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Here We Stand:  Palestinian Lutherans Rooted in Holy Ground

There is a Palestinian Christian from Bethlehem who gives talks around the US about Palestinian Christians.  It is always difficult for people to grasp that there really is such a thing as a Palestinian Christian.  Most people from the West think of Palestinians as Muslims.  At the end of one talk, after he had been speaking for almost an hour, a lady raised her hand and said, "So do you mean that you celebrate Christmas?"  Exasperated, he said, "Lady, we invented Christmas!"
My sisters and brothers and I are Arab Palestinian Evangelical Lutheran Christians, and this has shaped our identity from the beginning:  We are deeply rooted in the incarnation, justification by grace and the theology of the cross.

The ministry of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land is varied and spreads from Jerusalem to Jordan.  We have 6 churches, 4 schools and 4 additional educational programs. The churches in Ramallah and Amman, Jordan, were formed by Palestinian refugees who were driven from their land in 1947 and 48 during the Palestinian-Israeli war and then again in 1967.  In the Bethlehem Triangle, we have churches in Bethlehem, Beit Sahour and Beit Jala.  The International Center in Bethlehem offers a wide variety of arts, music, cultural and economic empowerment programs, including a conference center for cultural events, a guesthouse and a media center.  Our Beit Jala church has developed Abraham's House, a youth hostel and guesthouse especially designed for interfaith dialogue.   The Church of the Redeemer has an active Elderly Center, and the Ramallah Church operates a large Meals and Care for the Elderly visitation program.
The 4 ELCJHL schools strive to offer excellent, holistic education and also to foster peace education, tolerance, democratic principles and equal rights for women.  About half the students in our 4 K-12 schools are Muslim, so we live out the co-existence that we teach.  In addition to the schools, the ELCJHL operates 2 boarding homes, one for boys and one for girls (on the campus of Talitha Kumi school), an Environmental Education Center, a Kindergarten and Martin Luther Community Development Center.  Though there are less than 5,000 Palestinian Lutherans, our ministry reaches thousands more through these ministries of Word, witness and service.   We are in partnership and accompanied by churches throughout the world interested in supporting Palestinian Christianity.
Palestinian Christians feel like the living remnant of the biblical traditions.  Palestine was,  after all, the place in the world that our God chose to become incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth and where the Christian church was born.  It was here the Holy Spirit came in great power upon the followers of Jesus and enabled them to preach the Gospel.  The early church was a multicultural church that preached in Arabic (Act. 2:11), and the apostles and believers were called to witness to Christ in Jerusalem, Palestine and all parts of the world.   It was here that Jesus taught us to be peacemakers, to be light and salt and to share ourselves with others - no matter who they are.  It was here Jesus challenged us to feed the hungry, welcome the stranger, care for the sick and liberate the oppressed.

The incarnation has to do with relationships:  the divine to the human, the human to the divine, the human to the human.  In radical love and grace, God chose to break the boundaries between the human and the divine, and Christ broke boundaries by eating with sinners, tax collectors and prostitutes, by welcoming all to his table in love.  Christ shows us our identity is to be inclusive and not exclusive - molded by love, forgiveness and reconciliation.  
The incarnation also has to do with real-world realities.  To those who are tempted to make faith and salvation strictly an other-worldly experience, the incarnation comes as a resounding affirmation that this earth and what goes on here is so important that God sent Christ into the midst of it to stand with us here and show us a different way.  
Palestinian Christians today live under the harsh real-world reality of occupation and oppression.  More than 800,000 Palestinians were displaced from their homes and their lands in 1948 and later in 1967; almost 500 villages were erased from existence.  The long history of violence and terrorism on both sides has left both Israelis and Palestinians living in fear.   Since 1967, the Israelis have continued to build and expand settlements on confiscated Palestinian land in the West Bank against international law, causing increasing violence, bitterness and movement restrictions for Palestinians.  The construction of settlement bypass roads further fragmented the West Bank into little enclaves that Palestinians found themselves trapped in, unable to move outside of them.  In 2002, the Israelis began construction of the separation wall that cuts through Palestinian land, separating people from their own neighborhoods, jobs, schools, work, even farmlands.  Despite the recent withdrawal of 9,000 settlers from Gaza and 4 small Northern West Bank settlements, other settlements continue to grow.  In the Jerusalem area alone, plans are approved for at least 20,000 more settlers in brand new or expanding settlements.  Palestinians continue to lose hope, homes and land to the relentless settlement enterprise.  

