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Introduction

Let me introduce myself.  I am an Arab Palestinian Evangelical Lutheran Christian.  Yes, it is possible!  Although many people ask us Palestinian Christians when we converted to Christianity, we have to remind them that we've been here since the first Pentecost when we are mentioned in Acts 2:11.    
Our church began here in the mid 1800s as mission, primarily health and education, to the local people.     We have 6 churches and their ministries:  Jerusalem, Ramallah, 3 in Bethlehem and its neighboring towns of Beit Jala and Beit Sahour, and one in Amman, Jordan.  We operate four schools and four additional educational programs that are committed to holistic education and academic excellence.  Yes, we are a small church, but not the smallest in Jerusalem.  We do not consider ourselves a minority but an integral part of Palestinian society.
I am a refugee. I still carry my card.  I grew up 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 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 and intended that we all live together in justice and peace as sisters and brothers.  

Recent Statistics on Palestinian Christians

There was a conference in Jerusalem last month about Palestinian Christians where a new study was presented.  According to the study, there are 162,000 Palestinian Christians in the Holy Land, 120,000 living in Israel (within the Green Line), 40,000 living in the West Bank (including East Jerusalem) and 2,000 living in the Gaza Strip. (These numbers are approximate.)  More than 80% live in the urban areas, 20% in rural areas.  Estimates say Christians were around 15% of the population of historic Palestine before 1948 and that it fell to about 5% in the West Bank and 1% in the Gaza Strip by 1967.  Today, Christians are less than 2% in the West Bank and less than .25% in the Gaza Strip.  

The study asked about the reasons Christians are leaving.  Some have been saying that it is because of systematic Muslim persecution.  But the study concluded this:

"One factor remains the most detrimental to the continued existence of the indigenous population.  This factor is the political situation manifested in the occupation and the loss of hope in a just peace."
The fact is that we do not have a problem with systematic persecution by Muslims or the PA. What we have are people who exaggerate isolated incidents that usually have a number of factors involved, including social problems that any society has.  The underlying problem of Palestinian Christian emigration is the unbearable situation under ongoing military occupation.  

The fact remains, however, that we are very worried about the future of Palestinian Christianity.  If present trends continue, there will be no living, local Christian community here in 15-20 years.  The heads of churches last year issued a statement with specific steps to help keep the Palestinians in the Jerusalem and the Holy Land:

1) Support community based education through Christian schools and educational institutions;

2) Stop the emigration of Christians through job creation;

3) Provide low-cost housing.  Housing is a social right not a luxury.

4) Strengthen Christian social institutions that provide services to all in Palestinian society regardless of religion, gender or political affiliation.

We are thankful for the support we receive from the churches in the West, but we hope that they will do more.  We believe that keeping Christians in the Holy Land is crucial for preserving its historic, religious and cultural heritage as well for building bridges among all three religions.  It will only happen if we work together and if the underlying conditions improve. 
The future of Palestinian Christianity is not in occupation, violence, war or extremism.  It is in a just peace, for we believe that Christ has come to give us life, and life abundantly.  More and more Muslim leaders from the Gulf to Tunisia are agreeing that the Arab world is not complete without the Christian presence.  King Abdullah II of Jordan told a group of 170 Muftis and Muslim scholars in July of 2005  in Amman that Arab Christians are the "glue" that holds Arab society together and that we guarantee the presence of civil, democratic society here.

Situation Update

The situation is getting more and more unbearable.  Land confiscation continues, illegal settlements continue to expand while Palestinian homes continue to be demolished and building permits denied.  The separation wall continues to cut its path through the middle of Palestinian towns, separating neighborhoods, families, farmers and their land.  And the Qassam rockets continue to fall on Israeli towns near Gaza despite several attempted cease-fires.  

Day-to-day existence is a huge struggle for many.  Since the democratically-elected Hamas government took office after the January elections, the boycott on international aid – even humanitarian aid – has devastated an already depressed economy.   According to UN statistics, 45% of Palestinians are unemployed and 65% are under the poverty line.  Because of the boycott, public schools were closed for two months before the teachers finally agreed to go back without pay.  Health care services have been cut back drastically and some hospitals are running for emergency services only.  

Since mid-June, 500 Palestinians have been killed, many of them civilians, women and children, mostly in Gaza.  Incursions and arrests are a daily reality, with the number of prisoners now at almost 11,000.

