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As I was walking once in Jerusalem, I came upon a woman with her church group from the United States visiting the Holy Land.  I asked her where she had visited, and she gave me the usual list of places.  Then I asked her if she had spoken with any Palestinian Christians, and she was quick to reply:

"No, no, this is a church group.  We're not getting political."

Think about that.  To some Christians, my very existence – a brother in Christ – is seen as political.  Nowhere in the world is the mix of politics and religion as potentially lethal as in the Middle East, as recent events have painfully shown us.  There are those who distort the holy writings and teachings to justify violence, occupation and hate, and who try to transform political issues into religious wars.   

But perhaps the problem is not that we are mixing politics and religion, but that these are the chefs we are allowing to take over the kitchen.  And their mix of extremism in both politics and religions can be a dangerous.     

We believe that it is time for churches – and religions – to raise their prophetic voices and unite in their stand for common values of justice, human dignity and mutual respect for all people regardless of gender, race or creed.  
If Jesus were alive today, someone would be telling him to stay out of politics and stick to religion.   But Jesus wouldn't really understand the question.  He didn't care what you called it, he just believed in loving and serving the humanity of each person.  His compassion and mission led him out into the streets with the people.  From the first day he laid out his program, it was clear that his mission would be revolutionary:
"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 the Lord's favor.  Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing."

Jesus came to embody the reign of God by turning the world upside down, by blessing the poor and the peacemaker, breaking the yokes of oppression and inviting all to the table of God's blessings.  Just as the prophets before him had done.  There are no themes more fundamental to the Hebrew scriptures than justice and righteousness – right relations with people.  When Isaiah called the people of Israel to repent and turn back to their covenant relationship with God, he reminded them 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)

Some criticize me for being too political.  For me, justice is not political, it is biblical. It is a spiritual struggle but it arises from a real world struggle to liberate human beings from the sin of oppression and occupation.  And justice is by nature not balanced, it is on the side of the suffering and the oppressed, the weak and the poor.  

"God is first and foremost the God of victims:  God is one who bends down to release an oppressed people; the God who is proclaimed as good news for the poor; the God who identifies with the downcast and despised right into death; the God who in Christ became victim of violent assault and suffered a death of torture on the cross.  Just how radical the Christian message is on the point can once more be best illustrated with a reference to Christ's words in Matthew 25:35..'For I was hungry…I was thirsty…I was a stranger'  
In our suffering neighbor it is none other than God whom we meet.'"
"Vulnerability and Security:"  A Study from the Commission on International Affairs in Norway, 2002
As His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI pointed out, the church "cannot remain on the sidelines in the struggle for justice."  The church's agenda is to uphold human dignity and justice in a globalized world.
We have learned from liberation theologians like Romero, Boff and others that faith cannot be neutral when the life and death of human beings is at stake.  In 1979, the Conference of Catholic Bishops in Puebla stated that that "Christianity is supposed to evangelize the whole of human life, including the political dimension."
"In the Biblical tradition it is not enough for faith to be true in the terms in which it is expressed (orthodoxy); it is verified, made true, when it is informed by love, solidarity, hunger and thirst for justice.  St. James teaches that 'faith without good deeds is useless."  




Leonardo Boff  Introducting Liberation Theology
When we look for true justice in today's world, we see the great divide between the East and the West, the haves and the have-nots, the occupied and the occupier.  Today's justice is deeply rooted in self-interest, power and economics and double standards.   This contradicts the power of the cross:  that God has redeemed all humanity equally regardless of gender, ethnicity or race, whether powerful or weak, rich or poor, from the north or south, east or west.  The reign of God calls us all together to the higher vision of seeking justice, love and reconciliation for all people.

