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1 Peter 1:3-12 “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 and into an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5 who are being protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. 6 In this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, 7 so that the genuineness of your faith—being more precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. 8 Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy, 9 for you are receiving the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 10 Concerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be yours made careful search and inquiry, 11 inquiring about the person or time that the Spirit of Christ within them indicated when it testified in advance to the sufferings destined for Christ and the subsequent glory. 12 It was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in regard to the things that have now been announced to you through those who brought you good news by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven—things into which angels long to look!”

Dear sisters and brothers in Christ:

New birth, resurrection, inheritance, protection, salvation, rejoicing, love, joy, grace, glory, good news – this text from 1 Peter is full of hopeful words. I am thankful that her grace, Bishop Susan Johnson, has invited me to address the church-wide assembly of the ELCIC and for the opportunity to reflect on this text. I am thankful to the ELCIC for choosing, “In Mission for Others, Signs of Hope” as the theme for this gathering. It is appropriate that in this time of political turbulence, economic uncertainty, global warming, contagious diseases, pandemics, epidemics, extremism and other challenges, that we turn our focus to signs of hope. 
It is appropriate, too, that you have asked someone from what is often viewed as a hopeless situation to bring you words of hope. As a member of a minority church from a part of the world that has yet to have its hopes for peace based on justice be realized, I know a thing or two about seeing signs of hope amid innumerable challenges. This is why I have chosen the beautiful hymn of the resurrection – the ultimate sign of hope – as the text to enlighten our hearts and minds. 
Jesus Christ’s resurrection is the center of our hope and the center of this life. It is central to the Gospels, which were written from the point of view of resurrection. It is our firm Christian belief that in resurrection, the world that walked in darkness has seen a great light. It was in the resurrection that Jesus was revealed as Lord and Savior. It was because of the resurrection that the early church was given the power of the Spirit. It was because of the resurrection that those first Christians could look to the future and have a living hope in everlasting life. Likewise today, we cannot see the future, but because of the resurrection, we can have hope in the present and hope for the future. This is why Paul writes, “If Christ is not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in sins” (1 Cor. 15:17). So resurrection is the source of hope.

Hope, however, is not an orphan. Faith and hope exist together. A theologian once said, “Hope is the inseparable companion of faith.” Faith believes in God, and hope awaits the moment when this truth is confirmed. Faith says that God is our father, and hope looks for the time when God is revealed as a father. For this reason, faith is the basis for hope, and hope perseveres to feed and affirm and renew faith’s vitality. Theologian Jürgen Moltmann says, “In the Christian life faith has the priority, but hope the primacy” (Theology of Hope, 2002). Without hope, faith weakens and dies. A human being is enlightened by faith to the way of real life; however, hope alone keeps faith in the right way. Martin Luther says, “Therefore faith is like dialectic, which conceives the idea of all the things that are to be believed, and hope is like rhetoric, which develops, urges, persuades and exhorts to steadiness, so that faith does not collapse in temptation but keeps the word and holds firmly to it” (Luther’s Works, 23-24). 
Dear sisters and brothers, if we read church history, we observe that the church in all its variations has survived by the hope of resurrection. We read in the story of the early church that it was sustained by the hope of resurrection. The hope of resurrection served as a compass, guiding the church into mission. 
What is the nature of this hope born of the resurrection of Jesus Christ? It is not a hope that aspires to life after death as if life on earth has no value or meaning. Rather, it is a hope that leads us to look at life here on earth from the perspective of eternal values: love, holiness and communion with God and the saints. This living hope is a spiritual reflection of the eternal dimension, a point of meeting between heaven and earth. 

