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Good morning.  It is an honor to be with you today to bring you greetings from your sisters and brothers in Christ in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land.  This month, we in our land have witnessed a great celebration on the one hand or a colossal remembrance of grief and tragedy on the other.  Israelis celebrated with gusto the formation of their nation 60 years ago.  Palestinians, on the other hand, remembered the same event which gave rise to what they call "the Nakba," the great catastrophe, when 750,000 Palestinians were driven from or fled their homes because of conflict over the land.  Sixty years of conflict, struggle and pain.  It is a good time to look back and see what we have learned from these conflict-ridden years. 

I believe that these years have taught us that occupation, walls and weapons don't bring security, they breed resentment, hatred and revenge.  And the vicious cycle inflames extremism, hate and fanaticism.  
We will not build peace until we realize and act upon the reality that Israelis and Palestinians are interdependent.  Their destiny and well-being are inextricably linked.   Security for the Israelis is dependent on freedom and justice for the Palestinians.  And freedom and justice for Palestinians is dependent upon security for Israelis.  This is a symbiotic relationship and is the only formula for a lasting peace.  Until we learn, understand and act upon this, we will not create peace.

There are many peace-builders – Palestinians and Israelis – who know this and are working toward this end.  In January, 2006, the Coalition of Women for Peace and Isha L’Isha: Haifa Feminist Center sponsored a conference called "Security:  For Whom?"   Here is their conclusion: 

Until now we have failed in our efforts to achieve a permanent settlement because – in our desire to achieve security – we have forgotten that true security must provide survival with dignity to everyone. Peace, security and justice are bound up with each other: So long as the Palestinians are living under oppression, we (Israelis) will not know peace and security. It is not possible to force a solution on the Palestinians; their freedom and independence are not a good-will gesture, but a right enshrined in international law, exactly like the right of Israel to exist. "
Our churches, our ministries and our schools serve everyone – regardless of religion, gender, political affiliation or creed.  We believe this is what Jesus called us to do.  We are all male and female, Jews, Muslims, Christians and others created in God's image, equally worthy of the love and dignity of God.  It is time for churches – and all religions – to raise their prophetic voices and unite in their stand for common values of justice, human dignity and mutual respect for all people regardless of gender, race or creed.  
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. 
The only way to bring true security to Israel is to end the occupation.  This is as much for Israel's sake as for Palestine's. 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, fear, 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 and security in the Middle East is not through Baghdad but through Jerusalem. 

And I suggest that we will not reach this gate of peace until world leaders, all of us – have the courage and political will to stand up and say, 

"It is time to tear down this 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.  Palestinian factions must stop the rockets from Gaza and other self-destructive and violent behavior. The 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 living peacefully side by side with the state of Israel.  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, based not on sharia law or any kind of theocracy but with religious freedom for all.      
If President Abu Mazen and Prime Minister Olmert, who have been seriously trying to make peace, cannot make better progress by the end of this year, I am afraid that people will lose hope completely, and 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.  
Can Palestinians and Israelis really make peace with one another? 

Only when we truly listen to one another's realities and pain, learn to forgive and pledge ourselves to become agents of reconciliation.  
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. 
My friends, 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 to help make religion a driving force for reconciliation and healing that it should be rather than a part of the problem.

It is time for us to realize that there has been 


"enough hate, enough violence, enough occupation!"

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, it is now.  

May God use us as instruments of this healing, ministers of reconciliation and brokers of justice.   
Thank you for your accompaniment in our mission together, and may God Bless You.