These hypocritical standards for justice and ethics are at the heart of the unrest in the Middle East.  We continue to believe that the road to peace in this region is first through Jerusalem, because the Arab and Muslim world sees this conflict as the test of the Western world's relationship with it.  The Arab world sees the superpowers upholding freedom and justice only for some and not for them.  They still want the US to be an honest broker for justice and peace in this conflict, but how can they believe that when the US unequivocally supports one side?  Bringing peace to the region will depend not on how powerful the West is or how mighty its military may be. It will depend on whether the powerful and the international community can implement justice with one standard for all nations of the world including themselves.  I believe the church in the North and the South is equally responsible for justice in this world.  We are thankful for those prophetic voices, for together we create a symphony of justice that disturbs injustice and oppression.  Together we are working toward a future with justice and peace in the Middle East and the world.
Today's world is crying out for leadership, and we believe the church needs to stand up and reclaim its public and prophetic voice.  Jim Wallis of SoJourners says it well:

It's time to reassert and reclaim the gospel faith – especially in our public life.  When we do, we discover that faith challenges the powers that be to do justice for the poor, instead of preaching a 'prosperity gospel' and supporting politicians who further enrich the wealthy.  We remember that faith hates violence and tries to reduce it and exerts a fundamental presumption against war, instead of justifying it in God's name.  We see that faith creates community from racial, class, and gender divisions and prefers international community over nationalist religion."

In our context as Palestinian Christians, living prophetically means that we are to: 
1)  condemn all forms of violence and sin;
2)  uphold a prophetic vision of just peace;
3)  uphold a prophetic vision of a modern, civil, democratic society;
4) seek common values of mutual respect and human dignity with other faiths;
1) To be prophetic is to expose and condemn sin of all kinds.  
As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote,

"It is part of the church's office of guardianship that she shall call sin by its name and that she shall warn against sin;  If the church did not do this, she would be incurring part of the guilt for the blood of the wicked. (Ezek 3:17)."

Today, we find that the sins that are tearing our world apart are largely corporate sins such as  domination, injustice, racism and violence.  Salvation today must go beyond the freed and forgiven individual to bring God's liberation and healing to communities trapped in oppression, injustice and fear.  Justification by faith must go beyond eternal salvation to set free and to restore right relations in this world.  This globalized world is hungry for the message of salaam and shalom which the Risen Christ brought to the disciples locked in their upper room behind doors of fear.  The Biblical message of justice and peace must come to us in our locked rooms and behind concrete walls of dehumanization, isolation and perversions of truth.  

We have clearly stated our status confessionis  that the occupation is a sin against God and against humanity.  It deprives people of their human rights and dignity.  It demoralizes first the occupier and then the occupied.  Ending the occupation means liberating both Palestinians and Israelis from the evils of occupation and giving them both justice.  Furthermore, the churches have also been vocal in condemning all spiral violence and terrorism - no matter the perpetrator - including suicide bombings, targeted assassinations, incursions or home demolitions.    We believe that all human life is sacred and we must work to protect it.

2)  Uphold a vision of peace with justice;
The Palestinian Christian church contributes to earthly peace and justice in its public role.  In recalling our identity in baptism, celebrating the Lord's Supper, telling the biblical narrative and in teaching faith, hope and love in Christ, the church in the Middle East provides the basis of prophetic peacemaking for our lives.
Our vision of justice advocates the liberation of Palestinians from occupation and a viable, contiguous Palestinian state according to international law. We still envision a two-state solution, which means having the state of Israel and the state of Palestine - along the 1967 borders - living side by side in peace, equality, justice and reconciliation.  We call for a political solution for the right of return for refugees, a solution to the illegal settlements, a shared Jerusalem and shared resources such as water.  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 want the Palestinian to see God in the face of the Israeli, and the Israeli to see God in the face of the Palestinian.  Only then, when we accept one another's humanity, will we recognize one another's human, civil, political, national and religious rights.  Only then will the Holy Land become the promised land of milk and honey for both Palestinians and Israelis.
3)  Uphold a vision of a modern, civil, secular, democratic Palestinian society;
In our new political environment, it is now more important than ever that we work for justice, freedom and equality for all, especially freedom of speech, religion and equal rights for women.   Our emerging state must have a modern, democratic, civil society that lives out the premise that justice must begin at home.  It must not base its government on either the Koran or the Bible because they promote theocracy and the constitution should be based on modern principles of democracy.    
Palestinian churches are deeply committed to community-based education focused on teaching peace, co-existence and democratic principles.  Muslim and Christian students together, boys and girls, side by side, learn how to live and learn with one another.  We strive to provide quality, wholistic education that inspires our children to develop their spirits and selves to be all that they can be.  Through music, art, sports, drama and a myriad of other programs, we are always seeking to prepare our children to build their hearts, homes and new nation with the values of a modern, civil society with human rights for all. 

