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PEACE AT LAST
A complex agreemen involving many
paries may, a long las, give peace a
chance in he Middle Eas

By Anne Shearer

Jubilaion resounded in el Aviv’s
Hosages Square on Ocober 13h
as a livesream showed he 20 living

Hamas-held hosages reurning o Isra-
el. In he souhern Gaza Srip, crowds
o people greeed buses reurning some
1,700 Palesinian deainees. Israel also
agreed o release 250 Palesinian pris-
oners.

Te hosages’ release came roughly
wo weeks afer U.S. Presiden Donald
rump proposed a peace deal or he
region. Several deceased hosages were

also reurned (a he ime o wriing),
wih ensions surrounding Hamas’s
admission o delays recovering some
bodies los in he rubble. According o
Te imes of Israel, Israel had reurned
some o he hundreds o deceased Pal-
esinians in is cusody.

Te Whie House Rapid Response
posed rump’s 20-poin peace plan on
Sepember 29h, which included guide-
lines or hosage and prisoner exchang-
es and gradual IDF wihdrawal rom
he Gaza Srip. I oulined plans or a
ransiional governmen and reorm in
Gaza, saing here may be “a credible
pahway o Palesinian sel-deermina-
ion and saehood” once he reorms
have aken place.

Following rump’s pos, aar,
Jordan, Unied Arab Emiraes, Indone-

sia, Pakisan, ürkiye, Saudi Arabia,
and Egyp released a join saemen
welcoming he proposal. Te Mus-
lim-majoriy naions emphasized he
“delivery o sufficien humaniarian aid
o Gaza, [and] no displacemen o he
Palesinians.”

By he end o he week, Palesine
Presiden Mahmoud Abbas pledged
o hold elecions wihin a year o he
war’s end and saed officials were
working on a emporary consiuion
“serving as he basis or he ransiion
rom auhoriy o sae.”

According o a pos rom rump on
Ocober 3rd, Hamas agreed o release
“all occupaion prisoners—boh living
and remains.” Te group saed approv-
al o “hand[ing] over he adminisra-
ion o he Gaza Srip o a Palesinian
body o independens (echnocras),”
adding i would conribue o uure
discussions “concerning he uure
o he Gaza Srip and he unalienable
righs o he Palesinian people.”

On Ocober 10h he Israeli govern-
men voed o approve he firs phase o
he plan including release o hosages
and Palesinian prisoners. Israeli orc-
es wihdrew o an agreed-upon line,
beginning he 72-hour coundown or
hosages o be released. A governmen
official oldTe imes of Israel ha hey
had no approved an end o he war.

Meanwhile, Palesinians sared re-
urning o Gaza ciy, many o desroyed
homes and neighborhoods, hough “he
road is long and difficul,”schooleacher
Alaa Saleh old he BBC.
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ST. CATHERINE’S
MONASTERY: WHOSE
HOLY GROUND?
Chaos and confusion engulf S. Cah-
erine’s Monasery in Egyp, as fears of
a governmen akeover spark auhoriy
dispues wihin he compound.

By Anne Shearer

In May, monks a S. Caherine’s Mon-
asery, locaed a he oo o Moun
Sinai on he Sinai Peninsula, closed is

doors o proes and pray in response o
an Egypian governmen ruling claiming
ownership o he monasery grounds.
Orhodox believers worldwide expressed
concern or he monasery’s securiy,
which has been submiting unrecognized
proos o ownership o he Egypian
governmen since 1980. Concerns over
he monasery’s securiy were exacer-
baed by Egyp’s Grea ransfiguraion
Projec, a ourism-boosing iniiaive ha
began developing he remoe S. Caher-
ine’s area in 2021. In response o global
oucry over he monasery’s saey, he
Greek Parliamen voed o recognize S.
Caherine’s as a legal eniy. Greece hen
iniiaed diplomaic alks wih Egyp o
help secure he monasery’s auonomy.

Daing o he 6h cenury, S.
Caherine’s is a revered pilgrimage sie,
housing world-renowned icons, ancien

manuscrips, and a bush radiionally
idenified as he biblical burning bush
rom which God spoke o Moses. Te
monasery operaes as an auonomous
Orhodox church, presumed o be under
he overarching jurisdicion o Pariarch
Teophilus III o Jerusalem. However,
abou wo monhs afer he May ruling,
15 monks a S. Caherine’s noified he
Jerusalem Pariarch ha hey had voed
o depose he monasery’s 91-year-old
Abbo, Damianos. In response, Damia-
nos sen a leter o Jerusalem, assering
ha he Pariarch had no jurisdicion
over he monasery. He accused he
monks o acionalism and sediion,
among oher charges, and called hem
o repenance.

On Augus 26, Damianos reurned
o he monasery, claiming he surprised
he rebellious monks and expelled hem
wih he help o hree loyal monks and
several Bedouin assisans.

