Greetings from Jerusalem,

 November, 2006
Rev. Eric Schaefer of Trinity Lutheran Church in Lansdale, Pennsylvania, preached last month about his first visit here.  He was surprised by the reality of the Palestinian Christians,  their life under curfew, their homes that had been destroyed, land that had been confiscated.  He said it was a rude awakening to realize that his assumption that God was on the side of the Jewish people and Israel was not an innocuous belief, but one that had very real consequences for the Palestinians and created serious issues of justice and ethics.  He referenced the song by Bob Dylan, with God on Our Side, a slightly irreverent critique of all of the wars America has fought assuming that "God was on Our Side," and wondered aloud which side of this conflict God would be on.
And what would God’s side be? Jesus gives us some ideas. God’s side is standing for and with the poor and powerless. God’s side is standing for peace in the face of violence and war, “turning the other cheek,” as Jesus says. God’s side is realizing that God through Jesus Christ is calling us to be peace makers even in the face of opposing forces all claiming God’s direction. 
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This song kept going through my mind this past month, when we had a cacophony of religious feasts all playing out at the same time, perhaps each religion believing that God is on "their" side.  The Muslim Holy Month of Ramadan began the same day as Rosh Hashana, then Yom Kippur a few weeks later and then the weeklong Jewish holiday of Succot.  During that week, Christian Zionists come from all over the world to support Israel at the International Christian Embassy's (ICEJ) Feast of Tabernacles.  The only problem is that unquestioning support of one side means by definition that there are ramifications for another side.  In order for the Jewish people, and the foreign Christians, to have access to their holy sites, the Israeli government felt it necessary to close down the Palestinian streets to all and access to the Muslim Al Aqsa Mosque for many men.  Even though international law calls for all to have access to their holy sites and to Jerusalem, the reality is that many Muslim men are kept from praying in Jerusalem.  During the last few Fridays of Ramadan, the most holy day, many Palestinians were put in the hospital from tear gas, stun grenades and beatings because they gathered at the checkpoints and tried to get in to Jerusalem to pray.  
During the week of the Feast of Tabernacles, Jerusalem swarms with Christian Zionists, whose beliefs vary from naïve, simple unquestioning support of Israel to an avid belief that Israel must have control of all of the Holy Land and rebuild the Temple before Jesus will come again.  The more extreme believe that anything you do to achieve a just settlement of land distribution between Palestinians and Israelis – such as a two-state solution as recommended in the Road Map - is therefore against God's will and must be contested.  Even working for peace is against God's will.   
This belief that God is on Israel's side is well-entrenched and widespread.  Despite the contention that the US is an honest broker for peace, the facts tell a quite different story.  Even just recently, the US once again vetoed a Security Council resolution condemning the Israeli shelling in Gaza that killed 20 people.  As usual, they were the only veto.  In the US itself, any vote on any issue dealing with Israel is almost always virtually unanimous, and congress members feel no compunction about voicing support of Israel even if it is against US policy:  

Rev. Robert Smith spoke at a recent hearing about Christian Zionism and reminded the audience of some of these examples:

In December 2001, for instance, Senator Inhofe said on the Senate floor, “We are Israel’s best friend in the world because of the character we have as a nation.… This is not a political battle at all. It is a contest over whether or not the word of God is true.” In May 2002, Dick Armey of Texas said on national television, “I’m content to have Israel grab the entire West Bank…. I happen to believe that the Palestinians should leave…. I am content to have Israel occupy that land that it now occupies and to have those people who have been aggressors against Israel retired to some other arena.” And then in July 2003, at the Knesset building, then House Majority Leader Tom DeLay offered these words: “I stand before you today, in solidarity, as an Israeli of the heart.” 

We live in a time where we can no longer justify our foreign policies by claiming God is on our side, or that whatever we do is right because we are the good guys.   Religion – and what people are doing in God's name – is becoming way too dangerous for that.  We have to define what is right based on the actions themselves rather than who does them.  People here, for example, look at the fact that 400 Palestinians have been killed since June, many of them civilians, women and children – 20 people in one house, as they were sleeping in their beds in Gaza.  They call that terror, and they don't understand why the rest of the world doesn't.  This month, another 20% of Bethlehem's land was "annexed" in one fell swoop – and this is even within the Wall that has already taken a good share of Palestinian land so that more illegal settlements can be built.  The Palestinians call this both land theft and illegal settlement building, which are both against international law, and they don't understand why the rest of the world doesn't enforce international law.   
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
HAPPY THANKSGIVING!
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The above was written earlier this month, and now it's Thanksgiving already! I just came back from having a wonderful Thanksgiving meal with about 30 people at a wonderful stone house on the Mt. of Olives.  After looking all over Jerusalem for pumpkin to make a pumpkin cheesecake, I had to settle for a butternut squash cheesecake.  Oh well.

And now we enter the season of Advent very soon, my favorite season here.  I'm hoping that perhaps it might break the recent killing sprees and the stubborn stalemate in forming new government for Palestine.  If ever there was a time we need some new life and hope to be born into our lives here, it is now.  May this coming holy season bring new beginnings and fresh paths to peace and justice in this troubled region.                          Peace,        Julie