In the place where heaven met earth in the divinity and humanity of Jesus Christ, there are many churches. Even though the ELCJHL is young compared to many of them, we are an integral part of the 2,000 year history of Christianity, which began when the first witnesses to the resurrection went out from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth. Centuries later, Protestant missionaries came here and revived the Gospel among us through diaconal and mission work. As a result, my church celebrates this year 170 years of evangelical mission, 50 years of the royal recognition of the establishment of the synod and 30 years of the establishment of the Arab bishopric. Each day we live out this heritage as an expression of our experience of the resurrection. We continue to live in the Middle East, inspired by Christ’s resurrection and continue to proclaim the Gospel of hope in a hopeless situation. I would again quote Martin Luther: “Through baptism we are restored to a life of hope, or rather a hope of life. This is the true life, which is lived before God.”
Martin Luther once said, “If I knew that Christ would come tomorrow, I would still plant an apple tree today.” We Palestinian Christians, living as we do in a hopeless situation, nevertheless plant figurative and real olive trees every day by giving our people signs of hope and reminding them that nothing can separate us from the love of God.
Now, allow me to plant olive trees here in Vancouver by sharing with you signs of hope from my church, signs that exist because of our strong faith in the Risen Lord.
Sign of hope: our ecclesiastical work

God calls the ELCJHL to proclaim the Gospel within an Arab context in the Holy Lands. To preach the gospel and administer the sacraments is always a vivid sign of hope. Along with preaching the Gospel and administering the sacraments in our congregations, we engage in a wide variety of diaconal programs to serve our communities. 
One of our top priorities is strengthening Lutheran identity. It is our intent that all congregations of the church will focus their instructional ministries on strengthening Lutheran identity – or Lutheran “literacy” – particularly among children’s and youth programs and activities. 
In a time when globalization allows materialistic pressures to reach our children, we find that they are losing interest in evangelical teachings. But it is our responsibility as a church to lead our children in the way they should go and train them up in the evangelical spirit. We believe we can do succeed by making the church an oasis of hope and by teaching evangelical Lutheran values. One component of this effort is training our youth ages 14-20 to become Sunday school teachers and youth leaders. Later this summer, nearly 30 youth will begin a three-year course in Bethlehem in which they will study the whole Bible and the main Lutheran doctrines, as well as receive leadership training. 

In a context of emigrating Christians, this effort to invest in our young people is a sign of hope. For the more the evangelical teachings become part of their identity, the more they will see it as their calling to remain part of a small but witnessing flock in the land of the resurrection. 
In support of this, we hope to print Luther’s Small Catechism and the Augsburg Confession in book form and distribute them to members and friends of the church. We also intend to commission our pastors to create a confirmation workbook to be used in all the congregations’ confirmation classes. We would be delighted if the ELCIC would share their confirmation experiences and resources with us. 
Let me take this opportunity to thank the ELCIC for their support for a particular aspect of our ecclesiastical work. Thanks to your contribution of C$8,000, and additional funding from the Church of Norway, we have been able to hire Ms. Bassima Jaraiseh on a part-time basis to be the facilitator of the ELCJHL women’s desk. This investment in the women’s desk will help the ELCJHL by deepening evangelical identity, providing continuing education, fostering ecumenical relationships and encouraging full participation among our women. This is a hopeful development indeed.
Sign of hope: our educational ministry
Education is central to our mission as a church, as well as a sign and fruit of hope. We educate because we are hopeful, and our hope inspires us to educate. Education creates hope in a hopeless situation. This is why Jesus said, “Go, preach and teach.” Further, the belief that education can change the world for the better is an important tenet of our Lutheran philosophy.
Our schools focus on teaching peace, co-existence and democratic principles. Boys and girls, Christians and Muslims – who make up 45 percent of our student body – learn side by side to live and laugh with one another. To this end, we strive to provide quality, holistic education that inspires our children to develop to their fullest. Through music, art, sports, drama and other programs, we seek to help our children build their hearts, their homes and their nation, instilling in them the values of a modern, civil society that is based on human rights for all. Through peace education classes, we teach them how to live and dialogue with other religions. We promote the full equality of women. All the while, our students are nurtured in evangelical teachings and identity. 
Alongside evangelical identity, our schools nurture Palestinian identity through its cultural programs. Students learn traditional Palestinian arts and crafts, music and dance. Such cultural pursuits are not simply for entertainment. Rather, deepening Palestinian identity in our young people helps them appreciate their cultural heritage and encourages them to stay in the country. Culture transcends politics and borders, building bridges between our culture and others. And it helps keep people from despair. You would understand what I mean if you ever saw our young people perform a lively and joyful dabka dance. 
Of the 12,000 Palestinian Christian students in the Palestinian territories, the ELCJHL is educating more than 2,000. That means we have influence on one-sixth of the Palestinian Christian leaders of tomorrow, and we take this responsibility very seriously. 

