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When Faiths Unite:  Religious Perspectives on Peacemaking in the Middle East
Sisters and brothers in Christ, salaam and grace to you from Jerusalem, the City of Peace,

First, let me say I wish that I could be there with you and apologize that I was not able to attend your event.  I know that my brother Said will do an admirable job of speaking on our behalf, as we have been partners in ministry for a long time and he has truly accompanied us along this difficult journey.  

As most of you know, we Palestinian Christians in the Holy Land are becoming fewer and fewer in number.  While we were closer to 20% of the population in 1948 when the conflict began, we are now less than 2% in this land.  We must make our voices heard, though, because we have some important roles to fulfill.   What are these roles?
First, we must accompany and affirm one another as Christian sisters and brothers here to keep the Christian witness alive in this land of the Resurrection.  Recently, I traveled with other faith leaders from Jerusalem to Nablus, a city in the northern West Bank, to celebrate with the Christian community the 25th Anniversary of the Greek Melchite priest there.  Although it was a festive celebration for them, when we gathered together afterward, the elders were sharing their sadness that now they are only 650 Christians out of 120,000 people.  It meant a great deal to them that we had come to be with them as a part of the body of Christ, but we are all afraid that this is the future of Christianity here.  
Second, we must join together with Jewish and Muslim faith leaders to seek common values of justice, peace, reconciliation and equitable, respectful co-existence between nations and peoples.  In this age of extremism, we are called to stand up together to condemn any hatred, violence or injustice perpetrated in the name of religion, no matter who are the perpetrators and who are the victims.
The situation in our country now is deteriorating despite some hopeful signs.  Although there are more and more grass roots people working for just peace and reconciliation, the power structures continue to work against us.  If the disengagement from Gaza was the first step to ending the occupation, we welcome it.  But the realities around Jerusalem, Ramallah and Bethlehem are in fact becoming worse and more restricted rather than better.  The recent European Union report details the increasing isolation and ongoing illegal annexation process of East Jerusalem, as does another report by the International Crisis Group called "The Jerusalem Powderkeg."   
It is very difficult for us to watch that the enemies of justice and peace and the mongers of war often seem to have such a strong voice. Being a Christian, though, our voice speaks for human dignity and reconciliation.  We are preaching a different kind of gospel than the world wants to hear, and we must find our support and strength in our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, who came to embody hope in this very land.  It is through this faith, and the prayers of sisters and brothers like you, that we find our hope as we work together to spread the truth that sets us all free together.  

 During this time now, we believe we need to focus on four things:
1)  Stop the spiral violence and its causes.
We believe that it is time that the world breaks the silence and condemns all violence, extremism and terror.   The growing phenomenon of suicide bombings is terrorizing the world and prompting us to react out of fear, through greater military might.  This seems to be only adding fuel to the fire.  If we really want to stop these actions, we must look deeper and expose the structural violence often underneath the despair and hopelessness that drives some – unjustifiable as it is - to take these tragic actions. All violence, inhumanity and violations of international human rights' laws must be stopped, including extrajudicial assassinations that deny any kind of due process or justice system, home demolitions leaving thousands homeless, confiscation of land and life through the construction of walls and illegal settlement expansion.
2)  Give a vision of a just peace.
We still endorse the two-state solution with two viable, equal, contiguous, democratic states living side by side and with the Holy City of Jerusalem shared by Jews, Muslims, Christians, Israelis and Palestinians.  There must be a just resolution of the right of return for refugees. The only way to lasting peace and a secure Israel is through justice for the Palestinians, and the only way for justice to be achieved for Palestinians is to ensure security for Israel.  This is a symbiotic relationship, and we must all work together for our common interests.
3)  Don't allow extremists to hijack our religions or regions.
Much of our conflict here is caused by extremists who manipulate holy writings into sick scenarios justifying hate, violence and the betterment of one people at the expense of another. Extremism is an equal opportunity phenomenon and it raises its ugly head in all three of the monotheistic faiths.  In my country, we suffer at the hands of Jewish, Muslim and Christian extremists.  Jewish zealots believe God gave them all the land for all of eternity and this gives them the right to confiscate land and violate Palestinian's rights.     We also are challenged by hard-line Muslims who want to establish an Islamic state world-wide based on sharia law.   Christian Zionists – many from the US – come to support Israel blindly and to create destructive scenarios provoking the final battle which will bring about the Second Coming of Christ.  These Christians weaken the local Palestinian church and give the impression that Christians are against issues of justice facing their Palestinian sisters and brothers.  All of these extremists turn a political conflict into a religious one.
We must all have the courage and a strategy to stand up to our own extremists and to reclaim our common Biblical rooting in salaam, shalom, justice and mutual respect for all of God's children.  We can't allow the extremists from all three religions to kidnap justice from the Holy Land and the future of our children.
4)  Interfaith Advocacy 
We need all people of faith and good conscience in all of our religions to stand up and speak out for justice and peace in Palestine and Israel.  For too long, the world has sat on the fence not wanting to take a controversial stand, wanting to maintain the pretext of being "balanced."  But this situation is not balanced.  The Palestinians have no power, no voice, less and less land and are now being locked behind walls into little ghettoes. The silent majority within Israel also want to speak for justice.   We need you to stand with the oppressed, on the side of justice, and to raise your voices with the voiceless.   

Our world today is crying out for strong, dynamic and faithful leadership to overcome the hatred and violence endemic in our lands. It is time that faith leaders everywhere committed themselves to making religion part of the solution rather than part of the problem that it so often is. It is time to make religion the driving force for healing and reconciliation that it can and should be. The only way out of our situation is together, joining our hearts and hands to promote our common Biblical heritage of a loving God who created all humans with the divine image, equally deserving of the blessings of creation and abundant life.  
Thank you for your partnership and support of our schools and churches.  By investing in holistic, faith-filled and quality education, you keep hope alive by keeping children in school and working toward a better tomorrow.  May God's peace, salaam and shalom be with us all.  
