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Serving Christ in the Holy Land
http://www.zenit.org/article-27463?l=english
By Karna Swanson
Israeli Priest Father David Neuhaus Reflects on His Vocation
JERUSALEM, November 6, 2009 (Zenit.org).- How does a Jewish adolescent's friendship with a 90-year old Russian Orthodox nun, who also happens to be a princess, lead the youth to become a Catholic? And then later, a Jesuit priest?
It may not seem the likely outcome, but it's the true story behind the vocation of Father David Mark Neuhaus, Latin Patriarchal Vicar for Hebrew-Speaking Catholics in Israel (www.catholic.co.il).
In this interview with ZENIT, Father Neuhaus shares how he was born into a Jewish family who escaped the scourge of the Nazis in their native Germany.
The family lived in South Africa, but as an adolescent, David moved to Jerusalem. There he met an Orthodox nun, who in talking about her faith, radiated the joy of Christ.
It was through his conversations with this religious that he found his calling not only to become a Christian, but to serve Christ as his vicar on earth.
Father Neuhaus teaches Scripture at the Latin Patriarchate Seminary and at Bethlehem University.
He completed his doctorate in political science at Hebrew University, Jerusalem. He also has degrees in theology from Centre Sevres in Paris, and Scripture from the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome. 

ZENIT: How did you view religion as a child? Were you spiritual?
Father Neuhaus: I was born into a not very practicing German Jewish family that had found refuge from the Nazi scourge in South Africa. My father went to the synagogue regularly, but at home religious practice was not very regular. I did attend one of the excellent local Jewish schools where we prayed every morning, studied the Bible, religion and Hebrew.
I was not particularly interested in any of this and thought that religion was for old people who were scared of death. In addition, for me, at that time, Christianity was perceived as being at the root of the suffering of my own family and the rest of the Jewish people, particularly in Europe, rather than being anything spiritual. 

ZENIT: You converted from Judaism while living in Israel. What led you to convert to Catholicism?
Father Neuhaus: I arrived in Israel at the age of 15 with a passion for history, and went off in search of a Russian princess who I knew had moved to Jerusalem. I was a Jewish adolescent and the scion of the Russian Empire I met, Mother Barbara, was almost 90, a Russian Orthodox nun for more than 50 years.
We spent hours together, talking about the last days of the Russian Empire, the revolution and its aftermath. In the course of our conversations, I noticed that this very old and frail lady shone with joy. I found that very strange as she was almost completely bedridden, confined to a small room in a convent and the only prospect she was facing was death.
One day, I plucked up the courage and asked her: Why are you so joyful? She knew I was a Jew and she was hesitant at first, but then as she began to speak of the great love in her life, the words came tumbling out and she became ever more radiant. She told me about Jesus Christ, about God's love expressed in him, about her life of joy with him in the convent. 
I was struck and know today that in her radiant joy I saw the face of Jesus for the first time. Our conversations continued over time. As soon as I saw my parents a few months later, I told them that I wanted to be a Christian, and they were shocked. I promised them that I would wait 10 years, but if this remained true they must accept. They agreed, hoping that by the time 10 years had passed I would have come to my senses.

ZENIT: Did you ever think that you would end up a Catholic priest?
Father Neuhaus: I sensed a vocation to the religious life almost immediately on meeting Christ in Mother Barbara. The vocation to the priesthood came as soon as I came to understand the significance of Christ's presence in the sacrament of the Eucharist. I wanted to be in the presence of Jesus, sought out every opportunity to get to know him and wanted to bring him to others. I sensed that the world was in dire need of joy and that Christ was the key to true joy.


The most powerful moments during the first years of coming to know him were when, as an adolescent, I frequented the Russian Orthodox Church for the divine liturgy. Reading the Bible came a little later and has remained my passion until today. It took some time before I came into contact with the Catholic Church.
What drew me was the Catholic Church's universality and her love and solicitude for the world. What consoled me was the Catholic Church's seeking the way of reconciliation with the Jewish people, correcting what was profoundly sinful in the way Catholics were taught about Jews and Judaism.
What inspired me was the Catholic Church's prophetic teaching about justice and peace and her engagement alongside the oppressed and downtrodden. The resounding interrogation of my Jewish family and friends was: How can you join the community that has persecuted us for centuries? 
I found comfort in the figures of Blessed Pope John XXIII, Cardinal Augustin Bea and the other giants of the Second Vatican Council and the reformulation of the Church's teaching with regard to the Jews. I understood early on that if I, a Jew, entered the Church, I must serve; I could not simply be a regular Christian. Long before my baptism I understood that that service was intimately connected to making Christ present in the world through sacrament and through the Word.