In an effort to ensure that we are doing our best to educate our students and to prepare the ELCJHL’s leadership for tomorrow, we have engaged the American educational agency, “Infinite Excellence,” to provide a three-year leadership training program for 18 teachers and other potential ELCJHL leaders. This week back in Beit Sahour, the group completed the initial three-week component of the program. They will complete the program through online distance learning, on site workshops and individual coaching through June 2011. 

As the ELCJHL experiences the effects of the global economic downturn, there are voices in the church-wide assembly calling for us to close the schools in order to overcome our financial deficit. I always respond by saying that money is not the whole story of a living church. Our educational ministry is one way we create hope in a hopeless situation. 

The financial challenges, nevertheless, are real. In an effort to provide economic security for our schools, work is ongoing to build up an endowment fund to. We hope the ELCIC will choose to be part of the endowment fund.
Sign of hope: our ecumenical ministry
The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land works closely with the other Christian churches in the Holy Land and the Middle East to interpret the difficult and often tense circumstances of daily life in Israel and Palestine. Given the choice to live and witness together or to die alone, we choose life. 
It is an honor and a privilege to be a leading church in the ecumenical movement in Jerusalem as well as the broader Middle East. We believe that a good Lutheran is also a good ecumenist. 
But ecumenism is not the hobby of theologians. Ecumenism is the joy of every baptized member. Ecumenism is a sign of hope in our post-modern world. In the Middle East, ecumenism is not simply theological dialogue but a way of life. As we seek reconciliation and understanding with our sisters and brothers in other streams of Christianity, we inspire hope and love in the hearts of others. As an ELCJHL leader, I engage in many ecumenical efforts with other church leaders. I am happy to say that ELCJHL members are engaged even more deeply engaged in ecumenical activities. 
Allow me to discuss some of the shared concerns and efforts of Jerusalem churches.

1. Emigration of Christians
In 1948, Christians made up 26 percent of the population of Israel-Palestine. Due largely to emigration, that number has fallen to less 2 percent today.

Recent studies by Bethlehem University and the Diyar Consortium point to three main factors for the numerical decline of Christians in Israel-Palestine. One is the Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands, by which the movement of Palestinians – both Christian and Muslim – is tightly restricted. Second is the high rate of unemployment in the Palestinian territories. Third is the growth of political and religious extremism in both Israel and Palestine. Together, these factors lead Palestinians to immigrate to places that offer hope for abundant life. 

In an effort to stem the tide of emigration, Christian churches work together to encourage people to stay. Their joint programs include:

· Community-based education, allowing men, women and young people to be trained in fields with the most opportunity, such as computers and other technology

· Job creation for Palestinian Christians

· Housing – In an effort to provide housing for Palestinian Christians, the ELCJHL and its partners are planning an 84-unit apartment building on the Mount of Olives, specifically for young Christian families.

· Working to strengthen church institutions, which provide educational, social, medical and other services. These institutions help and uphold Christians but are open to all people, regardless of religion, gender or political affiliation.
We are glad to read that Muslim and Jewish columnists are becoming more aware of the importance of the Christian presence in this land. Likewise, the visit of Pope Benedict XVI to the Holy Land last month boosted awareness of Arab Christianity in Jerusalem and the whole Middle East by bringing the world’s attention to this region. We are glad the world is beginning to recognize that Jerusalem would not be the same without its native Arab Christians. 

