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“He became a child, so that the Word could be grasped 
by us. In this way He teaches us to love the little ones. 
In this way He teaches us to love the weak. In this way 
He teaches us respect for children. The Child of 
Bethlehem directs our gaze towards all, particularly 
towards children who suffer and are abused in the 
world, the born and the unborn.” 
Pope Benedict XVI 

 
The context 
The birthplace of Jesus is, at least in name, one of the 
most well-known places on the planet. For two 
millennia, Bethlehem, around nine kilometres from 
Jerusalem, has stood for the incarnation of God and for 
peace. But to Bethlehem, the peace and joy that the 
Angels proclaimed on Christmas Eve has seemed more 
distant than ever: separated from Jerusalem by a high 
wall, many of its inhabitants live in a state of social 
emergency. Economic life is at rock bottom, 
unemployment sky high and medical care difficult. This 
state of quasi-confinement, restricted freedom of 
movement as well as humiliation at checkpoints has 
given rise to an irritable atmosphere and social tension. 
This situation weighs heavily on Bethlehem and its 
inhabitants. 
Christians form a minority population that is 
particularly affected by this crisis. Forming a majority 
in Bethlehem until 1965, their numbers total less than 
12% today, and the trend shows further dramatic 
decreases. Emigration could cause this ancient 
Christian city to lose its Christian population entirely.  
Above all others, the victims of the difficult situation in 
Bethlehem are weaker members of society, especially 
children and poorer families. Parents affected by 
unemployment usually encounter financial difficulties, 
cannot feed their children properly, are unable to devote 
enough time to them and even send their children off to 
work far too early. The irritable atmosphere leads to a 
higher incidence of domestic violence and in the 
absence of attention, many young people experience 
learning difficulties and neglect.  
 
 
 
 

In addition, there is no official health insurance in 
Palestinian areas and the costs of medical care must be 
borne by the family. 
 
Custody of the Holy Land and Bethlehem 
The Franciscans of the Custody have maintained a 
presence in Bethlehem since the 14th century. In 
addition to service in the Basilica, the Franciscans take 
care of the pilgrims and Catholic Christians of 
Bethlehem. 
 

The Catholic Parish of Bethlehem 
The parish, looked after by the Franciscans, is far more 
than just a point of contact for pastoral care. In a region 
in which religious affiliation is a significant feature and 
in which Christians live as a minority in a troublesome 
political environment, the parish serves as a social 
centre. Everyone knows one another, supports, 
celebrates and mourns together. In addition to his 
pastoral duties, the Pastor is a point of contact on any 
matter, helps to solve practical issues, mediates in 
conflict and organises relief efforts. Recreational 
activities for children and young people extend across 
the parish and a variety of different courses allows to  
support people in their daily lives, since such 
opportunities rarely present themselves. As such, the 
Minister has a good understanding of the situation and 
can provide help in those areas where it is most needed. 
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Schools of the Custody in Bethlehem 

 
 
From very early on, the Franciscans in the Holy Land 
were aware of the importance of education. The 
Custody founded one of the first male schools in the 
Holy Land, in Bethlehem in the 16th century. 1898 saw 
the first female school in the entire Middle East, 
something of a revolution at the time. Very soon, these 
Christian schools were opened up to members of other 
religious groups and in doing so, they contributed to a 
mutual acquaintance, respect and appreciation. Today, 
around 2000 young people, Christians and Muslims, 
attend the two schools run by the Custody of the Holy 
Land in Bethlehem. Both schools achieve high levels 
and are held in high regard by the local population. As 
state aid is not available for the two schools, financing 
is obtained by charging school fees, the full amount of 
which many families are unable to afford. To the 
Franciscans, access to education for children of poor 
families is a major concern and consequently, these 
families are exempt from fees in some cases. 
Description and aim of the project 
The aim of the Bethlehem project “Help for the little 
ones” is to support the poorest children in that unique 
place where God himself became a child. 
Finance is to be made available to the Catholic parish 
and the schools of the Custody in Bethlehem, which can 
be used to help them to fulfil their pastoral and social 
duty to the children and young people. Specifically, this 
will ensure that: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Children’s school fees are paid for those families who 
are unable to raise the money themselves 
- Recreational activities are made available for children 
and young people 
- Families who find themselves in financial difficulty 
and unable to take care of their children properly due to 
unemployment are supported 
- Young people with learning difficulties are taken care  
- Professionals are recruited for family counselling 
- Financial aid is provided for medical care for children 
whose families are unable to bear the costs 
Donations are received by the parish and school 
officers directly, to ensure that children are provided 
with targeted, specific support that is tailored to each 
individual – help is effective, reliable and free from 
administrative costs. 

 
,�
�/
4
���
����+
 ������������	�
������� 


.��/�+
/
����	8��	��4/�����



�
����	�	��������������������	����	��������	����
����
��	�����	��������������
),3
�
%��9
:�
4
)		��/��/�



��
0
���
	���
�
.�&/�
��
0


(�)*+
(,"!
-�#�
����
����
����
����
"��

�(1+
116,(,�,��)

����	����������    ����	��������	����!�
 

�
�"�� ���� "����� ����	� 
 /	
 �&�
 
�
;��<��
���
���

�&��/��=��
 ����
/>��/�

 ��
 �&�
 ?��
�/	��
	
 /

 �&�
 % ��9

:�
4�
 ,&�
 �/		/�

 ��
 �&�
 *��
 /	
 ��
 	��<�
 �&�
1�	��49 
 ��

�&�
 %��9
 :�
4
 /

 /�	
 ������
 ��	0
 ��+
 ��/
��/
/
�
 �
 4

������/
�
 �&�
 %��9
 �����	�
 0���/
�
 ��
 �&�
 1&�/	�/�
 

1����
/�9
 /

 �&�
 @/44��
 .�	��
 �4<�
�/
�
 �����
 �
4

4/�������
  


