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Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ, Fellow Bishops, 
It is a great privilege to be here addressing you today about reconciliation and healing in the Holy Land.  I bring you greetings from the Palestinian Christians in the Holy Land, who are praying and working for justice and peace.  

We recently hosted the Annual Meeting of the LWF in Jerusalem and the theme was "The Church:  Called to a Ministry of Reconciliation."  This theme was selected by our church, the ELCJHL, because we believe so strongly that God is calling us, the local expression of the worldwide Lutheran communion in the Holy Land, to embody this vital ministry at this opportune time in history.  Although we are living in a storm of political conflict, under the cloud of occupation, and facing the constant reality of spiral violence, we can never lose sight of the call of Christ in 2nd Corinthians: "He has given us the ministry of reconciliation." (5:18).  
At the opening worship, more 500 Christians, Muslims and Jews, Palestinians, Israelis and people from all over the world gathered to celebrate hope for reconciliation that we Christians believe has already been accomplished in our Lord, and to lift our eyes to vision the true and lasting reconciliation that will take place here one day.  We began the closing day with a prayer service at the Bethlehem Wall, which now more or less encircles the birthplace of our Lord.  There we affirmed our faith that even face to face with such a symbol of division and hatred, God will use us to turn the walls we build into tables of reconciliation and healing for us all.  
There are some who will say it is too political to be involved in this struggle for peacemaking.  Some ask  
"Why don't you churches just focus on the gospel and leave politics alone?"

For me, peacemaking is not political, it is biblical.  It is the very essence of the ministry of reconciliation Jesus came to bring us.  As the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America put it in a social statement on peace and justice:  
"By equipping the faithful toward peace in all their communities, the Church contributes to earthly peace.  In recalling an identity in baptism, in gathering in peace around the Lord's Table, in telling the biblical narrative, in teaching faith, hope and love, the Church promotes the basis of peacemaking for all of life.  The Church is the school of the Holy Spirit, who molds and equips us to be peacemakers.  "The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control."  (Gal 5:22) The Church is a disturbing presence when it refuses to be silent and instead speaks the truth in times when people shout out, "'peace, peace' when there is no peace." (Jer 6:14).  The Church is this presence when it names and resists idols that lead to false security, injustice and war and calls for repentance. 

 We therefore denounce beliefs and actions that:

· Elevate one nation or people to the role of God;

· Find ultimate security in weapons and warfare;

· Ordain the inherent right of one people, race or civilization to rule over others;

· Promise a perfect, wonderful society through the efforts of a self-sufficient humanity;

· Despair of any possibility for peace;
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As we gather as a community of Christ in this Holy Land, the Palestinian Christian church contributes to earthly peace and justice in a 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 all life.

At this opportune time in history, we also believe it is more important than ever to focus on this challenging ministry of reconciliation by:

1) Speaking with a Prophetic Voice:

We seek to speak loudly against injustice and violence of any kind no matter who is the perpetrator.   We speak against terrorism, racism, anti-semitism and any kind of discrimination in economic or social practices.  To expose and denounce these sins is to proclaim the law of God and to respect the image of God in the other.

In our context, we have clearly stated 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.  It creates a culture of militarization and brutality that hinders meaningful reconciliation.  To demand an end to the occupation is to demand liberation for both Israelis and Palestinians and to create the necessary foundation for a just peace.   
2)  Holding Up a Vision for a Just Peace:

We believe that a just peace will mean:

· the liberation of Palestinians from occupation;

· 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. 
· a shared Jerusalem;

· a just solution to the settlements and allocation of water and other resources; 
· and the right of return for Palestinian refugees.  
3)  Envisioning a Democratic, Modern, Civil Palestinian Society

Our vision and prophetic call means insisting on justice within our Palestinian society – a 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.

