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Dear sisters and brothers of the ELCA, I bring you salaam and greetings from your partners in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land. The ELCA has been a true partner, accompanying us on a difficult road through many pilgrimages to the Holy Land, support of our educational and ecclesiastical ministries, leadership in the Mt. of Olives Housing Project and support of other Lutheran World Federation ministries.  We are deeply grateful for your accompaniment and your support.
I come to you from Washington, where members of the newly-formed Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land met with political leaders to discuss the religious issues and sensitivities that underlie the Palestinian/Israeli conflict.  
When the church works for justice and peace in our land, some say we shouldn't meddle in politics.  But it is our Lord and Savior himself who taught us to speak out on behalf of the oppressed and marginalized, to care for humanity and speak for justice.  The church should care about every human being, regardless of race, color or creed.  Working for justice is an integral part of the church's spiritual struggle to liberate humanity from any evil that violates human rights.  Working for justice is not political to me, it is biblical and spiritual.

Almost 20 years ago now, President Ronald Reagan stood before that era's symbol of oppression – the Berlin wall, and uttered some prophetic words.  
This wall will fall. 

 It cannot withstand faith. 

 It cannot withstand truth. 

 It cannot withstand freedom.

When these prophetic words finally came to pass, who would have imagined that less than two decades later we would be back to building walls?  I have no doubt that the Separation Wall in the Holy Land will one day fall for the same reasons.  The only question is how many lives, how many shattered and demolished villages, how much dehumanization and stigmatization will we tolerate? 
This Wall is not a sign of justice or peace, it is a material sign of the walls of hatred that are growing stronger everyday.  This wall does not provide security, it breeds despair and a culture of separation.  And it cannot contain the hatred and resentment that are building every day. 
Two years ago, at the ELCA churchwide assembly in Orlando, the you adopted the campaign of "Peace Not Walls."  I cannot tell you how much our people appreciate your support.  By this campaign, we together commit ourselves to transform this wall into a bridge of hope, security and liberation for both Israelis and Palestinians.  You give us hope.
Our Palestinian church teaches the strategy of non-violence. In one of our schools, we have a sign:   "Violence is the tool of the incompetent."  

Arms, walls, weapons and occupation won't end violence or bring security, they deepen hatred and bitterness and ultimately breed more violence. It is time to liberate both Palestinians and Israelis from the sin of occupation, fear and anger by mutually recognizing the right of existence of the other and by implementing international law. 
This year marked 40 years of occupation.  40 years of wilderness is enough, for both Palestinians and Israelis, indeed for the whole world, because this situation is the core problem in the Middle East.  When we say we want to end the occupation, it is for the sake of both peoples.  Israel is under a siege of fear and militarization itself and it is crippling its people.  The occupation disillusions its young people and robs sorely needed resources from education and social welfare to pay for the illegal settlements and the military occupation.  Young Israelis should not be standing armed at the  more than 500 checkpoints, they should be working with Palestinian young people to develop together a better way of living with one another in peace.  We want to liberate both people from a culture of occupation, violence and death into healthy societies who mutually recognize one another and their human and God-given rights.  
Sisters and brothers, for the Arab and Muslim world, the litmus test for justice is the Palestinian conflict, and whether the West can implement one standard of justice for all, without double standards. Until there is tangible improvement for Palestinians, rather than the current acceleration of oppression and walls, I'm afraid that claims of bringing democracy and freedom to the Middle East will ring hollow.

And the longer we wait, the more extremism takes over and hatred deepens.  It is time that the US government recognizes that it would be in its best interest to become an honest broker in this conflict. The road to peace in the Middle East is not through Baghdad but through Jerusalem. 

And I suggest that we will not reach this gate of peace until your country – and other world leaders, all of us – have the courage and political will to stand up and say, 
"Mr. President, tear down that wall!"

Let the superpowers learn to use their power to free Palestinian and Israeli children from fear, violence and occupation!
Don't send more weapons to all already boiling Middle East.  

Send us justice!

Of course, we Palestinians must also do our part.  The recent internal fighting between Fatah and Hamas has been discouraging.  Our church has spoken very clearly for the unity of the nation.  There is no Fatah cause nor a Hamas cause; there is one just Palestinian cause.  All Palestinian factions must develop a common political program that aims to end the occupation non-violently, and to build a viable, contiguous, sovereign Palestinian state based on the 1967 lines.  Any peace plan that will succeed must have a shared Jerusalem, as the heads of churches in Jerusalem have outlined in recent statements.  We ask you to endorse this call.  

We also work for a just solution to the refugee problem and ending the settlement policy.  It is also crucial that resources are shared equally and that economic development be fostered, because our economy is in a shambles from boycott and occupation.
Our church calls that the Palestinian state will be a modern, democratic, secular, civil society and live in peace with justice alongside Israel, so that both nations will become a light to the world.  

