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Dear friends:
Thank you for the opportunity to address you on a very timely and important topic. 

Allow me to begin by quoting Jesus, who taught in the Gospel of Matthew: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.' This is the greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets” (Matthew 22:37-40).
We all know Jesus did not invent these words but quoted them from the Torah, the book that was sacred to Jesus and his fellow Jews and to Jews to this day. For me, it provides the ultimate definition of religion – to lead human beings to love God and to love every person in this world. This is the definition of religion I have in mind as I discuss today’s topic.
I am a bishop, so it won’t surprise you to hear that I think religion ought to play a key role in bringing about peace in the region. Now that we have defined religion, I think it is appropriate to start by acknowledging the many ways in which religion has strayed from the basic –you might say fundamental – principle of loving God and neighbor. When religion tries to do more is precisely when it has failed. The times when religion has become part of the problem rather than the solution are all too numerous in this highly-religious context.
For example, it is dangerous when religions interpret their holy books as political agendas. This not only leads to the often toxic combination of religion and politics but can lead even the kindest soul to place agenda above neighbor. For example, some say that the wars of 1948, 1967 and 2006, as well as ongoing settlement construction, are the fulfillment of religion, or that such battles are fought in God’s name. No amount of verbal contortion can make these events fit into the “love God, love neighbor” view of religion which I espouse. 
Instead, it brings to mind the words of author and Middle East scholar, Dr. Charles Kimball, who says, “Whatever religious people may say about their love of God or the mandates of their religion, when their behavior toward others is violent and destructive, when it causes suffering among their neighbors, you can be sure the religion has been corrupted and reform is desperately needed. … Conversely, when religion remains true to its authentic sources, it is actively dismantling these corruptions.”
Extremism exists among all religions. This is abundantly clear here in the Middle East and, I believe, is the reason that a political question – who controls the land – has here taken on religious significance. When moderate religious voices are drowned out by the extreme ones, it is a simple matter to shift the basis for rights from one’s humanity to one’s religious identity. 

Extremists often view the world in terms of “defending” God and one’s religion when, in my opinion, surely the almighty God can defend Godsself. This worldview leads people to view believers in other religions as outsiders, heretics, infidels – all labels that deny God’s image in which all humanity was made! Once this person is no longer God’s child in your eyes, it is easy to ignore, ostracize and demonize – casting them not only as your enemy but as an enemy of God, worthy only of destruction. If a religion has thus numbed its followers into being complacent about the evil done it its name, it has, as Karl Marx said, become “the opium of the people.” Extremism then becomes a vicious cycle, fostering the injustice, oppression and poverty that only breeds more extremism, in the words of religious historian Dr. Martin Marty. 
This is religion that neither loves God nor the neighbor but loves only self. This is, in Judeo-Christian terms, idolatry. But it is by no means the inevitable conclusion of bringing religion into matters of peace and justice! I believe, like the fundamentalists, that we need to get back to the basics – to love God and to love the neighbor. Our problems often arise from abandoning this central religious principle – and from being telling ourselves that the command to love is fulfilling by having warm, friendly emotions toward the other. I say no! Real love is active – it bears, endures and hopes, as noted in one New Testament passage. 
I believe that to be part of solutions to the world’s problems, religion must be active and God- and neighbor-oriented, and must be: 
· prophetic

· a catalyst for reconciliation

· and offer peace education.

Allow me to say a few words about each of these. 

Throughout history, religion has often been used to legitimize the political power of the day. Sometimes religious leaders opted to be quiet and be complicit rather than to confront injustice for fear of losing their rights. Instead, religion must speak truth to power and promote justice. In the Hebrew Scriptures we find many examples of the prophets challenging injustices and abuses of power. The prophet Jeremiah suffered as he uttered powerful and painful oracles against his own people. Amos risked his life when he said, “Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps. But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:23-24).

The situation in Palestine-Israel today calls for prophetic voices every bit as bold as they were in Amos’ day to address the fear, insecurity and injustice that exist on both sides of the issue.
Religion today also needs to be a catalyst for reconciliation. The ancient prophets offer us a model here as well. They did more than simply pronounce judgment on evil. They showed the way forward to a more just and whole tomorrow. Through self-examination, repentance and forgiveness, the people opened themselves up to being transformed by God to be God’s instruments of peace and justice, instruments of tikkun.
As the late Pope John Paul II said in his 2002 World Day of Peace message, there is “No peace without justice, no justice without forgiveness.”

We Palestinian Christians believe this work of reconciliation is the very heart of our faith tradition. It was the work of Jesus during his public ministry in ancient Israel and it was the mission he passed on to us when he returned to God. Indeed, reconciliation is a priority for all religious leaders in the Middle East. Reconciliation is not simply the absence of hatred. Our people need to learn how to create a shared vision of common values and a shared hope for the future. 
Such prophetic truth-telling will challenge whomever and whatever threatens peace, justice, freedom, tolerance and human rights in all nations and in all cultures, and it will do so with an urgent passion. A world without values is a world of chaos. A world promoting violence, militarization and consumerism is a world without a soul. We seek instead a world with shared values of justice, peace and reconciliation, in which pluralism, equality, democracy, tolerance and mutual respect are given for all religions, cultures and traditions. It is the only world worth giving to our children. It is the least they deserve from us.

This is why peace education is crucial if religion is to play a positive role in our region. In one of his letters, St. John says, “Those who say, ‘I love God,’ and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen” (I John 4:20).

The call to religions in peace education is to teach the right things about the other. Antisemitism, Islamophobia or Christianophobia are based in prejudice and discrimination, not in real facts about the religions. It is the duty of Judaism, Islam and Christianity to use non-abusive language and speak of other religions as they wish to be spoken of. It is the duty of those in the synagogue, the mosque and the church to teach their followers the truth, not the prejudices we hear in the streets or from the media. 

Toward this goal, all three Abrahamic faiths are represented on the Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land, a one-of-a-kind group made up of the two chief rabbis of Israel, the Patriarchs and Heads of the Local Churches, the chief judge of the Islamic Court in Palestine and other Muslim leaders. Among our top priorities is justly and accurately representing each other. 

Toward that goal, one of our most important projects is to monitor Israeli and Palestinian textbooks, a project that was launched in August 2009. The research team is made up of Palestinians, Israelis, Jews, Christians and Muslims. The goal is to review religion, history, civics and geography textbooks used in Israeli and Palestinian schools, looking for instances in which the other group is misrepresented. The group is currently looking at 140 Palestinian textbooks and 560 Israeli textbooks. They anticipate submitting the results of their study to CRIHL at the end of this year. The council will then follow up with the appropriate people at the Palestinian and Israeli education ministries. We hope they will follow our recommendations. 
The council is very excited about this project. I believe that this is a major step toward a peaceful future, for much mutual animosity can be overcome if both nations’ textbooks describe each other objectively.

We believe it makes possible the dream of a peaceful future if we learn to speak the truth about the other in every venue, whether at school, at home or in the mosque, synagogue or church. 

So, I have said a lot about the positive role religion can play in the current conflict. Although you might expect a religious leader such as me to think I hold the key to the problem, I believe I am realistic about the limitations of religion. Religion cannot bring about peace in the Middle East. But neither can peace be made without it.
To live with other religions, cultures, races, languages and traditions is an art. But it is an art we must learn, practice and perfect if we want our children to be able to live together in peace, with human rights, dignity, religious freedom, cultural liberty and justice for all.
Thank you very much. 