In the midst of overwhelming injustice, we Palestinian Christians are called to be ministers of reconciliation, brokers of justice, defenders of human rights, instruments of peace and prophets to speak truth to power. I ask you in the ELCIC, who are joined to us in baptism, to take this issue to heart and do what you can to strengthen this small flock in the land of the resurrection.
2. Shared Jerusalem
It is a vivid sign of hope that Jerusalem is not only the concern of those of us who live here but of all Christianity. Our common love for the holy city is a profound part of our shared identity. Our vision is one of a shared future in a shared city. We reject any claims of exclusive access to Jerusalem by any religion. Each must have its own identity and free access to its holy places. This is only possible if it is truly shared the way God intended. 
The Patriarchs and Heads of Local Christian Churches in Jerusalem have recognized that Jerusalem must be shared by three faiths – Jews, Christians and Muslims – and by two peoples, Israelis and Palestinians. It must be a capital for Israel and the future Palestinian state.
This is the reason that, in October 2006, the Patriarchs and Heads of Local Christian Churches in Jerusalem issued a statement on the status of Jerusalem, listing elements they deem necessary for a lasting peace in Jerusalem:

· The human right of freedom of worship and of conscience for all, both as individuals and as religious communities.

· Equality of all her inhabitants before the law, in coordination with the international resolutions.

· Free access to Jerusalem for all, citizens, residents or pilgrims, at all times, whether in peace or in war. Therefore Jerusalem should be an open city.

· The rights of property ownership, custody and worship which the different churches have acquired throughout history should continue to be retained by the same communities. These rights, which are already protected in the “Status Quo” agreement, should continue to be recognized and respected.”

· The various Christian holy places in the city, wherever they are, must remain united in geography, whatever the solution envisaged.

That churches are working together for a solution to this issue is a source of hope to me.
3. The Lutheran-Reformed Mutual Recognition Agreement, signed in 2006, was an important step for evangelical churches in the Middle East. Foreign missions planted churches here over the years, reviving the Gospel among us; now it is our responsibility to preach the Gospel, administer the sacraments and continue to revive the evangelical witness. This is why my church, through the Fellowship of the Middle East Evangelical Churches, initiated this effort for mutual recognition. This agreement makes it possible for us to live out our evangelical heritage with a greater degree of cooperation. Signatories of the agreement, in addition to the ELCJHL, are:

· The National Evangelical Union of Lebanon

· The Synod of the Nile – the Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Egypt

· The National Evangelical Church in Kuwait

· The Synod of the Evangelical Church in Iran

· The Union of the Armenian Evangelical Churches in the Near East

· The National Evangelical Synod of Syria and Lebanon

We are also hoping to begin work on a mutual agreement with the Anglican church in Jerusalem soon. The agreements of the ELCIC and the ELCA with their Anglican communities may be helpful in this regard. 
I believe that such mutual recognition is a significant sign of hope. It demonstrates the unity of mission of Middle Eastern evangelical churches to accompany each other in advancing God’s kingdom in our midst.

4. Accompaniment – Our accompaniment relationship with our partners is a great source of hope. In accompaniment, partners walk together as Christ walked with the disciples on the way to Emmaus. Filled with wonder, asking questions, searching for answers, receiving the Scriptures that prophesied of the coming Messiah, the two disciples recognized Jesus as the promised one as they broke bread together. In this way they were commissioned to go to all the world, making Christ the Savior known. 
By virtue of this calling, the Emmaus road connects the ELCJHL with the ELCIC and all companion churches throughout the world. Together we walk through this broken world, making Christ the Risen Savior known in our respective contexts. We are refreshed again and again as we break bread together and accompany each other as steadfast witnesses for the truth. This truth unites us and commissions us to go to the world to teach, preach, baptize and make ourselves and others his disciples. As we accompany one another, we are reminded that we are interdependent, not independent. Called by Christ, we go out together to be witnesses of hope in our broken world.