It is in these hard circumstances that we must preach a gospel of hope, healing and reconciliation.  It is quite a challenge.  But so it was for Jesus.
Palestine was living under Roman occupation and great injustice when he stood in the temple and laid out his mission and ministry by quoting Isaiah:  "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of God's favor." (4:18-19).   Jesus came to turn things upside down.  In a world that worshipped wealth and status, Jesus blessed the poor and lifted the lowly.  He also came to upset the religious apple cart of his day and to show that outward signs of religiosity and false piety were not what faith is all about.   What mattered to Jesus was restoring justice, wholeness and shalom – right relations between people and their God and sharing the blessings of creation. 

Justice and righteousness – right relations with people – are grounded, according to the Hebrew scriptures, in God's divine nature. God is a God of justice who cares deeply for the well-being of every human being.  Professor Gerhardt von Rod says there is no concept more important in the Hebrew Scriptures than justice.  The worship expected of the righteous, those who practice justice and righteousness, is rooted in obedience to the covenant.  When Isaiah called the people of Israel to repent and turn back to their covenant relationship with God, they were reminded that it would mean seeking justice and correcting oppression (1:17), letting the oppressed go free, breaking every yoke (58:6).  The prophet Micah spells out clearly: "What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God." (6:8)

It is the relationship between justice and justification that we Palestinian Lutherans see and feel so clearly.  Before Luther was able to articulate his theology of justification by grace through faith, he was driven by his own real world question:  "How do I find a merciful and gracious God?"

People in our pews ask slightly different but related questions:    

· Where is God in a world torn apart by violence, war and injustice?  

· What does justification by grace look like to people who live under occupation and oppression?  

· Will we ever be set free from fear, injustice, terrorism and hatred and be able to live in peace with justice? 

Our theology must address these harsh realities or it becomes irrelevant.    We must be able to look theologically at our modern day world and give fresh voice to God's saving activity in the midst of the brokenness.
Justification today for us goes beyond the freed and forgiven individual, to bring God's liberation and healing to communities trapped in oppression, injustice and fear.  

Justification today for us goes beyond eternal salvation to set free and restore right relations in this world.

Justification today means realizing the Biblical message of shalom and salaam which the Risen Christ brought to the disciples locked in their upper room behind doors of fear.   The Biblical message today comes to us in our own locked rooms of dehumanization, oppression, demonization and perversions of truth.  

Dr. Ishmael Noko, the General Secretary of the Lutheran World Federation, explains the relationship between justice and justification.  It is a call to all those who are baptized into Christ to take part in building community across the barriers that exist between nations, ethnic groups, genders and generations.  Because we are justified by God and not by our own qualities or actions, we should all receive each other as God receives us.  The gift of justification that we are given in Christ is an affirmation that we are all made in God's image, that we are each of value as individuals.  
It is in daring to love with such radical grace that Christ exposed himself to the cross and embodied the resurrection of hope.   It is in the power of non-violence and weakness that God chose to show the greatest strength, though it is hidden in the mystery of suffering and standing with those who suffer.  As we are so loved, we are called to love with a radical grace that embraces saint and sinner, Palestinian and Israeli, refugee and settler.
So, as Luther used to say, what does this all mean to us?
The Prophetic Voice for Justice, Non-Violence and Reconciliation
It means, as Lutherans, we are called to speak out clearly against violence and stand for justice.    We condemn spiral violence and terrorism no matter who commits them.   We witness to the injustices we see and enter into the struggle to end them.  The ELCJHL has clearly stated the occupation is a sin against God and against humanity.  It deprives both peoples of their human rights and dignity.  It demoralizes first the occupier and then the occupied.  To demand an end to the occupation is to demand liberation for both Israelis and Palestinians from the sin of occupation.  What Israel and Palestine both need is justice

We are convinced that the security of Israel is dependent on the freedom and justice of the Palestinians; and the freedom and justice of the Palestinians is dependent on the security of Israel.  Only when we understand this symbiotic relationship will a just peace be realized. 

