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A long time ago a man I was working with told me of a colleague some years before who was in very bad financial shape.  He either owed money or needed money for just about everything. His latest lament was that his car was moving on four worn-out tires. He had no idea where he would find the funds to replace them. His depression was growing daily. About a week later my friend heard a car horn honking outside his house. When he went outside to investigate, he found his debt-ridden acquaintance joyfully tooting the horn of a new car. This was his solution to the tire dilemma! It was certainly true that he no longer needed to buy new tires. Now he just had to make car payments.


It seems to me that this is precisely what the Israeli government does each time it takes a step in the direction of the Palestinians around them. There is always an element of truth—sometimes significant, sometimes not—when the motive or the reasoning is explained, but it is rarely the only factor, and often not the most important. Some of the other reasons for an action are easily transparent; some are relatively hidden. But all the actions have a patina of truth, and are thus acceptable to people who are intent on finding reasons to excuse the impact on Palestinian people. In addition to this "truth-within-a-truth" practice, government officials will often respond to questions about one truth by offering a rationale for the other truth. For example, when officials are asked why The Separation Wall is being built entirely on Palestinian land, often intruding deeply into that land, encircling olive and fruit trees, wells, and farmland in its grasp, they invariably reply that The Wall is being built for security. That is, it is being built specifically to protect Israelis from suicide bombers. While one may argue that it will not serve as an effective deterrent, we have no right to argue with Israel's right to defend itself, even to the extent of building an eight-meter high barrier. The problem is that the answer does not fit the question! The question has to do with Israel's right to take land from another people to carry out its policy decisions. The official response does not even attempt to answer the question. There was a college professor long ago who so disliked failing students that his students, if they didn't know the answer to one of his essay questions, were able to make up another question for which they did know the answer. It worked quite well…for the students. And it works quite well for the Israeli government, especially when our Administration accepts the wrong answers for the right questions.

Similarly, no one disputes the right of Israel to establish military checkpoints at the entrances to its country. In the name and interest of human security we may even agree to such checkpoints at strategic spots within the Occupied Territories. Most countries have, from time to time, used such tactics. However, nothing in the recognition of such a right even hints at legitimacy for frightening children with automatic weapons; forcing men, women, and children to stand for hours in the hot sun simply because the fuzzy-cheeked soldiers choose not to allow the line to move; or denying people access to their jobs because an "incident" was reported some miles away. A middle-aged Palestinian professional was recently forced to stand and wait for the return of his passport which rested on the ground for forty-five minutes under the boot of the checkpoint soldier. And, believe me, these are some of the milder abuses experienced at the checkpoints. It may be true that the checkpoints are there for security reasons, but the excesses which are consistent and constant provide ample proof that they are placed to give opportunity for harassment and oppression virtually free rein.

Perhaps the greatest obstacle to peace encompassed by Israel's occupation of the West Bank and Gaza is the matter of the settlements. The United States and many other nations have on numerous occasions raised the issue of the expansion of settlements. Remember that these settlements, or "squatter communities" as I have termed them, are, in the eyes of the rest of the world, in clear violation of international law. All the pacts and accords of the past decade have featured Israeli commitments to cease expansion of the settlements, leaving determination of their fate to future negotiations. Yet the settlements continue to grow…and grow…and grow. Counting the ones in occupied East Jerusalem, the settlers now number over 400,000. The Israeli government's response to the continuing expansion is multi-faceted. One reply is that it is merely "natural growth." Another is that new construction is simply the implementation of plans approved in the past, as if to say that, since the settlement design was approved by people in positions of authority, their construction is beyond criticism. But, in my opinion, the most nefarious reply is to direct the interrogation toward the matter of "outposts." An outpost is a sort of rude camp of shacks or travel trailers and a makeshift structure serving as a synagogue. Often appearing overnight and always fiercely defended, not merely by the occupants there, but by much of the entire settler movement, outposts serve to divert attention from the vastly more important issue of formal settlements. Here the small truth is that outposts are most often built without proper authorization, and if they are allowed to remain, they will grow into full-blown settlements over the next few years. The infinitely greater truth, however, is that outposts are like flyspecks in comparison to the illegal settlements, some of which are now small cities. When world attention is focused on the tiny problem, it allows the huge matter of settlement growth to recede a ways into the background. 

As people of faith work to build bridges to peace that reach over the barriers of segregation, there must be a commitment to honest assessment and appraisal of the obstacles to those bridges. When we allow any powers to avoid the tough questions by allowing the substitution of queries which have more popular and useful answers, we help them divert the peace process onto side roads and dead ends.
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