Sign of hope: our interfaith ministry
Despite tense political circumstances, the ELCJHL continues to engage in interfaith dialogue, seeking to contribute to a just peace throughout the Middle East. Through interfaith dialogue, we affirm the contributions of each religion toward the values of justice, peace, reconciliation, coexistence, forgiveness and toleration. 
Political and religious extremism is growing throughout the world. In Israel-Palestine, extremists try to transform political problems into religious conflicts in an effort to incite schisms and wars. This is why we’re experiencing an increase in anti-semistism, Islamophobia, Christianophobia, xenophobia and the like. 
In my experience, extremism can only be combated by education and interfaith dialogue, which is why the ELCJHL has invested itself deeply in interfaith efforts throughout the region. Following is a sampling of these efforts.
1. Jewish-Christian dialogue:

Although Palestinians and Israelis live in close proximity, we are often ignorant of each other. So in 1991, several local Jewish rabbis and I initiated the Jonah Dialogue Group, which brings together Palestinian Christian and Israeli Jewish faith leaders and educators to end our mutual ignorance. Unlike interfaith dialogue of a theological nature, our discussions involve issues critical for our daily lives, such as justice, peace, self-defense and exodus. We learn from each other while seeking a peace that results not simply from avoidance but from knowing and respecting one another.
That ignorance and hostility can be replaced with camaraderie and a joint pursuit of justice and reconciliation is surely a sign of hope.

2. Muslim-Christian dialogue

After the 2004 Madrid train bombings, the city’s archbishop said, “From Arab Christians we are to learn how to live with Muslims.” Indeed, our long and collaborative experience with our Muslim neighbors is our contribution to the world. 
As Arab Christians, we welcomed King Abdullah of Jordan’s 2004 “Amman Message,” which is a statement calling for tolerance and unity in the Muslim world. It emphasizes Islam's core values of compassion, mutual respect, tolerance, acceptance and religious freedom, as well as condemning Islamic extremism.

We also supported “A Common Word Between Us and You,” a 2007 open letter from 138 Muslims scholars to Christian leaders that acknowledged that love of God and love of neighbor as the essence of both religions. What better way to change the world but with love?
Our interfaith dialogue work took another shape when a Danish newspaper published cartoons of the prophet Muhammad in 2005, sparking protests around the world. We explained to Europeans that Muslims, like Jews and Christians, have many faces, that the Muslim community is diverse and varied. But when their fundamental symbols and values are attacked, Muslims joined together in their common identity. We understand the importance of identity, for in the Middle East, even people who claim to be secular are in fact religious in identity. 
At the same time, we also had to explain to Muslims that Europe is no longer a religious society, becoming more secular as countries have sought to divorce church and state. We in the Middle East have a hard time understanding it when Europeans say they have no religion. But this lack of religion, we decided, does not justify desecrating religious symbols, holy books or places. This is why I called for the creation of a code of conduct. Thus, in cooperation with the Jordanian Interfaith Coexistence Research Center in Amman, Jordan, 48 Christian and Muslim leaders gathered early in 2008 to draft and sign the Amman Declaration. This document calls for religious toleration throughout the world through: 
· Respect of religious freedom and belief.
· Respect of all messengers, prophets, holy books, and religious texts and prohibition of their desecration.
· All holy places should be respected and made freely accessible to believers. 
· All religious symbols must be respected and any desecration should be prohibited and prevented. 
· Respect for responsible freedom of expression which does not harm the belief and feelings of others.
· To continue dialogue and human cooperation so that justice, peace, development and decent living, called for by the human and religious teachings of the heavenly religions, can be achieved. 
It is a sign of hope that we Arab Christians are allowed to play this role in bridging the Muslim and Christian worlds. We offer ourselves to the world in this capacity for the sake of humanity. 

3. Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land

The Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land, formed in 2005, is the first of its kind in the Holy Land, bringing together Jewish, Muslim and Christian leaders to promote interreligious understanding and cooperation. The council’s current achievements include:

1. Developing a hotline to take calls about derogatory remarks by clergy, imams and rabbis about other faiths.

2. Calling on adherents of the three faiths to accurately represent each other at home, in school, at work and in synagogues, churches and mosques. For this reason, we are working with both Israeli and Palestinian education departments to develop a curriculum of tolerance for their text books.

3. Discussing the significance of Jerusalem, which is the spiritual home of all three religions.

This council gives us hope in a hopeless situation. It leads us in the path of forgiveness in order to secure a better future for our Palestinian and Israeli children to be without hate, prejudice or vengeance. We know that our religious leaders cannot make peace in the Middle East but a just peace cannot be realistic without the religious leaders of Palestine and Israel.