We advocate a viable, contiguous Palestinian state with international legitimacy.  We still envision a two-state solution, which means having the state of Israel and the State of Palestine living side by side in peace, equality, justice and reconciliation. We call for a shared Jerusalem and a just solution to the settlements, allocation of water resources; and the right of return for Palestinian refugees.    
We work within Palestinian society for justice that will respect every person's human and civil rights;   a state that provides equality and freedom of religion for every human being; a modern, democratic, civil society that lives out the premise that justice must begin at home.   We ask the global church to seek and speak the truth and work for justice and peace here because it is at the fulcrum of so much hatred and division in the world.   I believe the church in the North and the South are equally responsible for justice in this world.  We are thankful for other prophetic voices, for together we create a symphony of justice that disturbs injustice and oppression and opens the way for humanity's future.  
People often tell me:  religion shouldn't interfere with politics. 
If one is prophetic for justice, one is challenged:  why should the church meddle in politics?  Is this the role of the church?    
For me, justice is not political, it is biblical.  Being justified by grace through faith returns us to the real meaning of biblical justice.  It describes the ambiguity in which we human beings find ourselves.  We are at the same time sinners and saints, always in need of justice and liberation, which God graciously gives us.  It means being simultaneously judged and set free.  Those of us experiencing injustice in the world have the wonderful hope of justice from the cross and resurrection of Christ.  Yes, we are victims of injustice, but as we are saved by God's grace, the God of justice will never allow injustice to have the final word.  For this reason, the struggle for justice is always a spiritual struggle.
I believe it is the prophetic role of the Christian church to break the vicious cycle of violence, hatred and retaliation.  It is the mission of the Christian church now to work toward healing, peace-making, reconciliation and restoring God's image of humanity.  Here justification by grace through faith calls the Palestinian church to educate the grassroots of both nations to see God not only in itself but also in the other. We challenge Palestinians to see God in the eyes of the Israelis, and Israelis to see God in the eyes of the Palestinians.  When we see God in the other, we can accept the humanity of the other and even the otherness of the other.  When the humanity of the other is rediscovered, then we can mutually recognize each other's human, civil, religious, political and national rights.  Only then will the Holy Land become a promised land of milk and honey for both Palestinians and Israelis.  

Prophetic Ecumenism

Just as the Reformers in the 16th century encouraged Christians to be masters of dialogue with others of differing views, so must we of the 21st century encourage Christians to listen to one another and to seek God's truth together. Unity through dialogue will be critical for the survival of the Christian church.   Either we learn to live together, or we will die separately.

I believe one of our biggest challenges here in Jerusalem and in the West is to reclaim our identity as evangelicals, standing for justification by grace, justice and the theology of the cross.  Extreme right-wing evangelicals promote conflict, hate and even war through views that distort our scriptures and try to bring on the second coming of Jesus.  These views also  confuse modern-day Israel with biblical Israel and thereby uncritically glorify modern Israeli policies that create injustice and denigrate human dignity.  We seek to speak with a prophetic voice that claims Christians believe in a loving God of justice and Christ of the cross, not in a theology of glory and military might.   Mainline evangelicals here have joined together in several important ways.  Together, we have created NEST (Near East School of  Theology), which is co-owned by the Lutherans, Anglicans and Presbyterians.  The formation of the Fellowship of Middle East Evangelical Churches (FMEEC) helps us share resources and support, such as the young women's leadership counference scheduled this fall in Amman.  For the first time in history, evangelicals and reformed leaders from all over the Middle East – Syria, Lebanon, Tunisia, Iran, Algiers and Egypt – met together this fall and have drafted a mutual recognition agreement.    
Prophetic Interfaith Dialogue

One of the most disturbing elements of faith and life today is that religion and the Holy Writings of the respective religions are being misused to justify injustice, violence, terrorism and war in the Middle East.  Nowhere is this more evident than in the Palestinian/Israeli conflict.