We are teaching our children – Israelis and Palestinians – how to live together without walls, fences or barriers, without occupation or violence.  We are teaching our children how to turn our anger into love, fear into healing and animosity into neighborhood.

4) Seek common values of mutual respect and human dignity with other faiths;
There is no conflict in which the Holy Writings have been so abused and twisted as in the Middle East conflict.  Each religion is good at pointing the finger at the other and blaming them for their extremist behavior, but each one has its own work to do.  We Christians must clean our own kitchen before going on to others.  
Fundamentalists, with their rigid, political, militant interpretations are dangerous not only to the Middle East but to the whole world because they give the world a bad image of Christianity and they pervert justice.  We Palestinians are oppressed by the right-wing evangelicals who come to Jerusalem with their dispensational scenarios trying to bring on Armageddon and the Second Coming of Christ.  This extremism dehumanizes Palestinians and hurts the local Palestinian church. We must join together as Christians to say that we believe in Christ on the cross and a God of love, not a God of hate and war.  
The great world religions have both similarities and fundamental differences.  One of the most important similarities is actually a conviction that it is part of the innermost essence of religion to be a source of peace and reconciliation.  
And herein lies the great challenge.  Respect for plurality and diversity is put to the test in a special way  in worldviews and beliefs that hold – each independently and in its own tradition – that they know the Truth itself.  The credibility of religious convictions is put to the test in their desire for peace.


"Vulnerability and Security:"  A Study from the Commission on International Affairs in Norway, 2002

In Jerusalem, we have formed an Inter-Religious Leadership Council for the Holy Land to dialogue about important issues of faith and life.  One of the issues we have been exploring is whether the root cause of our conflict here is terrorism – the Jewish position – or occupation – the Muslim and Christian perspective.  We have been examining what our holy writings say about this.  We also believe that people of faith and courage must dialogue about common values like justice, mutual respect, reconciliation and peace that will build community and civil society.  

We have been strong supporters of King Abdullah's Amman Message, which seeks to raise the moderate voices of Islam and promote a better understanding among religions.  The initiative, which began last fall, speaks boldly against extremism:

No human whose heart is filled with light could be an extremist.  We decry the campaign that portrays Islam as a religion that encourages violence and institutionalizes terrorism.  
Throughout history, extremism has caused the destruction of great civilizations. The tree of civilization wilts, and hearts close, when malice takes hold.  It is an evil alien to Islamic values of moderation and tolerance.  


Today, we call on the international community to work seriously on implementing international  law and ensuring respect for U.N. conventions and resolutions, ensuring that there are no double standards, that injustice is uprooted and that people’s rights are returned.  Achieving this will contribute to uprooting the causes of violence, exaggeration, and extremism.

 

Sisters and brothers, we ask you to assist us in our challenge for Muslim and Christian leaders to gather in the Middle East to develop a code of ethics which will guide us in how to live together as religions and nations, so that what has happened in recent weeks shall not be repeated.  We Palestinian Christians can be a bridge to the Muslim world to help this happen, as we have lived peacefully side by side for centuries.  We can be a voice of Islam to the West and a voice of the West to Islam and the Arab world.
It is time to liberate our world from the extremism and hate that seeks to dominate and distract us from promoting common values of love, justice, peace and human dignity.

It is time to help make religion a driving force for reconciliation and healing that it should be rather than a part of the problem.

It is time for us to realize that there has been 


"enough hate, enough violence, enough occupation!"

How many more deaths, shattered cities, walls of concrete will it take before we refuse to further destroy one another?    

If ever there was a time to transform our swords into ploughshares, 





our hatred into love, 






our oppression into freedom, it is now.  
May God use us as instruments of this healing, ministers of reconciliation and brokers of justice. 
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