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God's Reign and People's Rule

On behalf of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land, and as Chair of the Board of Al Diyar, it is my pleasure to welcome you here to this conference on God's Reign and People's Rule.   As we say here, Ahlan wa-sahlan!

I was standing one day with a young Palestinian looking up at the towering separation wall, and he said, "well, since everything is from God, this must be God's will."  

I said, "no!"

Human beings also make decisions and have power here on earth, and they can cause evil and suffering that can not possibly be God's will.

This fatalistic belief that everything is from God - that God has all of life predestined – strips away the power we human beings do have because it makes a mockery of the brain, the skills and the abilities that God gave us.  

Things are never as simple as some people want to make them.  Certainly we believe that God uses people to accomplish His will.  But I believe we are living in a time when people are using God to accomplish their wills.  And that can be a very dangerous trend.  

For example, when some people confiscate land, demolish homes and lock people into ghettoes based on religion or ethnicity to fulfill what they say is Biblical prophecy, it is not God's will.

When some try to find justification from their Holy writings for violence and terrorism, it is not God's will.

And when some support Israeli settlements and militarization to provoke conflict, Armageddon and the Second Coming of Jesus, it is hardly God's reign they are working for but their own destructive delusions.   

So how do we determine, as human beings, how to use our power and decisions responsibly and according to God's purposes?

I think Jesus has summed it up in Matthew 22:  

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your mind.  And you shall love your neighbor as yourself.  

Or Micah 6:8 comes to mind:  
"You know, o mortal, what is good:
 what does the Lord require you but to do justice, 
love kindness and walk humbly with your God.
And Jesus quoted from Isaiah 61 when he announced his ministry:  

To bring good news to the poor, 

To proclaim release to the captive 
and recovery of sight to the blind, 

to let the oppressed go free, (Luke 4:18b-19).

I propose these are the best tests for God's will and the role of the Church as we think about God's Reign and People's Rule.
Martin Luther built a theology of the Two Kingdoms, which acknowledged that God's kingdom and the kingdom in the earthly realm are different, yet related, and extend to each other.  Christians – and the whole church – have a vocation to call for love of neighbor and justice between all people.  

As Dietrich Bonhoffer suggested, the church is the guardian of the politics and the state, of how the earthly kingdom is treating the neighbor.  The church should always uphold the equal dignity and worth of every neighbor – regardless of race, ethnicity, religion or political affiliation – for each is a precious child of God.  The church must stand for justice and peace-making, and when it is silent in the face of injustice it is shirking its responsibility in God's earthly kingdom and allowing itself to be co-opted by powers that are destroying God's creation and working against God's will. 
This week CNN had a special program on God's Warriors, an examination of the ways in which Christian, Jewish and Muslim extremists are using God and God's writings to achieve their political and theological wills.  It is our vocation as a church – as all people of faith and courage – to work against these extremist doctrines of hate and violence and to make our church and our religions part of the solution rather than part of the problem in this world.   We must not allow them to pretend that their own narrow political interests are equal to God's will.  
God is not a real estate broker giving land to one people over another based on religion.  Nor is God the spinner and director of sick apolcalyptic scenarios in which God will slaughter masses of people with fire and brimstone and swoop the "saved" up into a Hallmark card heaven.  We Christians believe in a flesh and blood God of the Incarnation who weeps for each and every child of God who suffers and calls us to love, heal, set free, feed and bless every one of them in God's name.   That is God's will!
Our Palestinian church, including the ELCJHL, is called to serve that mission in this place, and it is difficult.  We are called to be prophetic, which means we want to work for humanity and for the sake of justice.  Some say the church in Palestine is too small in number to do anything significant.  Mission is not measured in numbers, but in word, deed, faith, attitude and steadfastness.  Our Palestinian church is an integral part of our society and plays a major role in serving the people regardless of race, religion or political affiliation.  And we speak out prophetically against any form of oppression, injustice, occupation or violence.  We have always been a constant voice against the internal fighting between Hamas and Fatah.  We told them to stop fighting and defaming the other, because there is no Hamas cause nor is there a Fatah cause. There is only one Palestinian cause and one Palestinian flag.  
We also speak out for a vision of a Palestinian state, living side by side with the state of Israel in peace with justice, along the 67 lines, with a shared Jerusalem, a political solution to the refugees, shared resources and an end to settlements.       
Being prophetic also keeps us working for a Palestinian state that will be a democratic, modern, civil society, that will guarantee freedom of speech and religion and equal rights for all.   We will not rest until these visions are fulfilled.

As we contemplate these complex and vital issues of God's Reign and People's Rule, may the Holy Spirit bless us, encourage us, open our minds and soften our hearts to hear the wisdom and character of the coming of God's reign among us.  Thanks to Pastor Mitri Raheb and all of his staff and committee who have made this conference possible, and to all of the guests who have come to help lead it.  And now may this conference stretch us and lead us forward into the light of God's Reign.
Thank you and God Bless You,