He alleged hemonks weremeeing
o illegally amend he monasery’s op-
eraional rules, which requires his pres-
ence, and old he Naional Herald ha
“he coup-ploting monks atacked and
manhandled me.” Te monks, however,
claimed ha “he deposed Archbishop,
he ormer Sinai Damianos, suddenly
appeared a he monasery afer a long
absence, accompanied by abou en
hugs, and enered he monasery.”Tey
alleged he inruders orcibly removed

monks rom heir cells, breaking down
locked doors. “Wha he bishop claimed
in his leter abou being assauled by he
ahers is a colossal lie, as he ahers
never even saw him. He remained in
his office, merely waching he drama
unold,” hey saed. A video recorded
by a monk rom across he couryard
shows a group o people on an upper
floor o he monasery. Wih flashlighs
and requen shouing, he group en-
ers a room and exis momens laer,
allegedly evicing he monk inside. Te
Orhodox imes condemned he unres,
noing ha he monasery’s “canonical
ramework” provides guidelines or re-
solving such dispues. I suggesed ha
Abbo Damianos, having served or
over 50 years, “should undersand ha
i is ime o sep down,” and urged he
broherhood o wai wih “obedience
and paience.”

By early Sepember,ArchbishopDa-
mianos announced he would sep down,
saing, “Since i is now clear ha he
Holy Sinai Broherhood agrees on he
sraegic goals and acical mehods or
addressing he exisenial crisis acing
he monasery o which I have dedicaed
my lie, he ime has come or me o ake
responsibiliy and ensure he succession
process.” A he ime o wriing, no suc-
cessor had been named, bu he Greek
and Egypian governmens were near-
ing agreemen on a deal proecing he
Monasery and surrounding area, which
are a UNESCO World Heriage Sie.
I was unclear wheher consrucion
would coninue on he sprawling ouris
resor Egyp was building in he nearby
Plain o el-Raha.
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GOD’S KINGDOM OVER POLITICS

A recen IRS setlemen weakens a ban on poliical cam-
paigning by churches. Ex Fone spoke wih hree pasors on
Massachusets’ Norh Shore o hear heir houghs on poliics
in he pulpi.

 he 1954 Johnson Amendmen saes ha 501(c)(3)
chariies may lose heir ax-exemp saus i hey
engage in poliical endorsemens or campaigns. In

Sepember 2024, some churches and religious advocacy
groups in exas filed a lawsui alleging he Johnson Amend-
men violaed heir righs o Free Speech and Due Process
(because he IRS didn’ evenly enorce i). Tis summer, he
IRS agreed ha he plainiffs could endorse candidaes i i
was done wihin heir normal means o communicaion and
in connecion o heir aih belies.

Rev. Adam Isbisky, a Congregaional pasor in he Bos-
on area, says ha he Johnson Amendmen is imporan
or proecing he separaion o Church and Sae. I he
Johnson Amendmen weakens, he ears “churches migh
become expeced o make poliical endorsemens” and be
argeed by unhappy poliicians i hey reuse o ake a side.

Pasor Bobby Warrenburg emphasizes local involve-
men raher han naional poliics. His congregans are ac-
ive in child adopion, prison, special needs, and ood bank
minisries. “We’re rying o seek he good o our communi-
y,” he said, “which is wha poliics is supposed o be doing.”

Pasor Aaron Rios says, “I don’ eel a miniserial obli-
gaion o campaign or promoe a candidae. I eel like i’s my
miniserial obligaion o communicae Kingdom principles.”
He says some o his congregans migh be happy o see
him endorse a candidae, “bu I’m no going o ge on he
plaorm o do ha.”

Te pulpi is a “sacred desk,” says Rios, and he doesn’
wan o shif is purpose. “I equip people wih wha I believe
are Kingdom qualiies. I is heir responsibiliy o hen in-
ernalize ha and base heir convicion off o ha, and hen
make a decision.” He worries abou “a new wave o divide” i
poliical speech in church becomes he norm.

EUROPEAN PERSECUTION
MOUNTS

I n 2024, France saw an average o five churches robbed
every week. Arson atemps agains churches in France
increased 30 percen in 2024. Despie he rise in rob-

bery and arson, media organizaion Europe1 repored he
overall number o ani-Chrisian incidens dropped by 10
percen beween 2023 o 2024. According o he mos recen
daa rom Observaory on Inolerance and Discriminaion
Agains Chrisians Europe (OIDAC Europe), in 2023, France
led Europe wih he highes number o ani-Chrisian inci-
dens (nearly 1,000).

Tese numbers highligh an overall rend in Europe,
which has seen a consisen increase in ani-Chrisian hae
crimes over he pas 15 years. OIDAC Europe’s las repor
showed he U.K. ollowed France wih 702 ani-Chrisian
atacks, while Germany winessed a 105 percen increase
in ani-Chrisian incidens. Te repor saes his number is
likely higher, because insances o church vandalism in Ger-
many aren’ caegorized as “ani-Chrisian” unless a clear
religious or poliical moive is expressly proven.

OIDAC Europe ypically releases is annual Inolerance
and Discriminaion Agains Chrisians in Europe Repor in
mid-November on he Inernaional Day o olerance. Te
2025 repor will synhesize daa rom 2024.

Anne Shearer is a news writer for this magazine.
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