If we see no progress on this, I am afraid that we will see the entrenchment of extremism in our region that could easily cement deadly and catastrophic alliances for years to come.    
No religion has a monopoly on hate or extremism.  It is time that religion becomes part of the solution rather than part of the problem.  People are crying out for a better vision of religious leadership, a new generation of interfaith advocacy where we together – Christians, Muslims and Jews - stand up for common values of justice, peace, equal human worth and rights, compassion, love, forgiveness, community. 
It is always easier to criticize another's extremism, but I ask today that we   Christians examine our own brand of extremism – Christian Zionism.  This is an approach to biblical interpretation that endorses uncritical support of the state of Israel based on an interpretation of Biblical prophecy regarding God's purposes for Palestine. This is a dangerous ideology posing as a theology because it dehumanizes and marginalizes Palestinian Christians who have lived in the Holy Land since the time of Jesus.  This approach encourages injustice, the illegal confiscation of Palestinian land, militarization that will hasten Armageddon. It demonizes Muslims and hurts interfaith dialogue.  My answer to this ideology is that my Christ is the Christ of the cross and love, not the Christ of the sword.  Please, speak out and support our modest voices of the churches in Jerusalem for a better theology of justice and peace/shalom/salaam.
Many ask us, how can we help?
1) EDUCATION

The heads of churches in Jerusalem have urged education as one of the main answers to our problems.  We must educate ourselves and teach our children to live with one another with mutual understanding and compassion.  In our ELCJHL schools, our students are both Christian and Muslim, and we teach them to learn about one another and even become enriched by another's religion.  Education is the only weapon to uproot every kind of stereotyping or demonizing.  
Religious leaders from every faith and ethnicity must have the courage to stand up and say to their own extremists that any violence or hate done in the name of God is blasphemy.    
2) PROPHETIC INTERFAITH DIALOGUE 

Dialogue is another answer, but we must deepen interfaith dialogue.  We can no longer afford to sidestep sensitive issues because they are controversial.  Prophetic interfaith dialogue is a dialogue of life and should challenge whomever and whatever threatens justice and human rights in all nations and in all cultures, and it will do so with an urgent passion.  A world promoting violence and militarization is a world without a soul.  Let us seek together with the other Abrahamic religions the shared values of peace, justice and reconciliation that promote pluralism, equality, love, tolerance and freedom of religion.  This is the only world worth giving to our children.  It is the least they deserve from us.
I would like to thank Bishop Mark Hanson and other US religious leaders for their prophetic leadership in the National Religious Leaders Initiative (NILI), for their visionary advocacy in their efforts at peacemaking.                 
In Jerusalem, the two Chief Rabbis of Israel, the Heads of Churches and the Chief Judge to the Islamic Court in Palestine are forming a Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land.  Its goals are to jointly speak out on any desecration of holy places or sensitive symbols and to seek to explore possible solutions to the main core problems between Israelis and Palestinians.  We hope that it will serve as a reference group for negotiators in peace process.  
I call on all religious leaders – Christians, Muslims and Jews – to become our allies for justice and humanity.  Let us ask our living God to use us as instruments of peace, brokers for justice and ministers of reconciliation.  Let us all become pro-justice, pro-peace, pro-truth and pro-reconciliaton.

3) SECURE THE CONTINUITY OF CHRISTIANITY IN THE HOLY LAND

A recent study has shown that the emigration of Palestinian Christians remains is the greatest threat to the continued existence of the Palestinian population. Christians are leaving because of the unstable political situation, the harsh restrictions of the occupation and the loss of hope in a just peace.  We are now less than 2% of the population. Some analysts in the Arab world and Israel are more and more appreciating the role of Arab Christians in the Middle East.  One leader said Arab Christians bring stability and moderation because they help build a modern, civil society that promotes equal rights for all, including women.  The more we churches work together for justice, the greater our chances to secure the continuity of the local churches.  It is God's call to you to assist in securing the continuity of the Arab Christians by supporting its spiritual, educational, and other ministries.  
I always say that the Palestinian church is a suffering church but it is not persecuted or weak.  Sometimes, I ask why does our living Lord want us to suffer?  It seems that our Lord wants His church to continue to carry the mystery of salvation under its very skin.  Our witness is in our suffering.  We join St. Paul when he says "I decided to know nothing except Christ Jesus and Him crucified" (1Cor 2:2).  
But it is hard.  Sometimes it is very hard to find hope.  I find no hope in politics, my hope is in the living God, in my people and in your accompaniment. 
Even in this hard situation, our ELCJHL pledges to continue to work for reconciliation so that one day we Palestinians will see God in Israelis, and Israelis will see God in us Palestinians.  

We pledge to work to liberate our world from extremism, hate and racism, including anti-semitism, Islamophobia or anti-American sentiments. 

We pledge to work together with other faith leaders to transform the culture of fear and separation and walls into a culture of trust, forgiveness and bridges.  

We pledge to work with you to transform our weapons into ploughshares, our hatred into love, our oppression into liberation.

May the Holy Spirit continue to guide us together – the ELCA and the ELCJHL – to be instruments of healing, ministers of reconciliation and brokers of justice.

Thanks be to God!