In this increasingly global world, it is imperative that we as a church raise our prophetic voices for justice, peace and reconciliation together.  When Bishop Mark Hanson and LWF leaders come and lead a prayer service at the wall in Bethlehem, it tells our people that we are not alone, that our Christian sisters and brothers care about us and are standing with us.   As I come to you to participate in the consecration of Bishop Elect Hans Erik Nordin, I do that as a sign for sharing the hope that builds up the Body of Christ.  We have big challenges facing us in this war-torn world.  We cannot do it alone.  We need all our voices together to create a symphony of prophetic peacemaking that will say, "Enough war!  Enough bloodshed and terror!"   If ever there was a time to beat our weapons of war into ploughshares of peace, it is now.  
But how?  Just as Martin Luther sought answers for his day's questions – "How do I find a gracious God?" – so must we be as committed to finding God's answers to today's questions:

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

How do we live together in tolerance, peace and justice?

How do we live out God's ministry of healing and reconciliation?

How do we reconcile God's message of hope with the brokenness of our world?

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 today must go beyond eternal salvation, to set free and to restore right relations in this world.

This world today is hungry for 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 must speak to us in our locked rooms of dehumanization, oppression, demonization and perversions of truth.  

It is easy to talk about the reconciliation of the Creation with God through Christ, and to delve into the theology of reconciliation.  But it is far more difficult to reconcile the animosity and hatred between people.  And hardest of all, when I must look into your eyes to seek reconciliation with you.  Yet, that is what we are called to do as Christians.

 As the writer of First John puts it:   “Those who say, ‘I love God,’ and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen."  (1 John 4:20)

It was the painful and often bitter experiences of the wars and conflicts of the past 100 years that led churches to rediscover their vocation as ones who move beyond speaking of peace to become those who walk the path of peace, the true ambassadors of reconciliation.

The divine gift of God's reconciliation opens the way not only for reconciliation among churches but also for reconciliation between women and men, among people of different beliefs, cultures, and traditions - and among adherents of other religions.  As St. Paul writes, "For he [Christ] is our peace; in His flesh, He has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us."  (Eph. 2:14).  We Palestinian Christians live every day surrounded both by the love of God and by the walls that humanity builds. So we can walk in prayer and in the daily hope that this ministry of reconciliation will bring down all the walls that divide us and that it will build bridges that can unite us in a common humanity. 

I grew up as a refugee in the Old City of Jerusalem, and at home and in church, I was taught to respect Islam, Judaism, Christianity and other traditions.  I believed in my youth that the world would only become better and better.  Now, every time I see what is happening in our present world, I am shocked and saddened to see that the world seems to believe more in the love of power than in the power of love.  Our world has come to worship weapons, walls, and war in the name of peace and security. We have come to use the Holy Writings of religion to justify injustice and to undergird oppression and supremacy.  The new wave of anti-Semitism, the growth of Islamophobia and the proliferation of xenophobia stigmatize and demonize people through racism, fear and ignorance.  This movement fuels hatred, anger and fear against the other and keeps it alive by giving it the face of the enemy.    

The Palestinian Christian Churches have denounced such intolerance and extremism and believe it is our calling as ministers of reconciliation to raise up a new generation of the faithful who will urgently seek to see God in other religions and cultures and who will urge all to seek common values of respect for all human life, justice, forgiveness, and healing.  It is time that religion became part of the solution rather than part of the problem.  We are tired of extremists hijacking out religions and holy writings to justify violence, hatred and bigotry.   All people are created in the image of God, and we must all see one another as equals, deserving of human dignity and respect.  We Christians must challenge one another with a firm theology of creation and redemption, knowing that God's son, Jesus Christ, on the cross, saved all the world equally and intended that we all live together in justice and peace.  God created and redeemed us to live as brothers and sisters in grace, sharing with one another and helping one another.  
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.

      
 The day of the London bombings, they held a follow-up conference in Amman that brought together the 8 major Islamic groups where they agreed on some major steps to reign in Islamic extremists. LWF officials met with His Royal Highness Prince Ghazi, personal envoy and special advisor to King Abdullah, before the meeting last month.  Prince Ghazi said they were trying to emphasize 7 principles among Muslims: no terrorism, no offensive jihad, good citizenship, the possibility of democracy, respect for religions, human rights and women's rights.  Your ambassador in Amman said this initiative could also be helpful in bridging tensions between Christians and Muslims here. 
But, as you know, there are many barriers to reconciliation in our world that must be overcome.  I believe these are our main challenges to reconciliation in our conflict:

· First, genuine reconciliation can only grow in a culture of truthfulness.

