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My wife Anne and I arrived in Jerusalem just three weeks ago. I was returning after several weeks in the States. She was joining me in the work here. We both had come from a whirlwind three weeks in our home country which included our son's marriage and our final packing to move out of our house in Virginia. We had so much to do that it was easy to forget the situation here. We packed and sorted and telephoned and carried and enjoyed and said our good-byes…and we did it all in a rush. I didn't stop to think that I could run all my errands without the delay and trouble of a roadblock or a checkpoint. We welcomed our friends and families who came all the way to California to the wedding, without stopping to remind ourselves that they were free to move about the land without restriction. We walked through shopping malls and down city streets, not once having to cast a wary glance at a civilian carrying a semi-automatic rifle slung on his back.

And then we were back. Back to the land and the people we are learning to love so deeply, but also back to the roadblocks, the checkpoints, the restrictions, and the gun-totin' settlers. These things are the stuff of life here. But they are also the symptoms of the deeper reality question which confronts each of us at every turn: Can there ever be peace with justice in this place? There are times when I shake my head in disbelief at the things that happen—the confrontations and conflicts, the bombs and the bombast, the death and the destruction—and I feel the tentacles of despair reaching to clutch my heart. Then there the times when I want to simplify things to the point where I can exclaim, "Anybody can see this clearly!" This is one of those times.

In this frame of reference I set forth two facts of life on the ground here which seem to thwart just about every effort to reach a just peace: (1) the Israeli settlements which sit on Palestinian land as gaping, festering wounds which grow ever larger and more dangerous to life itself; and (2) the occupation of East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza by Israel, a state of affairs now approaching forty years! First, the settlements. These are housing developments built by Israelis on land which was seized from Palestinians during the war in 1967. According to international law, such settlements are illegal. Israel has promised on numerous occasions to delay, defer, cease, and pause their building plans and construction, yet they continue to build. The first settlement was built in 1967. Fifteen years later there were approximately 21,700 Israelis living in these units. By 2003 that number had grown to more than 231,000 by the count of the Israeli Ministry of Interior, more than 400,000 according to the Israeli Peace Now organization and the Haaretz newspaper. The settlements range in size from tiny villages to the city of Maale Adumim, sitting just outside Jerusalem with its 28,000 inhabitants. One of the earliest developments was the French Hill neighborhood in East Jerusalem. It is now so old and well established that it is regarded as just a place in the metropolitan area. The longer these illicit enterprises continue, the greater the fear that there will be no land left for a viable Palestinian state. There is little doubt in anyone's mind here that, unless the rule of law asserts itself, the plan is to take as much Palestinian land as the world allows, for as long as the world allows it. The settlements scarring the land are a constant reminder of what the people are losing and how powerless they are to prevent it.

Second, the occupation. This is not the forum to debate the particulars of the history of this land which is sacred to two peoples and three religions. I am convinced that virtually all attempts to trace the claims and counterclaims through the thickets of wrongs and atrocities and generations of animosity will end in abject failure. I am equally convinced that peace must begin now! It must be based not on a balance sheet of past offenses as they are perceived by either side, but on the firm understanding that the security and prosperity, indeed, the very future of these two peoples and nations are absolutely dependent upon each other. Therefore, the path to peace can never be built on the fact of the occupation, but only upon an acknowledgement of its illegitimacy. Only when that illegitimacy is admitted can Palestinian people have a clear indication, and, thus, a hope that their land will one day be returned to them. There are a multitude of factors that at the present stand in the way of such an acknowledgement, but one stands out in my mind. People to the far right of the political and the religious spectrums of Israel claim that all the land from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea belongs to the modern nation of Israel by virtue of the promises made by God to the people of Israel of the Old Testament, two vastly different populations. The extent to which these "true believers" will go to transform these beliefs into reality is not known. What is known is that it goes far beyond civility to violence—physical, religious, and political.

The world is full of fundamentalists: people who believe fervently that their way is the only way. If the rest of us stand idly by and let that perspective prevail, there can be no peace. If, however, we choose to live in the light of a God who gives life to all, we can overcome that destructive, divisive drive and turn the eyes of the nations toward a God of Peace!!
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