Some stir up fear in the name of religion in an effort to turn our political conflict into a religious war. We want instead to assure that religion is a driving force for justice, reconciliation and coexistence in the Middle East. This is a sign of hope.
Sign of hope: our ministry of reconciliation

What is the role of the Palestinian church in achieving a just peace? Some say pursuing peace is too political. They say, “Why don’t you churches just focus on the Gospel and leave politics alone?”
For me, peacemaking is not simply political, it is biblical. It is the very essence of the ministry of reconciliation Jesus gave us. When political realities cause my people to lose faith, it is no longer a political but a spiritual issue. When my people say, “God is biased. God does not help the Palestinians,” I remind them that ours is a God of love and justice. Those words are hollow if I do not also act to change the political situation. That is why the ELCJHL is deeply invested in seeking reconciliation in this land. Indeed, I believe that all religious leaders – especially Jewish, Christian and Muslim leaders – are called to this prophetic task. We should lead the politicians, not the other way around.
Let me draw from my experience in this effort to point out the marks of true reconciliation:
1. Genuine reconciliation can grow only in a culture of truthfulness. People today have been deeply wounded and paralyzed by fear, oppression, racism, violence, terrorism, occupation and hatred. Healing must begin with truth-telling and with breaking the silence that hides the suffering of those who are vulnerable and violated. Only such a start will allow the possibility of healing with justice and forgiveness. Only when the light of truth exposes the lies that have been used to inflict suffering on innocent people can the seeds of reconciliation take root. 
How many wars and conflicts have been launched in the last years for the sake of ideology or narrow partisan politics, masquerading as security concerns, or using eschatological scenarios and holy writings to justify killing or occupation? None of this is built on truth. As a Christian, I believe that truth is the nature of God. The truth liberates and does not burden. Politicians and governments need to free themselves and liberate their peoples by telling them the truth. The conflicts in the Middle East show us how sick ideologies, lies and propaganda can demonize and create hatred, a spiral of violence and destructive extremism. Truth-telling must be the basis for healing our broken societies and ending our conflicts.

This of course begs the question: whose truth? Israelis and Palestinians each have their own histories. Neither of us will relinquish our memories easily, as they are such a part of our identities. However, we must not allow ourselves to be so rooted in our own stories of pain and suffering that we cannot or will not understand the suffering and grief of the other. We must each learn to acknowledge the validity of the other's truth. It is far easier to show respect for the history of others when they are showing respect for yours. In acknowledging another's history, even though you view it through a different lens, you lay a foundation for mutual respect.

But this requires people to realize that the old Manichean division between "us" and "them," "good" and "evil," is fundamentally flawed. It requires people to face the mistakes in their past.

The late John Paul II gave the world a beautiful example of this when he confessed the sins of some members of the church in their persecution of the Jewish people throughout history. Nations, politicians, governments and faith leaders need to learn from him and act with his courage. We need to confess the sins of hate and injustice that divide us. We need to confess the injustice that has been done to the Palestinian people, and we need to confess the fear that has been imposed on the Israeli people. The time has come for hearing one another's truths because it is essential for healing and reconciliation.

2. Reconciliation is built on justice, and the fruit of justice is peace. 

More and more Israelis understand that it is for the sake of both peoples that the truth about the occupation must be acknowledged. You cannot imprison and punish a whole people for the acts of a few and call it justice. You cannot build a wall through the middle of people's communities and land, tearing apart their families and, and expect it to bring security. You cannot occupy someone else's land for more than 40 years and not suffer the consequences of fear and dehumanization.
The pursuit of peace with justice was the role of the prophets. Today God calls the church to be as prophetic as it has ever been. “What does the Lord require of you,” Micah cried out, “but to do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8) The psalmist says justice and peace will kiss (Psalm 85:10b).

