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Never in my wildest dreams did I think of celebrating Christmas Eve in Bethlehem! Yet there I was, with my wife and our daughter and several hundred other people in Christmas Lutheran Church. The service was in Arabic, German, and English. Even without knowing either of the other two languages, I was surrounded by the message of that holy night. Yet, in the midst of that message, I was acutely and painfully aware of the strife which threatens to overwhelm and engulf all of us. I thought of the many Palestinians who could not come to Bethlehem the rest of the year, and the numbers from Bethlehem who are not allowed to travel the eight miles to Jerusalem. Later that evening I had a powerful sense of a bizarre reality as I joined in singing "O Little Town of Bethlehem" with some of those who gathered in the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer in the heart of the old city of Jerusalem, just a two-minute walk from the site of Jesus' crucifixion and resurrection. I write "some of those," because veterans of that traditional late-night service have told me that often Israeli Jews outnumber Christian worshippers. In fact the woman who gave a welcome in Hebrew [following welcoming remarks in German, English, and Arabic] urged the assembled crowd not to leave during the sermon because it would be brief! It seems as if many people come not to worship, but simply to hear the music. It struck me as particularly tragic that, in the midst of such freedom of association, so many Palestinian Christians could not even enter this holy city.
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Two months have passed since I began to write, and I have only this explanation to offer. When I first came to this land in 2000 and spent several weeks learning about the religious and geo-political aspects of the conflict here, some old-timers shared with me a variation of this bit of wisdom: People come here, stay for three weeks, and go home to write a book about their experience. Others come here, stay three months, and go home to write a magazine article. Still others come here, stay for three years, go home, and don't know what to say. At the time I laughed. Now I nod knowingly. Just when I think I can comprehend the forces which continue to thwart hopes for peace and justice, something happens—a suicide bombing in a civilian setting, a helicopter attack on a street where children walk, an announcement that more Palestinian land is being taken "for security reasons"—which demands that I re-assess my conclusions. At this point I have been the Pastor of the English-speaking congregation of the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer for just over one-half of one year. It is enough time to have listened to a double score and more of the increasingly troubled tales of life in Jerusalem, in Israel, in Gaza, in the West Bank. The life of our congregation is different than any I have experienced in my years of ministry. One never knows who will be able to make it to Sunday worship through checkpoints or closures which shut down whole towns or even regions when violence has taken a toll or even when impending violence is simply suspected. And the impediments to movement often defy logic and reason. On a recent Friday a colleague and I were turned away from four different routes heading to the Old City. After traveling a good four kilometers out of our way to approach the city from a different direction, prepared with arguments about why we should be allowed to go to our place of work, we found a completely unattended entrance to our destination. It was almost as if the authorities were reasoning that no one would think of using what is quite possibly the busiest vehicular point of entry to old Jerusalem.
True tales abound of how the Separation Wall, under the cover of an understandable desire for security, is tearing towns and families apart, while grabbing more and more land from its rightful owners. Almost daily I learn of another farmer denied access to his olive trees or another child who must depend on the whim of heavily armed soldiers to pass through the Wall to go to school.

Life here is difficult and frustrating for foreigners, but difficult, frustrating, and next-to-impossible for Palestinians who are daily subjected to harassment, humiliation, and stringent restrictions on their slightest movements. Life for Israelis and for many Palestinians is acted out under a constant threat of sudden, violent death. And yet, it must be noted that the overwhelming welcome extended to me has never wavered for an instant. Somehow the Palestinian people I live and work with seem to be able to reach deep into a reservoir of warmth and consideration and find the hope which they freely share with those around them. 

But now, going back to my original premise of being unable to make sense of what is happening here, I do find that I have reached one conclusion which for me is inescapable: There can be no peace, indeed little in the way of progress toward an end to warfare, as long as the occupation continues. Learning at least the broad strokes of the history of this region and its peoples and religions is essential to even a rudimentary understanding of the present conflict. However, each strand of past hostility, each thread of religious claim, each artery of culture and tradition leads ever more deeply into a morass of accusation, claim, and counter-claim. An understanding of how the occupation came to be is important, but it will never make it less painful. Knowledge of past injustice and oppression may enlighten one's thinking, but it will not create a safe place from which occupier and occupied can begin to inch toward peaceful co-existence. We hear so much about the need to stop the violence, as it is the greatest impediment to peace. Perhaps it is time to see violence--of all kinds and by both sides—as symptom of weakness and despair, not ever as a sign of strength. An occupation such as this degrades and destroys the ones who carry it out, just as surely as it degrades and destroys those whose homes are taken.

Each day, in the middle of all the pain and anguish I see around me, I give thanks for the message and the life entrusted to the Church—a message that there is a better way than the violence and cruelty humankind is so prone to blindly trust, a way of peace and a life that is committed to offering that way as a path in these troubled times. And I give thanks that our Evangelical Lutheran Church in America has made a commitment to accompany the courageous Christians here as they try to walk that path
.
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