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No religion has a monopoly on hate and extremism.  

Every day we are bombarded with 24-hour live coverage of bloodshed and violence, much supposedly committed in the name of religion.  More and more people are becoming convinced that it is religion that is at the heart of all of our problems.  Living in the midst of one of the key conflicts in Palestine and Israel – in fact, I propose, THE key conflict in the Middle East – I can tell you that it is really injustice, poverty and oppression that are the problems, and then the extremists exploit and twist these into religious wars.  
One of the great challenges of the 21st century will be to reclaim the power of faith to be the driving force for justice, peace and love that it should be and not a part of the problem. The world is focusing on the growing threat of Muslim extremists since the 9/11 tragedy. But, I repeat, no one religion has a monopoly on hate or  extremism, and all of us - Christians, Muslims and Jews - are equally responsible and equally called to work together to seek the common, positive values of love, compassion, justice and peace, and together to uphold the sacred value of all, regardless of color, race, creed or religion.  
Dr. Charles Kimball, Chair of the Religion Department at Wake Forest University and leading author on Middle East religions and relations has written a book called "When Religion Becomes Evil" in which he describes 5 elements that characterize this phenomenon:

1) Absolute truth claims; 
2) Blind obedience;
3) Establishing the "ideal" time;
4) When all ends justify the means;

5) The declaration of Holy War;

"Whatever religions 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.  When religion becomes evil, these five corruptions are always present.  Conversely, when religion remains true to its authentic sources, it is actively dismantling these corruptions."


Dr. Charles Kimball,





"When Religion Becomes Evil"

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."

Why is this?  What can we do about it?  The world is crying out for a better vision and leadership for today's increasingly violent, extremist and militarized world.  

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.   People here see the West standing for justice and freedom for its friends while it is building walls, physically and symbolically, around Muslims and the Arab world.   Here, the test of the West for justice is whether they can help bring justice to the Palestinian/Israeli conflict.  Until there is some justice achieved here, rather than the acceleration toward apartheid, Western claims to bring democracy and freedom to the Middle East will continue to seem like a cruel joke and extremism will grow.  

It is high time we moderate people 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 demonizing one another in the name of God and instead try to see God in the other.  We then learn and grow 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.

Christian Zionism

During the summer of 2006, four heads of local Churches in Jerusalem issued the Jerusalem Declaration Against Christian Zionism because it we see the damage Christian Zionism is doing to our Muslim sisters and brothers, to our own Palestinian Christians, and, I believe, to the climate for peace in the world.  
Some of these Christian Zionists preach that the God of the Muslims is different than the God of the Christians, which contradicts the Bible.  We all remember what happens when we promote beliefs like this, as in the Nazi era when they proclaimed that the God of the Jews was different than the God of the Christians.  Only Holy Wars and hatreds are encouraged by these beliefs.  

Here is part of the statement:
We categorically reject Christian Zionist doctrines as false teaching that corrupts the biblical message of love, justice and reconciliation.  

We further reject the contemporary alliance of Christian Zionist leaders and organizations with elements in the governments of Israel and the United States that are presently imposing their unilateral pre-emptive borders and domination over Palestine.  This inevitably leads to unending cycles of violence that undermine the security of all peoples of the Middle East and the rest of the world.  

We reject the teachings of Christian Zionism that facilitate and support these policies as they advance racial exclusivity and perpetual war rather than the gospel of universal love, redemption and reconciliation taught by Jesus Christ. Rather than condemn the world to the doom of Armageddon we call upon everyone to liberate themselves from the ideologies of militarism and occupation.  Instead, let them pursue the healing of the nations! 

We call upon Christians in Churches on every continent to pray for the Palestinian and Israeli people, both of whom are suffering as victims of occupation and militarism.  These discriminative actions are turning Palestine into impoverished ghettos surrounded by exclusive Israeli settlements.  The establishment of the illegal settlements and the construction of the Separation Wall on confiscated Palestinian land undermines the viability of a Palestinian state as well as peace and security in the entire region.

We call upon all Churches that remain silent, to break their silence and speak for reconciliation with justice in the Holy Land.  

Therefore, we commit ourselves to the following principles as an alternative way: 

· We affirm that all people are created in the image of God.  In turn they are called to honor the dignity of every human being and to respect their inalienable rights.

· We affirm that Israelis and Palestinians are capable of living together within peace, justice and security. 

· We affirm that Palestinians are one people, both Muslim and Christian.  We reject all attempts to subvert and fragment their unity.

· We call upon all people to reject the narrow world view of Christian Zionism and other ideologies that privilege one people at the expense of others.

· We are committed to non-violent resistance as the most effective means to end the illegal occupation in order to attain a just and lasting peace.

· With urgency we warn that Christian Zionism and its alliances are justifying  colonization, apartheid and empire-building.  

God demands that justice be done.  No enduring peace, security or reconciliation is possible without the foundation of justice.  The demands of justice will not disappear.  The struggle for justice must be pursued diligently and persistently but non-violently.  

"What does the Lord require of you, to act justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God." (Micah 6:8)
This is where we take our stand.  We stand for justice. We can do no other.  Justice alone guarantees a peace that will lead to reconciliation with a life of security and prosperity for all the peoples of our Land.  By standing on the side of justice, we open ourselves to the work of peace - and working for peace makes us children of God.
"God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them.  And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation." (2 Cor 5:19)

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

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;

Brothers and sisters, 

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 that religious leaders from every faith and ethnicity have the courage to stand up and denounce any violence or hate done in the name of religion is a blasphemy.

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, 

occupation into liberation,



it is now!

May God continue to use us all as peacemakers, instruments of this healing, ministers of reconciliation and brokers of justice.     Thank you.