We as churches are afraid that Gaza is near the breaking point.  There has been a total siege on Gaza since mid-June, where they are trying to exist without income or supplies because all entry points have been almost entirely blocked to import and export.  The deliberate destruction of Gaza's only power plant has left most of the population with little electricity, which means the water and sewage systems, which are powered to some degree with electric pumps, are also near collapse.  Although some of the power facility and other infrastructure are being repaired, the Gaza Strip is virtually decimated. 
In the swirl of this downward spiral, it is disappointing and frustrating that this friction is exploding into violent, destructive infighting as people become more and more hopeless and impoverished.   I always strongly denounce any violence of any kind, but I have been even stronger with Palestinian infighting, as this path to civil war is a disaster and hurts everyone.  It distracts attention from and worsens the military occupation, which is our main problem.

All in all, this past 6 months has been a disaster for the Palestinians and indeed for the whole Middle East.  The war in Lebanon, in one UN expert's words, "wiped out 15 years of development in 1 month."

The war in Lebanon has left the Israelis and indeed the whole Middle East in a cloud of uncertainty.  The inconclusive end to the war has created havoc in Israeli politics as different factions vie for power.  Israelis continue to live with persistent fear of Iran's nuclear capability, instability in Lebanon and the possible strengthening of ties between Hamas and Hezbollah.  We are afraid of certain voices from Israel who are trying to promote once again the policy of transfer.   

Politically, in some ways we have gone back almost 20 years, as both Israelis and Palestinians are struggling with the recognition of the other. Many here look at what happened when President Arafat agreed to recognize Israel in 1988.  It led to Oslo, but then the hopes of Oslo died when it was misinterpreted to bring about severely increased movement restrictions, new closures and the doubling of settlement building without any international monitoring of the developments.  Their logic tells them that course only made things worse.  

The "disengagement" from Gaza gives us a foretaste of what further unilateral moves might look like.  We as churches have warned of any unilateral withdrawals because we believe that dialogue and negotiations are the only way to end the occupation and achieve peace, justice and security. With unilateral moves, there is usually a winner and a loser.  With negotiations, it is possible for both sides to know they have gained something.    In Gaza, they simply redeployed its forces to the outer perimeters of the fence, but all of the control was and still is in the hands of Israel.  How can an area or state be viable if it has no control over borders, imports, exports, airspace or water rights?  This is also what people are asking about a future Palestinian state.  If it follows the path of the wall in the West Bank and takes in the big settlement blocs, it is hard to see how it could be a viable, contiguous state.    

We continue to affirm that we want Israel to have security and Palestinians to have justice and freedom.  The security of Israel is dependent on freedom and justice for Palestinians, and freedom and justice for Palestinians is dependent on security for the Israelis.  This is a symbiotic relationship that is the only formula that will bring a lasting peace. 
Yet, there are some promising developments.  Prime Minister Olmert's recent approaches toward a renewed peace process, providing there are solid efforts to achieve justice.  Most who follow this conflict know the basic ingredients that any just peace would have to include.  A new, promising initiative was recently released by the International Crisis Group that articulates a comprehensive plan that lays out detailed steps for each party, but the endgame is clear:  

"The goal must be unambiguously stated as 

· security and full recognition of the state of Israel within internationally recognized boundaries;

·  an end to the occupation for the Palestinian people; 

· an independent, sovereign state based on the 1967 borders (truce alliance);

· with East Jerusalem as its capital;

· a just resolution of the refugee issue;

· recovery of lost land by Syria;

· a fully sovereign state and secure Lebanese state."

This conflict is at the heart of the turmoil in the Middle East, because the Arab and Muslim world sees this as the test of the Western world's relationship with it.  It has created a great divide between the East and the West, the  occupied and the occupier. We continue to believe that the road to peace in this region is first through Jerusalem, and then through Baghdad and the rest.    The Arab world sees the superpowers upholding freedom and justice only for some and not for them.  The West encouraged us to hold democratic elections, and then refused to recognize the results of that election.  The West claim to support freedom, and yet they support the building of the Separation Barrier mostly on Palestinian land.  We still want the US to be an honest broker for justice and peace in this conflict.  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.  It seems to me that the Middle East needs first justice and then democracy. 

Here is what I think we need to do:

· Revive the Document of Principles of Mutual Recognition between Israel and the PLO from 1993;

· BOTH Israel and Palestine should be asked to recognize each other based on the 67 Green Line,  renounce violence including targeted assassinations and the excessive use of force, and honor past agreements on both sides, including the freezing of settlements and the dismantling of many;

· Include a role for religious leadership to advise negotiators on religious issues;

· Although this is not at its core a religious war, we in this land do find our identities in religion.  We must promote tolerance, respect and religious freedom for all,  ensure equal access to all religions and understand the religious sensitivities of this land.

