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Let me introduce myself. I am an Arab Palestinian Christian Evangelical Lutheran, and I am a refugee.  I am Bishop of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land.  My father lost his home in Beer Sheva and my mother lost her home in West Jerusalem.  I grew up all my life to live in the Old City of Jerusalem with Muslims.  We thought of one another as human beings and neighbors, not as Muslims and Christians.  We were enriched by and enjoyed celebrating one another's feasts together.   

As Arab Palestinian Christians who have lived together with Judaism and Islam for centuries, we feel disturbed by the stigmatization of Islam. The dominant world culture stereotypes Muslims as violent extremists with no regard for human life.  Like Christianity, Islam has many faces and interpretations.  In the holy writings of all three religions, one can find verses that promote violence, but the main message affirms life and love.   Most of the Muslims I know uphold the sacredness of human life, tolerance for one another and deep hospitality for all.  Our long history has taught us not only to accept the other but also to appreciate our differences and be enriched by them.  As an Arab Palestinian Christian, I feel that I am an integral part of the Arab Palestinian people who will one day share the same independent, democratic State, living equally side by side with the State of Israel.  
Our Muslim neighbors have come to expect us Arab Palestinian Christians to build bridges between the West and Islam. Shortly after the horrendous attack on Madrid several years ago, the Archbishop of Madrid wrote:
From Arab Christianity we are to learn to live with Islam.

How do we work to build tolerance and mutual co-existence?  In several ways:    
1) Dialogue and Mediation of Offenses and Problems

Christian and Muslim leadership have been able to transform volatile situations and conflicts and prevent violence from erupting over various perceived affronts such as the Cartoon Crisis in the spring of 2005 and the desecration of the Koran at Guantanamo that same year.  Recently, when Israeli excavations near the Haram al Sharif threatened to bring renewed violence, Christian and Muslim leadership worked hard together to prevent that but at the same time to jointly affirm with our Muslim sisters and brothers the need to protect the sanctity of holy places, writings and symbols.  We are working together to help lessen the internal fighting between Palestinian factions.  We have only been able to do this because of our long history of working together built on trust.  

2) Education
We in the ELCJHL believe that education – of Christians, Muslims and Jews – is a key to building tolerance and co-existence.  In our 4 schools and 4 additional educational programs, approximately 45% of our students are Muslim.  We do not seek to convert the children but to educate them to live together in peace with mutual respect so that they may come to understand the other as the other wants to be understood.  We are preparing future leaders – both Muslim and Christian – to help build together a modern, democratic civil society.   

3) Inter-Religious Leadership Council for the Holy Land

In Jerusalem, the heads of local churches, the chief rabbinate and the chief judge of the Islamic court are in the process of forming 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 both issues.  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;

Our work together in dialogue and life is rooted in several concepts:

A Shared Theology of Life, Creation and Redemption
The moderate Christian, Jewish and Muslim leaders work closely together to raise our voices against the current explosion of extremism.   We would agree with Dr. Charles Kimball in "When Religion Becomes Evil" that 

"Whatever religious people may say about their love of God or the mandates of their religion, when their behavior toward others is violent and destructive, when it causes suffering among their neighbors, you can be sure the religion has been corrupted and reform is desperately needed."
It is so interesting to me that often the people who call themselves fundamentalists – in any religion – have often abandoned the most basic fundamental of all:  "love God and your neighbor as yourself."

God created all human beings and nations equally, all deserving of the same human rights and dignity.  Interfaith dialogue must call us to see God in one another, and to understand the other as they want to be understood.  When we understand the God-given intention that all be fully human yet rich in cultural diversity, we will be more open to one another, and religion can help to bring one another together rather than condemning one another for our differences.  Our faith teaches us to accept and affirm the humanity of the other and to mutually recognize and affirm each other's basic human rights.  
Edward Said, a renowned Palestinian American educator, wrote prior to his death:  

No culture or civilization exists by itself; none is made up of things like    individuality and enlightenment that are completely exclusive to it; and none exists without the basic human attributes of community, love, value for life and all the others.

Martin Luther King also said it well:

I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be.  