The Christian Bible and the Torah have been used by some as the very foundation for violence and injustice.  Some Jewish people say in the Torah God has given the land to Israel for all of eternity.  By this reasoning, occupation of the land and the building of illegal Israeli settlements on confiscated Palestinian land are justified.  In a similar way, the Koran has also been used by certain groups to justify actions to oppose these same activities.   Some Christians, both mainline and sects, insist on reading the bible in eschatological and dispensationalist frameworks.  Some use the apocalyptic books to justify the destruction of the Dome of the Rock in order to build the Third Temple on the same site in Jerusalem.  They believe that this will hasten the second coming of Jesus and thus are hoping for the Armageddon War.   In that war, they believe, the Messiah will punish - even kill - those who never believed In Him.  For me, this is a sick ideology and perversion of the word of God, because it seeks Christ the military general, not the Messiah of the cross. The Catholic bishops of Illinois in 2003 declared this kind of thinking to be false prophecy.  I call it heresy.   The proponents seek war and other strange scenarios for the fulfillment of prophecy.  But, in fact, the Bible teaches us what Luther emphasized, that we are to seek Christ, (was Christum treiben) and only Christ, and not scenarios of bloodshed, oppression and war.  When the Holy writings are perverted and twisted in these ways, then religion becomes a cause and source of the perpetual injustice and brokenness of the Middle East, rather than the path to peace and wholeness that it should be.  
We seek to initiate prophetic interfaith dialogue.  We challenge faith leaders from all religions to stand up and speak clearly to their own and other faiths that violence, hatred, occupation or war done in the name of God is blasphemy.  In this prophetic interfaith dialogue we seek to unite in a common mission of reconciliation and healing.  We must have the courage to stand against war, violence and militarism and challenge the powers in the world:  
· Stop the War! 
· Stop the militarization in the Middle East that kills humanity and can destroy the ME with conventional and non-conventional weapons six hundred times over! 
· Too much money is spent on weapons, military operations, the occupation and killing people!  
· This money could be better spent eradicating poverty, providing education, building the infra-structure of society, democracy, justice and equality.   These are the bridges to peace and reconciliation.  
Prophetic interfaith dialogue promotes peace education and tolerance of the other.  We truly need to learn about other religions as they want to be perceived and not as we think they are.  Peace education helps the adherents of one religion to have a positive picture of the adherents of different religions and to avoid stigmatization, demonization and dehumanization.  Such understanding helps everyone to co-exist with equality, love and hope. When people of faith name, recognize and repent the times when their religion has distorted God's loving intention, it heals bitter wounds and leads to reconciliation.  The Middle East will be safer, richer, stronger, if dialogue with other religions guides us to build a just and peaceful new world order with security and reconciliation, freedom and tolerance, civility and a culture of peace.  

As Arab Palestinian Evangelical Lutheran Christians, we celebrate our Reformation heritage and the world-wide community of Lutherans and reformers working together to create the ever-reforming, living church God calls us to be:  instruments of radical love, brokers of just peace, bridge-builders between Israelis and Palestinians, accompaniers for unity among the Churches, initiators of dialogue among all three monotheistic religions, ministers of reconciliation and apostles of love.  

We give thanks for those who have accompanied us from the beginning, especially those early missionaries from Germany who saw the importance of teaching the children, preaching the word and ministering to the local people.  We ask you to continue walking with us through these difficult times.  Our very existence as Palestinian Christians is threatened now with continued emigration of those tired of the harsh occupation oppression.  Our hope lies in partnerships where we accompany one another in this ever-challenging ministry of reconciliation, peace-making and working for justice.  Stay with us on this journey, for just as we Palestinian Lutherans are literally rooted in this Holy Ground, we are all rooted in the holy ground of Christ's cross and resurrection that gives us the power to say:

"Here we stand:  on the side of justice, justification by grace through faith, shalom and salaam and human dignity for all.   We can do no other!""
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