· Hold an international conference and negotiations to deal with the core problems of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict:  two states based on 67 borders, a just solution to the refugee problem and the settlements, shared resources like water and a shared Jerusalem.
Role of Palestinian Churches in Peacemaking

In the midst of all this, what is the role of the Palestinian church to achieve a just peace?  As a Palestinian bishop, I ask myself, "how do we serve the gospel faithfully and advance the Kingdom of God in such a situation?  What shall we do?"

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 simply political, it is biblical.  It is the very essence of the ministry of reconciliation Jesus came to bring us.  And it is in the midst of overwhelming injustice that we as Palestinian Christians are called to be ministers of reconciliation, brokers of justice, defenders of human rights, instruments of peace and prophets to speak truth to power.  Indeed, I believe that all religious leaders – especially Jewish, Christian and Muslim leaders – are called to a prophetic task because we are at a dangerous junction where people are trying to turn political battles into religious wars.  We cannot let that happen, because everyone is the loser. 

Living as Neighbors – Palestinian Christians and Muslims
We have lived with the Muslims peacefully for many years.  In my family, I remember Abu Adnan and Im Adnan, who lived in Bab El Silseleh in the souq of the Old City. Every day we were in and out of each other’s homes. On Christmas, they used to come and celebrate with us. One year their children asked, “Why don’t we put up a Christmas tree like the Younans?” So that Christmas Abu Adnan and Im Adnan decided to have a Christmas tree in their house, and we assisted them in decorating it together. By the same token, at Ramadan, the fasting month, my parents taught me and my brothers and sisters not to eat any food in front of our friends, not out of fear or because of a law, but out of respect for our neighbors and their religious feelings. In the evenings during Ramadan we visited them to eat the delicious Katayef pancakes. And when my mother cooked the traditional St. Barbara soup on January 3rd she always asked me to take the first pot to them. This kind of sharing and living taught me to deal with people not on the basis of religion but on the basis of humanity and neighborliness. And this education prepared me to be able to dialogue with others throughout my life, to understand the other as the other wants to be understood.

We are an integral part of life here.  As we walk together, we walk as Palestinians, not separated from one another.  We are all Palestinian and we live together, side by side, sharing the same language, culture, land, destiny and future Palestinian state..  

It is this solid foundation of mutual respect and tolerance that enables us Palestinian Christians to be bridge-builders between the lands of the East and the West.  

Cartoon Crisis

One example of this was how we Palestinian Christians and Muslims worked together during last year's Cartoon Crisis over the cartoons of Mohammed.  When we saw the cartoons we immediately denounced them and worked Islamic leadership to defuse the tensions and anger of the Muslim community in Palestine, knowing that our 1400 years of common history had laid a good groundwork and trust from which to calm the communities.  In the face of a particular threat by a splinter group in Gaza who threatened the Church, the Muslim community contacted the political leadership in Gaza on our behalf.  We were positively surprised by the immediate action of Hamas, who made it known that anyone who harmed Palestinian Christians or the church would be punished by Hamas.  The surprising part is that the very next morning members of the group came to the church bringing flowers to the churches in Gaza!

Because of our closeness, Christians have a special role as interpreters in the midst of these crises.  We explained to the Muslim community that Europe is no longer a religious society as they imagine it to be.  We explained that Europe is more secular, that there has been a divorce between Church and State.  There are many in Europe who say they have no religion.  In Palestine we can't really understand this.  How is it possible to have no religion?

We also told the European world that the Muslim community is diverse and varied.  Muslims – like Jews and Christians - have many faces.  However, Muslims join together in a common identity when their fundamental symbols and values are attacked.  In the Middle East, in real contrast to Europe, even people who claim to be secular are in fact religious in their identities.

We explained that freedom of speech is to be respected, but that such respect includes respecting other religious communities and their sensitivities.  It is not unlike marriage, in which you have the freedom to tell your spouse whatever you want, but you are also bound by a sensitivity to your partner.  We said that we did not believe freedom of speech gives permission to demonize, damage or desecrate holy symbols, writings or places.  
After this incident, I have called for a code of conduct which Muslim and Christian leaders in the Middle East, and hopefully the whole world, will sign, in which we agree that no holy writings, places or symbols are desecrated. 
Constitution

Another example is our work with the Palestinian Constitution.  As Christians, we realized that there were several serious flaws in the proposed Constitution.  The proposed Constitution specified that Islam was to be the official religion of Palestine and that Sharia (Islamic law) was to be the main source of legislation.  In response to this, Palestinian Christians together with secular Muslims wrote to the President of the Palestinian Authority to express our discontent.  We told him that this is the Holy Land – a land for all religions.  Therefore, all religions must have equal rights and equal responsibilities.  If one religion is "official," that makes the others "unofficial" and that is simply not acceptable.