ZENIT: What attracted you to the Jesuits?
Father Neuhaus: It was not Ignatius Loyola at the start, he came later, during the 30-day retreat in the first year of novitiate. At first, I was attracted by the first two Jesuits I met in Jerusalem: Father Peter, an American who had come to work with the Palestinians as a professor of philosophy and theology at the Catholic university in Bethlehem (where I teach now), and Father Jose, a Nicaraguan who had come to work within Israeli Hebrew-speaking society and served the small Hebrew-speaking Catholic Church (of which I am now Patriarchal Vicar).
The dedication of these two men, who had left all to serve Christ, moved me deeply. I was impressed by the solid spirituality and the intellectual stature of these two men. I was impressed by their ability to face complexity and not reduce reality to slogans. Most of all, I was impressed by their friendship with one another in the Lord. One was working in deep solidarity with Palestinians, the other in deep solidarity with Israeli Jews, and yet across the abyss of violence and hatred, they were able to be friends, to pray together, talk together and laugh together.
This opened up possibilities that our reality seemed to seal off, and offered hope and a breath of life where there seemed to be none. Father Jose prepared me for baptism and baptized me, Father Peter coordinated my entry into the Society of Jesus and vested me at my ordination.

ZENIT: You are an Israeli, Catholic priest who lives in Jerusalem, the land where Christ himself walked. What special dimension does this add to living out your priesthood?
Father Neuhaus: Living where Jesus lived, walking where he walked, living among his people in the flesh is an incredible privilege. As Catholics we do believe that the moment of Christ's Resurrection transformed the face of the earth into a "holy land," and all people who believe in Christ into a "holy people," but this particular piece of land carries with it the very traces of Jesus' earthly life and the traces of Israel's patriarchs, priests, kings, sages and prophets who preceded him, preparing his way.
To live out discipleship here is to be reminded at every step of the concrete acts of love that Jesus lived here. The land in which we live is a "gospel" in that it proclaims the good news of the victory over death in Christ and all that led up to that victory. For me, the very center is the Church of the Resurrection (called by many the Church of the Holy Sepulcher). I try to go regularly to pray there, and thus to revivify constantly my vocation and intercede for the Church that we might be faithful to Christ's love for the world.
In addition to celebrating the sacraments and preaching on the Word, I have a very particular privilege in this land as I am professor of sacred Scripture at the diocesan seminary here. A particular mission in teaching Scripture here is to coax our young seminarians, Jordanians and Palestinians, to meditate on the gift of being able to read the Scriptures in the land in which they were written, celebrate the sacraments in the land in which they were instituted.
In addition, here in this land, I minister to the small Hebrew-speaking Church. Praying in Hebrew, studying the Old Testament in its own language, being part of Jewish Israeli society, is a constant reminder of God's fidelity through the ages, particularly from the moment He told Abraham: "Be a blessing" (Genesis 12:2).

ZENIT: What has been the most important aspect of being a priest for you to date?
Father Neuhaus: I certainly waited with bated breath to celebrate my first Eucharist, to be the minister of Christ's real presence in a world that needs him so badly. However, I was taken by surprise by the grace-filled character of hearing confessions.
Serving as a confessor remains one of the most important aspects of priesthood for me because it is in the sacrament of forgiveness that we touch in a very real and direct way the concrete figure of a Jesus who preached forgiveness, lived it and died for it. I expected the human transformation that takes place around the Eucharistic table and I was not disappointed but the power of absolution from sin left me breathless. I am constantly reminded of how unworthy I am to be a priest because of my human weakness and yet constantly astonished by the work of love that God works through those chosen by Him to be priests.

ZENIT: You were involved in welcoming the Pope to the Holy Land in May. What was that like?

Father Neuhaus: I was appointed Latin Patriarchal Vicar for Hebrew-speaking Catholics a short time before the Holy Father's visit in May 2009. As a member of the local Assembly of Ordinaries, I was among those who could accompany each step of the Holy Father's visit. A visit to the Holy Land is like walking a minefield because of the conflict between the two peoples who live here, Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs, but what was so impressive was the love, solicitude and deep concern the Holy Father radiated for both peoples and the courage with which he proclaimed the message of hope for reconciliation, justice and peace. Undoubtedly, the peak moments were the four celebrations of the Eucharist (Amman, Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth). On these occasions, the Holy Father radiated the joy that had first attracted me to the Church. We are in dire need of joy as our political situation is a cause of constant anxiety. 