· Second, reconciliation is built on justice, and the fruit of justice is peace.

· Third, for true reconciliation to occur, we must be willing to forgive. 

1) Genuine reconciliation can only grow in a culture of truthfulness. People today have been so wounded and paralyzed by fear, oppression, racism, violence, terrorism, occupation and hatred.  Healing must begin with truth-telling and with breaking the silence that hides the suffering of those who are vulnerable and violated. Only such a start will allow the possibility of healing with justice and forgiveness.  Only when the light of truth exposes the lies that have been used to inflict suffering on innocent people can the seeds of reconciliation take root.  

How many wars and conflicts have been launched in the last years for the sake of ideology or narrow partisan politics, masquerading as security concerns, or using eschatological scenarios and Holy Writings to justify killing or occupation?  And none of them are built on the truth.  As a Christian, I believe that truth is the nature of God.  The truth liberates and does not burden.  Politicians and governments need to free themselves and liberate their peoples by telling them the truth.  The conflicts in the Middle East show us how sick ideologies, lies and propaganda machinery can demonize and create hatred, spiral violence and destructive extremism.  Truth-telling must be the basis for healing our broken societies and conflicts.

This of course begs the question:  whose truth?  In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the two peoples each have their own histories and none among us will relinquish our collective memories easily, as they are such a part of who we are.  However, we must not allow ourselves to be so rooted in our own stories of pain and suffering that we cannot or will not understand the suffering of others. We each must learn to acknowledge the validity of the other's truth.  It is far easier to show respect for the history of others when they are showing respect for yours.   It is in acknowledging the reality of another's history, even when you view the past through a different lens, that the basis for a kind of solidarity embodying a fundamental respect for differences can be laid.

But this in turn requires people to face the flaws in their past and to acknowledge the reality of the grief of the other, to begin to realize that the old manichean division between "us" and "them," "good" and "evil," is fundamentally flawed.  It requires us to reinterpret our own past and create new memories. We should never allow our history of pain to become our future of hopelessness and injustice.  

Let me tell you some hard truths of what is happening now in our land.  (POWERPOINT SLIDES)
· Disengagement – The day after disengagement, orders were issued to seize the land to expand Maale Adumim near Jerusalem by 3500 units.  This, in addition to several brand new settlements, will expand the settlers in East Jerusalem by 20,000 or more.  At the same time, it is increasingly difficult for Palestinians to get building permits or for Palestinian communities to grow or expand.
· Though there may be some rerouting of small sections of the wall, the construction of the Wall continues and has even accelerated in many areas.  Land continues to be confiscated and homes are still being demolished and placed under threat of demolition.  There is little if any expansion for Palestinian land and townships while building cranes tower over the settlements which all continue to expand on a daily basis.

· Many Palestinian families cannot live legally together in Jerusalem because one spouse has a West Bank ID and the Israelis have denied the reunification permit necessary.  Our organist in Redeemer and his wife have been trying to get this permit since 1996 when they were married.  Now the wall will make her a prisoner in her own home.  There are 25 families dealing with this issue in our small Jerusalem church alone.
· Our deacon in Beit Sahour still lives under threat of his home being demolished because he only had a permit from the Beit Sahour municipality when he built it, which was all he should have needed at the time.  He, too, is but one example.
· Our hospital continues to fight the Israeli government who wants to revoke a tax exemption it has had since 1967, which would add hundreds of thousands to operating costs and possibly force it to close.  At the same time, the wall is being built within a few kilometers of the grounds, closing off all the nearby villages from reaching the hospital and forcing them to go to Bethlehem, which is much farther and doesn't have the same facilities available.  Because so many people were unable to reach the hospital, they have had to initiate a bussing program to go to the outlying areas and pick up our staff and patients.
· The wall is cutting up Bethlehem into several different parts to make way for a new settlement around Rachel's Tomb, which has cut off completely the main business street and entrance to the city.