We also told him that neither the Bible nor the Koran (Sharia) can be the source for legislation in a democracy because using the Holy Books in this way promotes theocracy.  If we want a democratic state (and we do), then we must follow the principles of modern democracy such as equal rights for men and women and equal rights and responsibilities for all religions and beliefs.

In our letter, we told the President that we are an integral part of the Palestinian society.  For us 'secular' means to respect equally the three monotheistic faiths in the Holy Land.

This illustrates that we can deal in a democratic way with tough issues with the Palestinian Authority, and this is a part of peace-building in a civil society.  We didn't say these things because we are scared, oppressed or persecuted.  We said them because we are citizens with equal rights and equal responsibilities in Palestinian society, and it is incumbent upon us to help shape our society so that it reflects the values we hold dear.

Fighting Extremism – the Amman Message
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 Archbishop of Spain, after the Madrid bombings, said: "We must learn from the Palestinian Christians how to live with the Muslims.  I believe he is right, because we Palestinian Christians can be the voice of Islam to the West and the voice of the West to Islam.  
LWF officials met with His Royal Highness Prince Ghazi, personal envoy and special advisor to King Abdullah for Religious Affairs.  Prince Ghazi encouraged the Muslim-Christian dialogue and said the Muslim community should 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.  

We welcome this opportunity for dialogue and we look forward to deepening our relationship.  Just last month, Christians and Muslims wrote a joint statement denouncing the Palestinian violence, asking for a unity government and calling for Palestinians to lay down their arms.  
Education

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 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.

The educational aims of our schools are the following:

1) To mold Palestinian Christian identify in a secularized, multi-religious, multi-cultural society;

2) To teach co-existence with the other religions around us – Islam and Judaism;

3) To teach democracy and practice it in our schools;

4) To enhance peace education;

5) To promote the role of women;

6) To educate the students in the basics of human rights, including children's rights, education and secure homes and families;

7) To give quality education including music, arts, environmental education and vocational training.

Our 13 local heads of churches recently worked with the Ministry of Education of the Palestinian Authority to develop the first Palestinian Christian ecumenical curriculum for both private and public schools.  We have 12,000 Palestinian Christian students in the whole West Bank and Gaza, and we are educating over 2000.  That means we have a great influence over 1/6 of the future Palestinian Christian leaders of tomorrow, and we take this responsibility very seriously.  

Relations with Jews

Many people don't realize our shared history with the Jewish people as well.  For many years, we lived together side by side in peace.  My father used to teach us that we must respect the Jews because they have been oppressed like us.  The current conflict is political; it is about land, not religion.  If you look at history, you will see that Arab people have not persecuted Jews as those in the West have done.  
We find it very essential to understand the Jews and Judaism in our country.  We have to dialogue more with them.  We are to understand the Jewish religion and also the history and fears of the Jews that go deep.  I have more and more learned about these fears that are based in their brutal suffering of the Holocaust and earlier in the pogroms of Europe and Russia.  
To understand the fears of the other is essential for building trust and understanding the other.  After all, our goal is to live together with peace and justice in our shared land.  At a Shabbat meal that my wife and I were invited to, an 18-year-old girl was surprised to meet a Palestinian Christian.  Although we are neighbors, just five minutes apart, there is a psychological wall that separates us.  She politely asked us if I accepted a Jewish state.  I really appreciated this daring young woman and I told her:

Most Palestinians believe in a two-state solution.  This means I have to identify what kind of a state I want.  I do not want a state with any religion as law, but a modern, democratic, civil society.  I want it to be secular and respect all three religions of the Holy Land.  And I would respect your decision about whatever kind of state you want for yourselves.  If you want it to be a Jewish state so that you can freely observe your Jewish traditions, that is fine.  But, I will then ask you, what will be the future of the 20% who are not Jewish in a Jewish state?
Hans Kung said "no peace among nations without peace among religions.  And no peace among religions without dialogue."  And I say, this dialogue ought to be a dialogue of life, and a dialogue that seeks the common values for justice, peace, reconciliation, love, forgiveness, mutual respect, human dignity and living together.

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 the early 90's, several of us religious leaders from many streams and traditions of Judaism and Christianity  began the Jonah Group, a Jewish/Christian dialogue group, to explore our faiths together and deepen mutual understanding.  We have looked at what our teachings tell us about violence, self-defense, occupation, land, justice, peace, the role of media and how we live together.  We have shared a Seder together and learned about one another's feasts.  This has deepened our understanding of one another and is building bridges among us.    
In our Arabic speaking congregation at Redeemer Church in Jerusalem, we have a program where Jewish and Christian families have gatherings and events together to deepen the grassroots understanding of faith and life.  Slowly but surely, relationships are growing.   

