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The adage is that one can visit the Middle East for three weeks, go home, and write a book about the situation. After a three-month visit one can write an article. After three years one finds that he does know enough to write anything. I am about halfway to that third milestone, and I find that the clarity of vision and understanding I once thought was dawning has disappeared into a cloudy confusion. However, some factors are so apparent that they stand apart from any confusion. Some of them are in this letter.

Three interrelated topics dominate conversation here, both in personal relationships and in the public media: (1) the occupation—illegal, partially legal, legal, depending on one's political perspective; (2) peace talks after the Palestinian election; and (3) the unilateral Israeli "Disengagement Plan." Most other major stories in the media—the Separation Wall, the "soap opera" drama of the attempts to build a Likud/Labor coalition in the Knesset, or Israeli & Palestinian attacks and retaliation—are either about symptoms of the occupation or are sub-sets of one of these three issues.

(1) The Occupation. Until you live here for a period of time, it is very difficult to comprehend the effects of living in a land under military occupation on one's life, one's outlook, one's spirit. And please remember that I am living here as a guest of the occupied people, a foreigner who knows that he can leave at any time. I can only guess the impact on Palestinian…and Israeli…lives. 

Our flat is within sight of the Old City where the Lutheran Church of the            Redeemer is located. Even during the morning rush I can be pulling into the parking lot in 15 minutes. Yet, as I leave my home in the morning I am fully aware that I am subject to a succession of fuzzy-cheeked soldiers from Ethiopia, Russia, and other counties, wielding automatic weapons, who may tell me that I cannot pass. When I argue with them, some times I am allowed to pass; often I must drive several kilometers out of my way on other streets. I always get to my destination, but I always arrive with that heavy feeling that my life is in the control of others. One constant concern of mine is that I will become inured to the omnipresent show of force, to accept that as the norm in what is supposed to be a civilized society. One constant awareness of mine is that I will never become inured to the omnipresence of [settlers] civilians with automatic weapons stuck in the waistbands of their denims and slung over shoulders as they walk in the midst of the Holy Sites in Jerusalem. On more than one occasion pastors of this congregation have had to force such people to relinquish their weapons or leave the building.

But, as oppressive as things seem in Jerusalem, the occupation takes a different shape in the remainder of the West Bank and in Gaza. There the measures taken in the name of "security" are far more than inconvenient. They result in loss of jobs, lack of medical care, loss of educational opportunities, destruction of homes, targeted assassinations which often show little regard for potential harm to bystanders, and an overall demonstration of contempt for the welfare of Palestinian people. More often than not, the measures lack even a tenuous connection to security concerns. 

(2) The Path to Peace After the Elections. I have been in numerous conversations with merchants, neighbors, tradespersons, and others about the prospects for resumption of peace negotiations now that Mahmoud Abbas has been elected and sworn in as President. However, I was initially taken aback by the lack of excitement at the prospects, certainly not reflective of what the rest of the world is saying. Than it dawned on me: the people do not see any signs of change, and consequently little hope for change. The settlements continue to expand, taking more and more Palestinian land. The Separation Wall continues to grow, gobbling olive and citrus trees, water sources, and homes; increasingly, people regard these losses as permanent and irreversible. The American Administration continues to ignore the relentless encroachment of Israel onto land which is not theirs.  Make no mistake: the people here took the electoral process very seriously. They just do not have strong expectations about the behavior of nations whose history does nothing to lend optimism to the current circumstances.

(3) The Israeli Disengagement Plan. The proposed unilateral withdrawal of Israel from Gaza and from four small settlements in the northern sector of the West Bank is lauded by many as a first, giant step toward total withdrawal from all the West Bank. Unfortunately, it seems to me that all the praise is coming from elsewhere. As I listen to people here and as I read the newspapers, the prevailing sentiment is that the Sharon government envisions their plan not only as a first step, but also as the final step toward disengagement. Many people seem to take it for granted that Israel will never willingly give up the vast system of settlements, taken and held by force of arms and of law, which holds sway over so much Palestinian land, roads, and water. The fact that Israel proposes to "leave" Gaza while continuing to maintain absolute control over Gaza's borders, its seacoast, and its access to commerce is a strong indication that Israel's intention is to maintain similar control over the entire West Bank. Indeed, the network of permanent roads throughout the West Bank, from which Palestinians are barred, makes it quite evident that a permanent arrangement of control is planned. Even more open is the overwhelming impression that, barring international intervention, Jerusalem will never be shared. Even in East Jerusalem settlement activity moves forward, inexorably diminishing the land available to Palestinians, while simultaneously increasing the pressure for them to leave the city. And, when they do leave, they cannot return.

Perhaps it would be appropriate to close with a comment about the perception of people here of Christians from the United States. American Christians who live here and work with the Palestinian people are known, welcomed, and accepted warmly. However, we are few in number, and the groups we welcome and host are small. On the other hand Christian Zionists come by the thousands, and their presence is marked by public proclamations, enthusiastic support for the nation of Israel and its current policies, and loud pledges of political support. I am not suggesting parallel efforts. That is out of the question and likely not desirable, even if possible. At the same time I recall so vividly the highlights of so many visits by Christians who are not “pro-Israeli,” but “pro-peace” and “pro-justice.” I remember the smiles of the children at the refugee camps, the warmth of the churchgoers in Jerusalem, and the grateful faces of the villagers in Jayyous. These small groups of caring Christians bring a measure of hope to people here that could not be overcome by a thousand chanting Zionists! Their presence and concern add real substance and a human face to the oft-verbalized support of the ELCA. It is my fervent hope and prayer that my church could replicate that delegation and its impact, over…and over…and over.
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