· The checkpoints are being built up into huge terminals that look like international crossings, and the wall is being accelerated and will be closed soon.  It has been predicted that it will be necessary to have special permits to go between the West Bank and East Jerusalem, virtually severing most families from one another.    

· Israelis continue to live in fear.  Israeli and Palestinian children have few if any ways to meet each other as people.  Often their first contact with one another is at checkpoints, one as a soldier with a gun.  

The late John Paul II gave the world a beautiful example of this when he confessed the sins of some members of the Church in the persecution of the Jewish people.  Nations, politicians, governments and faith leaders need to learn from him and to act with his courage.  We need to confess the sins of hate and injustice that divide us.  We need to confess the injustice that has been done to the Palestinian people, and we need to confess the fear that has been imposed on the Israeli people.   The time has come for hearing one another's truths because it is essential for healing and reconciliation.

2) Reconciliation is built on justice, and the fruit of justice is peace. 

The hard truth is, though, that the disengagement did not change the fundamental ongoing injustice of our situation. Until that is addressed, there is little hope of any real long-lasting reconciliation.  More and more Israelis are understanding this themselves, and it is for the sake of both peoples that the truths about the occupation must be exposed.  You cannot imprison and punish a whole people for the acts of a few and call it justice.  You cannot build a wall through the middle of people's communities and land, tearing apart their lives and families and expect it to bring security.  You cannot occupy someone else's land for over 40 years and not suffer the consequences of brutality and dehumanization.   
The pursuit of peace with justice is the biblical and spiritual path of the prophets, and today God calls the church to be as prophetic as it has ever been.  "And what does the Lord require of you,” Micah cried out, “but to do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God?" [Micah 6:8]
Often, when the church speaks boldly and truthfully for peace with justice, it is criticized for being one-sided and imbalanced.  But how can justice be imbalanced?  When the church is prophetic that means it is balanced in its call for both justice and healing.  It cares for humanity and justice.  It listens to the fears and feels the wounds of both sides but does not lose sight of peace with justice and healing.  However, if the Church and people of conscience remain silent, then I am afraid that extremists from either side will be able to hold justice and peace hostage in the Middle East.  
At the moment, we are at a crucial juncture.  Many ask if it is possible to achieve justice in this country.  We continue to believe that justice must contain a two-state solution with a shared Jerusalem and a fair answer to the refugee problem.  We believe this is possible, but only when people come to see that the security of Israel is dependent on freedom and justice for Palestinians, and, simultaneously, freedom and justice for Palestinians is dependent on the security of Israel.  This is a symbiotic relationship and is the key for any just peace and reconciliation in this land.  This formula is the one that seeks true peace and healing for both people, but, at the same time, allows both peoples to live in their own viable states according to international standards of justice, equality and equitable sharing of resources.
For this reason, I continue to urge the Israelis to see that justice is essential for the survival of both people. As former Israeli Speaker of the Knesset Avraham Burg said, "Israel cannot survive without justice."  And I would add, "Neither can the Palestinians survive without justice." And so I call upon my people, the Palestinians, to continue the strategies of non-violence and the rule of law in order to achieve our national rights in our own democratic, viable state--in our own modern, civil society.  
As the Psalmist sings, "Justice and peace will kiss each other.”   [Ps.85 : 10b]

And the late Pope John Paul II reminds us, "No peace without justice and no justice without forgiveness." 

3)  For true reconciliation to occur, we must be willing to forgive. 

Can Palestinians forgive Israelis?  Can Israelis forgive Palestinians?

Forgiveness heals and rebuilds troubled relationships from the foundations.  But forgiveness is not opposed to justice, nor does it give up one's own legitimate rights.  Forgiveness is a process, not of forgetting, but of learning how to live with the past, while redefining that past and creating new memories.  .