The Council on Religious Leadership in the Holy Land

The Alexandria Declaration was one attempt to work together among Christians, Muslims and Jews here.  The 13 local heads of churches, the Chief Rabbinate and the Chief Judge of the Islamic Court have been working on an offshoot of that process we are calling the Council on Religious Leadership in the Holy Land.  The goals of this council are to:

· Speak out jointly on any desecration of holy places, scriptures or symbols of any religion;

· Combat ignorance and stereotypes of religions and increase awareness of religions as they want themselves to be known;

· Seek to explore possible solutions to the main core problems between Israelis and Palestinians;

· Work jointly on social, ethical issues;

· Serve as a reference group for negotiators about religious issues;

Though we are still forming, we have had several concrete attempts on the ground to intervene and mediate in some circumstances.  At a meeting right after the capture of Gilad Shalit in Gaza, we agreed to try to actively negotiate to get the soldier released.  We had worked and developed a proposal that the Palestinian Authority said they agreed to.   The only condition was that the Israeli government would promise to open the files of the prisoners in the future with international guarantees from France and Egypt.  The agreement was that the Chief Judge and I would go to Gaza and receive the captured soldier and hand him to the Chief Rabbi.  Even if this did not happen,  we will not stop these efforts because sometimes I think, how many lives might have been spared if we religious leaders had been heard?  This initiative is but one example of how religious leaders are trying to make a concrete difference on the ground.  Unfortunately, the Secretary of the government told us that they were not in a position to negotiate at that time.
One of the most difficult things to discuss is:  what is the root cause of our problems.  Palestinian Christians and Muslims maintain that the root cause of the problem is the illegal occupation. Israeli Jews say the root cause is violence and terrorism.  We agreed to dialogue about whether our religions accept occupation or violence.  If we can come to some common ground, perhaps it will enable us to make our religions a driving force for justice, peace and reconciliation instead of division.  I believe this council is an essential step in the history of our land.  We need to support it and encourage it. 
Status of Jerusalem:

 Must be Shared by Jews, Christians and Muslims; Palestinians and Israelis

We believe that Jerusalem as a Holy City must be shared by three faiths: Jews, Christians and Muslims, and two peoples: Israelis and Palestinians.  It must be a capital for both Israel and the future state of Palestine.  This common bond is a profound part of our shared identity as we have a concrete vision of a shared future, living side-by-side and rejecting any exclusivist claims of one religion over another.  Each must have its own identity and access to our Holy Places and symbols.  This is only possible if it is truly shared the way our common God of Life would have us share.  

The heads of Churches issued a recent statement on the status of Jerusalem, concluding that these elements must be present for a lasting peace in Jerusalem:

The components of this special status must include the following elements:
a- “The human right of freedom of worship and of conscience for all, both as individuals and as religious communities” (cf. Memorandum 1994).

b- Equality of all her inhabitants before the law, in coordination with the international resolutions.

c- Free access to Jerusalem for all, citizens, residents or pilgrims, at all times, whether in peace or in war. Therefore Jerusalem should be an open city.

d- The “rights of property ownership, custody and worship which the different Churches have acquired throughout history should continue to be retained by the same communities. These rights which are already protected in the Status Quo of the Holy Places according to historical "firmans" and other documents, should continue to be recognized and respected” (cf  Memorandum 1994).

e- The various Christian Holy Places in the city, wherever they are, must remain united in geography, whatever the solution envisaged.

Working toward Justice, Peace and Reconciliation

Is reconciliation really possible between Palestinians and Israelis?  Only with dedicated work, God's help and according to these principles: 

· 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.  

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.

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.  

We believe that reconciliation 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 hope that the Palestinians can continue and develop more 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. 

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.  As I hope you have seen, it is happening every day, in many ways, in our schools, churches and with Muslim, Christian and Jewish leaders of faith and courage.  

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.  

A Midrash tells of a rabbi who asked his students how one can be certain the night is over and the dawn has come. One student suggested, "When one can tell the difference between a fig tree and an olive tree."   Another said,  "When my eyes can distinguish a sheep from a dog,"  

The rabbi replied, "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, let us together stand and say that we are fed up with bloodshed, hatred, occupation and stigmatization.  We have spent too much time at war and wasted too many young lives in hate.  Let us work together, with God's help, to create that new dawn.  
Thank you and God bless you.
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