   -  Life-Affirming Values of Shalom/Salaam/Peace with Justice

A life-affirming dialogue will seek common values of compassion, justice, peace and reconciliation in a world that is losing its values.  I worry that the dominant culture of commercialism and secularism has stripped our world of communal values and replaced them with a preoccupation for narrow self-interest.  A dialogue of life will be based in what gives life and not what destroys it.  It must be based on non-violence and leaders must have the courage to challenge their own faith leaders who are calling for violence, dehumanization and hate.  The current growth of extremism is alarming, especially because current world policies are creating the environment in which this extremism thrives.  The world is crying out for a different vision and inspirational leadership to transform our increasingly violent, extremist and militarized world into a world community working for one another rather than against one another.  .  

Martin Marty says that extremism grows where injustice, oppression and poverty flourish.  I believe this is very true here in the Middle East, and the heart of the problem in the Middle East is the unresolved and continuing oppression, injustice and ongoing occupation of Palestine.  For the Arab world, the test of the West for justice is the Palestinian/Israeli conflict, and whether than can implement one standard of justice for all.  Until some progress is achieved in this situation, rather than the current acceleration of oppression and discrimination, I am afraid the claims of bringing democracy and freedom to the Middle East will continue to ring hollow and extremism will continue to grow.  

It is high time we moderate people of faith stand up and take back our religions!  We who are grounded in the real fundamentals of love, compassion, justice and peace must affirm together that God has created every human life, indeed all of creation, to be cherished, protected and nurtured.  We must stop allowing those who demonize one another in the name of God to have the power and try instead to learn from one another about what will give life, love, shalom/salaam/peace to this earth.  

It is easy to focus on the extremism of the "other" whoever they are.  But I always say all of us – yes, even we Christians – should clean our own kitchens before we criticize someone else's.

That is why four heads of local churches in Jerusalem issued the Jerusalem Declaration Against Christian Zionism, denouncing the extremist right-wing Christian apocalyptic theologies that encourage conflict in the Holy Land, militarization, violence and the demonization of Islam.  It was important to show Muslims here that not all Christians embrace those ideologies.
Similarly, we ask our moderate Muslim leaders to stand up and denounce theologies and concepts that encourage demonization and violence toward Christians and the West.
  -  Transforming a Culture of Fear into a Community of Trust
Some speak today about a clash among civilizations, pointing to the tensions between North and South, East and West, Islamic and Western countries. But we have a choice.  We can continue to let those who would carve up the world into us and them, good vs evil-doers, continue to define our world.   But   this de-humanization creates a culture of fear that regards the other as an object, not a human being. This culture of fear creates new gaps, builds new walls of hatred, encourages political and religious extremism and, above all, demonizes and dehumanizes the other. We are concerned with the growth in anti-Semitism, Islamophobia and all kinds of hatred based on religion, ethnicity, gender or nationality.  We should never allow fear, hate and extremism to hold our world hostage.  
As people of faith, civil society and politicians, our call is to work together to be proactive to transform this culture of fear into a culture of trust.  Jesus was always going on his boat to "the other side," to people outside of his own culture, to meet people where they were and bring healing and good news to all.  We are called as Christians to do the same. 
  - Dialogue of Life is Courageous, Prophetic and Challenges Injustice

For these reasons, I urge governments and religions in the world to commit themselves to initiate dialogues of life. But these must be deep dialogues that address the urgency of the injustice in the world.  Too often dialogue becomes an excuse to avoid the tough issues so as not to offend the growing relationship. I am afraid that in the United States and other countries, sometimes those who speak out for justice for the Palestinians are subject to vicious attacks.  Thank you to all of those who have had the courage to speak out for justice and to liberate both  Palestinians and Israelis from the sin of occupation.
This kind of prophetic dialogue will challenge whomever and whatever threatens peace, justice, freedom, tolerance and human rights in all nations and in all cultures, and it will do so with an urgent passion.  A world without values is a world of chaos. A world promoting violence, militarization and consumerism is a world without a soul.  A world with shared values of justice, peace and reconciliation promotes pluralism, equality, democracy, tolerance and mutual respect for all religions, cultures and traditions.  It is the only world worth giving to our children.  It is the least they deserve from us.

To live with other religions, cultures, races, languages and traditions is an art. But it is an art we must learn, practice and perfect if we want our children to be able to live together in peace, with cultural liberty and justice for all.  

May God bless you.