ZENIT: What would you tell a young man who is discerning a vocation to the priesthood today?
Father Neuhaus: I have been professor of Scripture in our diocesan seminary for the past 10 years. I thus have the occasion to speak often, at length and in depth with those called to the priesthood. I tell them: We need holy priests who reflect God's life among us serving as ministers of God's presence in the sacraments and who preach on God's Word with conviction.
We need priests who are full of faith, who radiate hope, who love the men and women of this age and who live in joy … yes, joy is our palpable witness to the victory over fear, sin and death that Christ has already won for us in the resurrection within a world that gives little evidence of that victory.

Christmas Special Part 1: An Interview with Father David Neuhaus

http://diwaniyya.blogspot.in/2011/12/christmas-special-part-1-interview-with.html
December 22, 2011

This month, Diwaniyya is putting on a Christmas Special — a series of short interviews on Palestinian and Arab-Israeli Christians in the Holy Land. The Christmas Special is also part of our ongoing Minorities in the Middle East Series. 

The Christian minority in Israel and the Palestinian Territories is small but diverse and culturally rich. In this Diwaniyya Short, we spoke with Father David Mark Neuhaus, an Israeli Jesuit Catholic priest, about the various Christian communities in the Holy Land, their relationship to each other and to their denominational counterparts abroad, their religious lives, and their minority status.

We hope you enjoy this Diwaniyya Short and we welcome comments!

The Christmas Special, Part 1
(Click the link to download. Macs: right click to save.)

Father David Mark Neuhaus is Latin Patriarchal Vicar for Hebrew-speaking Catholics in Israel and serves as the priest in charge of the Hebrew-speaking Catholic community in Jerusalem. He is also Coordinator of the work with the migrant worker and asylum seeker populations. He teaches Scripture at the Seminary of the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem and in the Religious Studies Department at Bethlehem University.
Father Neuhaus completed a BA, MA and PhD (Political Science) at Hebrew University, Jerusalem. He then completed degrees in theology in Paris (Centre Sevres) and in Scripture in Rome (Pontifical Biblical Institute). He was ordained to the priesthood in Jerusalem by the Patriarch of Jerusalem in 2000.
His publications include Justice and the Intifada: Palestinians and Israelis Speak Out (edited with Kathy Bergen and Ghassan Rubeiz), New York, Friendship Press, 1991. A book (written in collaboration with Alain Marchadour), The Land That I Will Show You…Land, Bible and History has been published in French (2006), English (2007), Italian (2007) and German (2011).
On the Hebrew-speaking Christian community in Israel - Jerusalem

http://www.demotix.com/news/1128824/hebrew-speaking-christian-community-israel-jerusalem
South African born, Reverend David M. Neuhaus SJ, serves as the Latin Patriarchal Vicar of the Hebrew-speaking Catholics in Israel. Father Neuhaus, born Jewish to refugees of Nazi Germany, speaks of the Christian community in Israel. 

South African born, Reverend David M. Neuhaus SJ, serves as the Latin Patriarchal Vicar of the Hebrew-speaking Catholics in Israel. Father Neuhaus, born Jewish to refugees of Nazi Germany, speaks of the Christian community in Israel.

Born in South Africa into a Jewish family and brought up in what might be called a traditional Jewish upbringing, Reverend David M. Neuhaus was brought up by Jewish parents who are refugees from Nazi Germany. 
At the age of 15 on a visit to Israel he met Mother Barbara, the mother abbess of a convent. She was already 89 years old, paralyzed, unable to move from her bed, but shinning with the joy. Neuhaus was provoked to ask her: "Why are you so joyful? You're 89 years old, you can't walk, you can't move, you are living in a tiny little dingy room. 
What makes you so happy?" And that provoked her in turn to give witness to her faith. “That simply trapped me. Caught me”, he testifies. Negotiations with shocked parents led him to promise not to act upon his revelation for ten years. "I will wait until I'm 25. If this is still true when I'm 25 you will accept," and they immediately agreed. He thinks they must have thought: "He is going to grow up and grow out of this." Neuhaus was baptized at the age of 26. His parents indeed accepted and he has a very close relationship with them. 

Excerpts from an interview with Reverend Neuhaus, Latin Patriarchal Vicar of the Hebrew-speaking Catholics in Israel: 

The Christian community is very diverse. The Roman Catholics, although they are institutionally the most evident of the Christian communities, they’re not the biggest. In fact, in Israel the biggest community is our full communion brothers and sisters of the Greek Catholic Church. They are the most numerous of the Christians inside the State of Israel. We are number three after the Greek Catholics and the Greek Orthodox. 