Martin Luther King Jr. said, "We must develop and maintain the capacity to forgive.  He who is devoid of the power to forgive is devoid of the power to love."  

I always make a point to urge Israelis to see God in the Palestinians and urge Palestinians to see God in the Israelis.  I urge both to accept each other's humanity with all of its pain and suffering.  If we do so in the spirit of forgiveness, then we can recognize each others human, civil, religious, national and political rights. Only then will the Holy Land be the Promised Land of milk and honey for Palestinians and Israelis. 

Here is the story of hope and how some Israelis and Palestinians are doing it.
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Conclusion:

There are many who will tell you that the chances for reconciliation in the Middle East are slim.  And, as you hear me say, the political realities are indeed not that hopeful.  But I will also tell you that those who say reconciliation is not possible are wrong.  It is happening every day, in many ways, in our schools, churches and with Muslim, Christian and Jewish leaders of faith and courage.  

OUR SCHOOLS:

Our schools are 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 and our fear into healing.

OUR CHURCHES:

Our ELCJHL churches are devoting most of their energy into ministering to families torn apart by occupation and walls.  For them, the church is the source of their community and strength, even when they cannot gather together often due to restrictions.  
Church programs draw people together when they can to learn from one another, deepen their faith and challenge each other to grow.  Youth from the ELCJHL and partner churches all over the world come together to explore how life is different and the same from Palestine and other countries.  

At the International Center in Bethlehem, children in the Bright Stars program learn how to develop themselves and their talents to creatively express who they are.  Artisans learn skills and generate income, a guesthouse, restaurant and conference center bring much needed economic development into the area.  Internationals and locals gather together for cultural experiences that enhance dialogue and awareness of the situation.  

At Abraham's House in Beit Jala, a center for interfaith dialogue has been developing, though hindered by movement restrictions. Israelis, internationals and Palestinians have been interacting through various programs toward reconciliation.  

JONAH GROUP: 

For more than 10 years, I have been meeting with other Christian and Jewish faith leaders for dialogue and support in the Jonah Group.  

· This spring about 50 Christians and Jewish people gathered to celebrate the Seder meal.  As the Jewish rabbi taught us their traditions and spoke about their history, he also invited me to speak about my history as a refugee.  For that evening, we could emphasize with one another's pain through our stories. 

· Other times we have discussed what a "just peace" would look like.  

· Another time we discussed whether our holy writings justified violence to defend oneself.

COUNCIL OF RELIGIOUS LEADERS IN JERUSALEM
It is my fervent prayer that my children and grandchildren will live one day side by side with their Israeli neighbors in just peace and reconciliation. But I have to confess that sometimes, late at night, I ask the Lord whether this will ever really happen in my lifetime. It is time that we stopped looking to world leaders and politicians to solve our problems, because it looks doubtful that they can get past their own narrow national interests.  It is time the church locally and globally took up its call together with people of good conscience and courage from Judaism and Islam.  We should together stand and say that we are fed up with bloodshed, hatred, and occupation. We have spent too much time at war, too many young lives wasted in hate.  Help us to invest in hope for our children by turning animosity into community, occupation into freedom, injustice and revenge into mutual trust, swords into ploughshares.
I asked the Lutherans at the Annual Meeting to come to Jerusalem for an annual prayer day for Christians, Muslims and Jews, Palestinians and Israelis, to pray together until just peace and reconciliation becomes a reality.  For in prayer, God sends us out to be ambassadors of reconciliation and agents of healing.  Perhaps you could join with us.  I have asked other Lutheran churches in the world to designate one day each month when we may join them in prayer for an end to all injustice and violence. 

A Midrash tells of a rabbi who asked his students how one can be certain the night is over and the dawn has come. Replying to the student who offered, "When one can tell the difference between a fig tree and an olive tree." And to the student who answered, "When my eyes can distinguish a sheep from a dog," The rabbi taught, "No. When you can look into the eyes of another and recognize your sister or brother. Then truly the night is over, and a new day has dawned."

Today, my sisters and brothers, we stand in the light of a new dawn!               Amen.
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