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In many respects it was as ordinary a pastoral visit to the hospital as ever. Chris was in a typical institutional bed, surrounded by all the familiar items I know from countless other such visits over the last 40 years…but there were two major differences from all those other visits. First, three people accompanied me from the church, carrying the flowers the bishop had sent along with his best wishes. They were not a committee; they were people who wanted to show their support for Chris. Second, Chris was there as a result of a brutal, cowardly attack. He and his colleague Kim had been walking Palestinian children to school…children who are too terrified to make the half-hour walk alone. And no wonder! The attackers were dressed all in black, masked, wielding clubs and chains. They had waited in ambush for this fearsome band of schoolchildren and their Christian Peacemaker Team [CPT] escorts. CPT volunteers operate out of a religious conviction that a non-violent response to conflict, fear, and intimidation is the path they are called to take. They bring a presence of calm and concern to people who live in fear. Their attackers are polar opposites; their actions are specifically designed to terrorize Palestinians who are doing nothing more than living on their own land. That’s really hard to believe, isn’t it? And, yes, sometimes they kill. Let us put to rest once and for all the notion that terror comes only in the guise of a suicide bomber. When Kim and Chris were attacked, the children fled to their homes, fortunately escaping physical injury. But is there one individual among us who isn’t positive that the terror of those moments will be with them for the rest of their lives?  

Let me be perfectly clear. We are not speaking of one, isolated incident where some sadistic thugs made a random selection of victims. This is, rather, one example of an orchestrated, immoral, strategy that seeks to drive Palestinians from their homes and lands. Those who carry out this strategy are criminals from the heart of the illegal settler community in the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and Gaza. They are settlers, because they have chosen to live in homes built on land stolen or officially confiscated from Palestinian families, sometimes with the blessing of the State of Israel, sometimes not. They are illegal, because their permanent presence is a violation of principles of international law regarding occupied territory. This illegal movement breeds, harbors, and often encourages the violent aggression which not only put my friend Chris in the hospital, but was also responsible for two more attacks in the same place in the ten days after the first incident. 

And these people are running the country! No, they are not making laws in the Knesset. They are not in command of the army or the national police force. They do not make daily decisions in the bureaucracy. But they exert an influence over any governmental process even remotely related to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict that goes far beyond their numbers or financial resources. Their weapons are fear, intimidation, and threats of violence. Saddest of all is their frequent resort to adopting a cloak of religiosity for their actions, as if that will mask their true character. They are supported in that effort by an international cast of characters, including such figures as American Televangelist Pat Robertson. Embarrassing many Christian Zionists then gathered in Israel, Robertson used these words to add fuel to the militant settlers’ fire, “God says, I am going to judge those who carve up the West Bank and Gaza Strip…It is my land and keep your hands off of it.” He predicted that American evangelicals would break with President Bush, even to the extent of starting a new political party, if the Administration supported any Israeli attempt to negotiate a return of land to the Palestinian people. 

Militant fundamentalism, in any religious or nationalistic movement is always a fearsome phenomenon. Its practitioners have no interest in reason, compromise, or dialogue. Their only motivation is the acquisition of power by whatever means necessary. When others give in to their terror tactics, it serves only to drive the wedges more deeply between those who seek peace with justice, no matter which side of a conflict they lean toward.

It is the role of God’s people to join with all others who seek peace with justice and an end to the warfare here that claims so many lives. We need to inform decision-makers in Washington that we will never condone the barbaric, cowardly methods of those who would take another’s home by force. 
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