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We stood together on the porch of the office building housing the mayor of the village on the top floor and the Hydrology Project just underneath. He had been working in Jerusalem and making a good living. Then the roads were closed to him, at least to the extent that he could never depend on being allowed to go to his job regularly. The checkpoints which often took hours of time and large measures of humiliation to cross were just too much. He then concentrated on tending his olive trees and his citrus trees. Ten dunums of citrus trees. Then came the Separation Wall. Ostensibly, the Wall is being built to provide security for the people of Israel, to close off those who would bring explosives strapped to their bodies. No one disagrees with the need for security measures to protect one's own people. But the Separation Wall is so much more! The man who shared with me the view from the porch just wants to tend to his trees. Yet the so-called "agricultural gates" remain closed and locked. They are scheduled to be opened for short periods early in the morning and in the evening. Sometimes they are. Sometimes not. If there is a breach or an "incident" miles away, the gates can remain secured for days. His olives had already begun to rot on the branches, and he was well aware the citrus trees would soon wither and die without his being there to water them. I always need to remind myself that these are not the shrubs that die in winter at my Virginia home. That is an inconvenience; this is food for his family and the living inheritance he had hoped to pass on to his children.
All over the West Bank children must depend on the whims of the soldiers or security guards to determine whether or not they can go to class on any given day. Mothers are known to cross the wall with their children in the morning and then sit and wait all day to walk them home. They do this, because they are never sure whether their children will find the gate open or locked at their time of crossing. Mothers simply cannot take the chance that their six or seven year olds will be left literally to fend for themselves if they are stranded by a closed gate and not permitted to go home.  
And yet this is not the worst. The Separation Wall is being built deeply into the Palestinean West Bank, not only taking land from the people to build the barrier--which is actually a complex of fence, wall, roads, barbed wire, and buffer land--but trapping tens of thousands of ordinary Palestineans between the Wall built on their land and the border between Israel and the West Bank. They can't pass through the Wall, and they aren't allowed across the border except in extremely rare circumstances.  The impact is devastating; cut off from work, farms, schools, extended families, and medical treatment, their despair is compounded by the constant visual reminder that a new border is being established. This new line of demarcation, if allowed to stand, will permit only a remnant of that which could be a Palestinean state. And, as if this weren't enough, the Wall makes huge incursions even further into the Occupied Territories to encircle the settlements which are already taking Palestinean land illegally.
At this point you might well be asking what all this has to do with the ministry of the English-speaking congregation of the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer in the Old city of Jerusalem. The answer is simple: this is the reality in which the entire congregation lives and walks. Virtually all the people at worship in the congregation on any Sunday live and work and interact with the Palestinean community. The fear, the injustice, the political movement which makes pawns out of everyday people, this is what we see and hear and lament each day. Last month five of us, American members of the congregation, went to a small village north of Jerusalem where we had been invited by another American couple to Thanksgiving dinner. As we drove through the checkpoints and other trappings of the occupation, I was struck once again by the life-draining conditions under which so many of my friends and acquaintances live. That was forced out of my mind by another, more mundane one: we were only allowed to make this trip because we are foreigners. Those who call this land home are not allowed even a small fraction of this freedom. 
Last Saturday a man brought an automatic rifle to the German congregation's Advent Bazaar here at Redeemer. He was probably a"settler," or "squatter," as I think of them. That is, he was one of the people the Israeli government allows and even subsidizes generously to seize land in the West Bank and build on it. To be fair, it was notable that he agreed to surrender his weapon, while he was shopping at the church event, to the pastor who confronted him. The terrible aspect of it is that the man was surprised that someone thought he was doing anything wrong. A settler carrying a loaded weapon in the Old City is a very common sight. A Palestinean carrying such a weapon would be arrested immediately, if not worse.
This is just a small taste of the circumstances in which our congregation lives and moves. Thanks be to God that we have the incredible promise of our God to be with us with grace and forgiveness in all our days!  Please remember all the people in this troubled land as together we prepare our hearts and lives to celebrate the birth of the Prince of Peace.
If you want to learn more about the Separation Wall, go to www.loga.org and click on "Israeli Separation Wall." [The last photo on that page is, by coincidence, the exact view my friend and I had from the porch. Note also that all the land you can see is in the West Bank. The border is not even in sight!] Then take the action called for there.
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