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It is almost a comfort to be as busy as we are with all the details of Advent and the coming Christmas season. Almost, not quite. But it is reassuring to proceed through the same rituals of preparation here that have grown so familiar back home. Since Christians are such a tiny minority here, the religious trappings and trimmings are truly sparse, but within that community the signs are unmistakable. And, of course, being in Bethlehem and Jerusalem at this time of year is especially gratifying. For that reason it is tempting to overlook the negative aspects of life in the Holy Land—to move beyond the occupation, the suffering, and the injustice to focus on the child in the manger, and to be moved to gratitude for God's gifts. But even when one attempts to do that, one quickly re-discovers that God's gifts become most real in the context of human suffering and need. 


My colleague and I drove to Bethlehem recently to help plan the international service we will have in the Lutheran church there on Christmas Eve. As we approached the military checkpoint just south of Jerusalem my eye caught the glistening new paint and road markings and the fresh layer of asphalt on the lanes leading to the soldiers post. I was pleased that the sentry barely glanced at the faces of these two foreigners as he casually waved us through. A person passing that way for the first time could easily have gotten the impression that this is a benign place where travelers are lightly screened and cheerfully helped through the regulations on their way. The truth that the renovations of approach, structure, and attitude are only holiday trim becomes painfully evident 200 metres south of the checkpoint where one encounters the 28 foot-high concrete barrier lumbering like a mythical serpent to encircle the people of the "little town of Bethlehem" in its death grip. Make no mistake about it—while the rest of the world looks for the signs that Israelis and Palestinians will re-engage each other on a path to peace, the walls which will make that peace more elusive than ever continue to grow. 


As I re-read the paragraph above I questioned whether it was communicating a negative message. It does not. But it does send a message of realism. The death of   Palestinian President Yasser Arafat in November may have provided an opportunity for world leaders to proclaim a new day in the quest for peace, but it did not alter the realities of life in the Holy Land. In spite of public announcements and "agreements," the settlements keep growing, and the settlers keep up their attacks on Palestinian farmers and villagers, taking more and more of their agricultural lands and their olive trees. Israeli   and Palestinian fighters and civilians continue to die in Gaza and elsewhere. Doctors and other health care professionals still are forced to climb over hills of rock and mud to reach the village clinics to provide the only access to medical care allowed by the occupation. In sum that which was life in October is life in December.

And yet…and yet once again we turn our faith toward Bethlehem, drawn by the angels' invitation to see what God has done. We are dwarfed by the human wall, but are led to see how God has breached every wall we mortals erect to "protect" ourselves from those who are different than us. We are repulsed by oppression, but are strengthened to look our enemy in the eye only to find our sister or our brother looking back. We are goaded by fear to inflict horrible pain on other beings, but we find we still have the capacity to risk reaching out to ones we may fear. Somehow in the birth of the Christ child, as ancient as time but new each year, we are brought to an awareness that our hope is there. Not in arms or threats. Not in power or riches. Not in attaining to the rank of strongest…or largest…or best…or empowered with the greatest army or the wealthiest economy. Our hope is in the peace that God has brought, the freedom of self and soul offered to those who are open to receive it.

All things are the same. We are the people of the world who know so well how to hate, how to hurt, how to dominate, how to demean others. Still we are the people whom God has given the capacity to receive forgiveness and to give it as we have received. We are the ones to whom God has shown the way to peace and justice, if we are willing to put aside our pride and acknowledge our need. 

We are the people of Creation to whom God has given the means to see through the injustice, the suffering, the fear, the greed to that place in each of us where hope can be found.

A Blessed Christmas to you and to all!
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