Often, when the church speaks boldly and truthfully for peace with justice, it is criticized for being one-sided and imbalanced. But the purpose of justice is to resolve imbalance. When the church is prophetic, it calls for justice and healing for all involved. It cares for humanity and justice. It listens to the fears and heals the wounds of both sides. It seeks peace with justice and healing for all. However, if the church and people of conscience remain silent, then I am afraid that extremists from either side will be able to hold justice and peace hostage in the Middle East. 
We are at a critical juncture. Many ask if it is possible to achieve justice in this country. We continue to believe that justice is possible. That justice is defined as: 

· Two states, living side by side, in justice and peace, along 1967 borders

· A shared Jerusalem with open access to all holy sites

· The right of return for Palestinian refugees

· An end to all settlement activity

· The equitable sharing of natural resources

We believe this is possible. The Israeli-Palestinian relationship is symbiotic. The security of Israel is dependent on freedom and justice for Palestinians; simultaneously, freedom and justice for Palestinians is dependent on the security of Israel. This formula is the one that seeks true peace and healing for both people, but, at the same time, allows both peoples to live in their own viable states according to international standards of justice, equality and equitable sharing of resources. Recognizing this is the key for any just peace and reconciliation in this land. I continue to urge the Israelis to see that justice is essential for the survival of both people. As former Israeli Knesset Speaker Avraham Burg said, “Israel cannot survive without justice.” And I would add, "Neither can Palestinians survive without justice."

But peace can come only when we have leaders who will act and not just talk about implementing justice. This is why we found much reason for hope in U.S. President Barack Obama’s recent speech in Cairo. Also, the fact that our friends in the ELCIC are now considering a resolution on the Holy Land is a great source of hope for us. It reminds us that it is not just the ELCJHL that is working for justice but that it is the whole church that, in taking up Christ’s mission, seeks justice for all. 

So, supported by our friends, my people, the Palestinians, continue to carry out strategies of non-violence, observe the rule of law, work to bridge disagreements and unite around a joint political strategy, in order to achieve our national rights in our own democratic, viable, modern, civil society.
3. For true reconciliation to occur, we must be willing to forgive. 

The late Pope John Paul II said it well: "No peace without justice and no justice without forgiveness." But can Palestinians forgive Israelis? Can Israelis forgive Palestinians? Martin Luther King, Jr. said, "We must develop and maintain the capacity to forgive. He who is devoid of the power to forgive is devoid of the power to love."
Forgiveness does not mean ignoring the other, but healing and rebuilding troubled relationships. Forgiveness does not mean forsaking justice or giving up legitimate rights, but regarding the others’ rights equal to your own. Forgiveness does not mean forgetting, but of learning how to live with the past and create a shared memory with the other. Only when we forgive can we create a shared vision of justice 
I always urge Israelis to see God in the Palestinians and urge Palestinians to see God in the Israelis. I urge both to accept each other's humanity, with all of its pain and suffering. If we do so in the spirit of forgiveness, then we can recognize each other’s human, civil, religious, national and political rights. Only then will the Holy Land be the Promised Land of milk and honey for Palestinians and Israelis. 

Sign of hope: A new day has dawned
St. Peter, in his hymn of resurrection, encourages us when he says, “In this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials.” We do not suffer persecution or marginalization, as did the church in Peter’s day. Yet the ELCJHL is a suffering church – suffering from oppression, racism and occupation. 
This suffering church finds hope not in politicians but in its Risen Lord. This church says that as long as there is a living Lord, there is hope for the Middle East. Empowered by the resurrection, our church has become an instrument of peace, a broker for justice, a beacon of hope, a defender of human rights including women’s rights, an initiator of interfaith dialogue and a minister of reconciliation. 
A midrash tells of a rabbi who asked his students how one knows that the night is over and dawn has come. 
One student answered, “Is it when, in the first rays of morning light, you can tell a dog from a sheep?” 

“No,” said the Rabbi.

“Could it be when we can distinguish an olive tree from a fig tree?” said another.

“No,” the Rabbi said.

“So when is it that we know the night is over?” the students asked.

The Rabbi answered, “It is when you can look in the eyes of another and recognize your brother or sister. Then truly the night is over and a new day has dawned.”

My sisters and brothers, we stand as a living church, full of hope, in the light of a new dawn. As you accompany us, do not leave us alone. Pray for us, for our mission is yours and yours is ours. May God bless you.