The Latin Patriarchate, which is linked to the Latin tradition, meaning the tradition of most of the western world when it comes to the Catholic Church, was reestablished in Jerusalem in the middle of the 19th century. It was reestablished at a time that western Christians suddenly became interested once again in the Holy Land. The title of Patriarch, which goes back to the first centuries of the church, was reestablished within the Latin Church, as a Patriarch resident in Jerusalem, in the middle of the 19th century after there had been no patriarchs since the time of the crusades. It was a real new beginning. For the first time in 1987 The Holy Father chose a local man to be the Pope Patriarch. The first patriarchs were all Italians – they walked into the Patriarchate in the morning and said "buongiorno". In 1987 for the first time a man from Nazareth was chosen to be Patriarch. Now our new Patriarch is Jordanian. And here I’ll explain how did that happen – a Jordanian of the Roman Catholic Church in the Holy Land is not a foreigner because this Patriarchate covers four different jurisdictions geographically and a fifth jurisdiction, which I’ll explain afterwards. The four geographic jurisdictions are of course the State of Israel, the territories also known as the Palestinian Autonomy, The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan as well as, and this might sound a little strange but goes back to a logic of the Middle Ages, Cyprus. This is the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem.

Since 1990, in a formal and official way, the Church recognizes the complexity of the Christian community in Israel and named a fifth Patriarchal Vicar for Hebrew speakers. As you well know, the most important numerical group within the Roman Catholic Church in the Holy land is the Roman Catholics who speak Arabic. They are the biggest number of Roman Catholics who are permanently here. 

Since 1948, a very important date for everyone who lives in this country, for some it’s a great cause of celebrations and for others not so much, the face of the church started to change, when, and this is not a much known fact, when millions of Jews immigrated to the new State of Israel. What is not so known is that within those millions were also quite a large number of Catholics. What were they doing within the group of Jews that came? Well a lot of them were married to Jews. There were a lot of Jews who came and had non-Jewish wives. We’re talking of thousands of families particularly from Eastern, Central and Western Europe. And so in 1955, formally, the Roman Catholic Church founded an apostolic work that would promote the use of Hebrew for its day-to-day life. Because these Catholics who came, like their Jewish spouses who were generally absolutely secular, quickly integrated into Israeli Jewish Hebrew speaking society. Their children, sometimes because of the piety of their mothers, were baptized, went to Jewish Israeli Hebrew language schools. This situation has continued although the church has to be re-founded in every generation because we suffer from a problem that is very, very well known to Jews in the Diaspora – that problem is called assimilation. Our young people assimilate fully into Jewish Hebrew speaking society. The church is re-founded every generation because every generation sees a new wave of migration of Catholics to the Holy Land. For example from 1990 to 2005 one million new Israeli citizens come who speak predominantly Russian, among them Catholics. Another wave that begins in the middle of the 1990’s is a new wave of migrant workers – 40,000 Filipinos. In recent years living in Israel, having children in Israel, having their children educated in Israeli Jewish schools – again a new generation of Hebrew-speaking Catholics. And finally in the middle of the 2000’s, 2005 - the Eritreans. This is a population that stands, according to the NGOs, at 53,000 people, predominantly Christians, most of them Orthodox, not Catholic, but again their children become very quickly Hebrew-speaking Christians. So this is a big, big challenge, a new challenge, for the Church that is already challenged by so many other challenges, so that we may provide the religious services for those who live within Israeli society and are integrated there. 

I will mention something that is a little complex and which we are in the process of discussing and that is not all Christians in the Holy Land celebrate the feasts at the same time. This year there will be one week difference. It happens that sometimes the feasts coincide but there can be as many as five weeks difference. The Church has taken upon itself as a challenge trying to find a solution to this. We are aware it is not ideal. It shows too often that the Church is not united. There are divisions at the heart of the Church. We try to put on a positive face by saying that this also shows that there’s a certain diversity within the Christian traditions and Christian history but we are hoping that next year the Church will be a little bit more united. There are certain things that are difficult to touch because they are connected to the status quo, but for our Christian communities, where often in the same family we have Orthodox and Eastern Christians as well as Western Catholics and Protestant Christians, it’s important that we can all celebrate together. So we are working on that. 

Of course our Hebrew speaking community is an integral part of the Catholic Church. What divides us is language but what brings us together is faith and the liturgical celebrations that we celebrate together. 

Next week, in our parishes, we celebrate the Lord’s Supper. In our Hebrew-speaking communities, in some of them, we are very aware of how intensely this is connected to the feast of Pessach. Here the Mass looks very different this day than it does on other days. The Mass is celebrated seated in our Jerusalem parish – just as it would be around the family table commemorating the exodus. There’s a heightened awareness of how the Old Testament and the New Testament come together. Here the history of Israel is also the history of the Church.
