation but still we cannot condone violent action. After a long wait for the
husband to come home, I understood it was going to be a long night since all the roads were closed looking for the
people who killed four Israeli settlers in the West Bank. It’ s the holy month of Ramadan in the Muslim world, why does
anyone want to kill anyone during such a time?
Many Christians are often invited to break the daily fast with their Muslim colleagues in an effort to create good
Muslim-Christians relations and thus my husband David as the mayor of Taybeh attended such an event in Jericho with
many Palestinian ministers who often wine and dine together forgetting that eighty percent of Gaza does not have $2 a
day. But the huge gap between the rich and the poor is only one of the many problems in Palestine. The division and
disagreements among the many political parties makes Palestinian unity harder than ever to achieve.
Locked behind a huge wall we usually only experience the Israeli army attacking people and invading different areas.
And it ’ s even a big joke to hear that at the White House very important negotiations will take place this first week of
September between Israelis and Palestinians. Right here in front of our eyes more and more Israeli settlements are
going up on the highest mountains tops in the West Bank so I am wondering which part of the 22% of historic Palestine
will they negotiate when over half of this little portion is swallowed by fanatic hard core Israeli settlers who believe that
God promised them this land and the rest of the people can go to hell.
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And every day I wake up next to a man who was born without a country but the country is in his heart and has over six
hundred years of family history in the small Christian village in Taybeh and he is simply living in hell right now but does
not acknowledge it. He has the whole world coming down on his back and wearing him downward psychologically,
socially, politically, economically and every which way you can think and literally this man keeps his hope and sees a
light at the end of the tunnel and believe me that tunnel is so dark on the days you have to wait with anxiety over four
hours for your loved ones to make it home safe. Finally after the Palestinian Authority captures over 150 people to
interrogate, the Israeli army is willing to open the roads until the next time someone will be killed again.
Unfortunately, in this new month, in this new ecclesiastical year, we have just started the wrong way with a very violent
approach. We have gone back eight years into another cycle of violence. We cry for peace, peace, peace but simply
there is no peace in our world and basically it looks like it will stay this way. I must give President Obama credit for at
least trying to bring enemies to the table. But there is nothing to talk about because when Palestinians are killed every
day no one really pays attention. The White House photos will be lovely and great publicity for trying to negotiate a just
peace but the real truth is that Israel is out to make 100% Jewish homeland and no one can stop them. And the only
reason I am not so optimistic about Prime Minister Netanyahu and President Abbas talking is that right outside my
kitchen window the illegal Israeli settlement is bigger than ever and my daily reality is nothing what mass media
reflects.
Our Christian tradition states that Christ entered the synagogue on September 1 to announce His mission to mankind
( L uke 4:16-22 ) and we as Christians in the Holy Land will maintain the steadfastness to witness for Christ ’ s love
and peace in this very violent land. May your ecclesiastical year be blessed and holy and thank you for remembering us
in your prayers. “ As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world. ( J ohn 9:5 )
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Further Reading

WITNESS IN THE HOLY LAND
by Maria C. Khoury, Ed. D.
$14.99
Format: Softbound
Description:

This well-written book brings to our attention the intolerable

conditions under

which Palestinian Christians and others live in the Holy Land. The author, a
noted Orthodox writer who lives there, describes vividly the inhuman
conditions she experiences. The chapters literally bring tears to one's eyes.
Her experiences foster awareness of the dramatically diminishing Christian
presence in the land where the faith began. The author serves as a witness as
she tries to bring to light the truth of what is happening and to change people's
minds and hearts. 222 pages.

www.holycrossbookstore.com
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