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  CHAPTER ONE

  AN INVITATION

  
    It is because you are a Palestinian!”

    That was the rationale used by the organizers of a major Christian mission conference in Ireland to explain why they were considering withdrawing their invitation for me to speak at their conference. Their concern was not due to any controversial things I had said or done. It was not related to my theological positions. Their hesitancy for me to participate in the conference simply had to do with who I am and where I come from. I was at fault because I am a Palestinian.

    Those words have always haunted me. The ideology behind this kind of judgment has been the basis of how many Christians around the world have judged and treated me and my people. In many Christian circles, my being a Palestinian means that I am dismissed as irrelevant, or even an obstacle to God’s plan for the land of my forefathers. If I choose to believe those “truths,” I must accept that my existence and well-being are secondary in God’s plan. Such beliefs tell me that I do not belong in the land where my forefathers have lived for hundreds, if not thousands, of years because God already decided thousands of years ago who owns this land, and I simply have to accept it!

    Being a Palestinian means that I am disqualified from sharing about life in Palestine in many Christian gatherings or even from leading Bible studies in Christian conferences! For many of us Palestinian Christians, these judgments have made us question whether or not God actually loves us as Palestinians. It has caused us to wonder whether God deals with different people in different ways based on their ethnicity, nationality, or religion, or whether we are somehow second-class children of God. Are we at fault because we have the wrong postal address and the wrong DNA?

    On the other hand, being a Palestinian means that I am viewed as a demographic threat by the state of Israel and many of its allies. The notion of a demographic threat interprets population increases of particular minorities (usually ethnic) in a certain country as a threat to the dominant ethnic identity of that same country. Palestinians are commonly understood as a “demographic threat” not only by the Israeli government but by many American politicians and Christian groups as well. Some “Christian” groups have even offered to pay us Palestinians money to leave the land and settle somewhere else! Paul Liberman, executive director of the Alliance for Israel Advocacy (a lobbying group established by the Messianic Jewish Alliance of America), explains their policy plan as such, “If there are any Palestinian residents who wish to leave, we will provide funds for you to leave, with the hopes that over 10 years to change the demography of the West Bank towards an eventual annexation.”1 (And that is supposedly a brother in Christ! With brothers like that, who needs enemies?)

    This book is a story of my life journey, with all its struggles and hurdles, in the shadow of these dismissive views and despite them—a journey that led me not only to embrace and celebrate my identity but also see it as part of my calling in life. It is about discovering a sense of calling to envision and work for an alternative reality. More importantly, this book illustrates my journey of discovering that the Jesus of Bethlehem, the son of this land—in his way and teachings and through the kingdom he established on this earth—has shown us the way for a new and better reality, here and now. This is a reality in which faith can move mountains and prepare the path for a better world.

    
      PALESTINIAN AND ARAB

      I am an Arab Palestinian Christian. For many, being a Christian and an Arab (let alone Palestinian) is an oxymoron! Many times in the past, when I introduced myself to a Western Christian, I would get the question “When did you convert?”—assuming that, as an Arab, I must have been Muslim. However, Arab Christianity is not the invention of yesterday. In fact, Arab Christianity predates Islam! The church in the East has a long and very rich history.2 There were Arab Christians in the very first ecumenical council of churches in Nicaea in 325 CE. In addition, there have been many profound Arab theologians and apologists throughout the centuries—though one is very unlikely to hear or read about them in Western seminaries and Bible schools.

      It is important here to distinguish between Arab and Palestinian and to make clear why I will use the terms Palestine and Palestinian to refer to my land and its people for the majority of this book. Being “Arab” has more to do with belonging to a particular culture, heritage, and language than it does with being the descendants of the ancient tribes of Arabia. Some who would be considered Arab are descendants of these ancient tribes; however, most are not. An Arab is “a person who speaks Arabic as a first language and self-identifies as Arab.”3 Arab identity is defined solely by culture rather than ethnicity or religion.

      A Palestinian is not an invention of recent history, though many contend (“convincingly”) with this fact. For them, the term Arab instead of Palestinian is used almost exclusively in political rhetoric surrounding Palestine/Israel to refer to previous inhabitants of the land (Palestinians). However, prominent Palestinian historian Nur Masalha describes the binary of Arab versus Jew in this context as terribly misleading considering that Palestine, until the arrival of European Zionism in the twentieth century, consisted of Arab Muslims, Arab Christians, and Arab Jews. He further elucidates that “the idea of a country is often conflated with the modern concept of ‘nation-state,’ but this was not always the case and countries existed long before nationalism or the creation of meta-narratives for the nation-state.”4 In short, the historical concept of Palestine existed prior to the modern-day understanding of a nation and has continued to shift and evolve throughout history.

      Furthermore, Masalha contends that Palestinians have always had a sense of identity that they have related to descent from the geopolitical region identified as Palestine for the last millennia. This was prior to, yet helped shape, the modern concept of a Palestinian nationality, which developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, as articulated by Masalha and others, most notably Rashid Khalidi.5 I use the terms Palestinian and Palestine in this book as both a cultural and geopolitical identity. This Palestinian national identity rooted in the land of Palestine (most of which is now considered Israel) developed in the late nineteenth to early twentieth century yet also has origins in historic notions of Palestine as a country/people.

      While I understand it is not conventional for most Christians to refer to this land as Palestine, I invite you to challenge yourself with the alternative perspective I present in this book. In referring to this land as Palestine, I am not confronting Israel in a negating way. And as I will argue at the conclusion of this book, it is my hope that Palestinians and Israelis will one day share this land. Simply put, I am articulating my existence as I have known it and as I and my people think of ourselves—we are Palestinians. I invite you to step into my shoes, and the shoes of countless Palestinian Christians, and seek to better understand my experience and my faith. I ask this of you, not because my experience needs to be at the forefront of any conversation regarding Christianity and the land, but because as siblings in Christ, our journeys and existences are inherently intertwined with one another.

    

    
    
      CHRISTIANITY, HISTORY, AND IDENTITY OF THE LAND

      Christianity in this land is as old as the Jesus movement. The first church was in Jerusalem and composed mainly of first-century Jews who believed in Jesus as the Messiah. Since then, there has always been a Christian presence in this land. Yet so often, as I already mentioned, people are surprised to know that there are Christians in Palestine. Rather, the surprise should come if we did not exist in Palestine! This is the place where it all started, after all.

      The history of Christianity in this land is difficult and complex, and it is closely tied with the history of Palestine. The identity and reality of the church was shaped by the political reality and in particular by who has occupied this land, for this land has always been occupied and invaded by foreign powers. This goes back to biblical times, as the land was ruled by the Assyrians (721 BCE), Babylonians (586 BCE), Persians (539 BCE), and Alexander the Great and the Greeks (333 BCE). In 63 BCE, Palestine was incorporated into the Roman Empire. Between 330 and 640 CE, Palestine was under the Byzantine rule, and Jerusalem and Palestine were increasingly Christianized and established as a place for Christian pilgrimage. In 638 CE, Arabs under the Caliph Umar captured Palestine from the Byzantines.

      Between the years 1099 and 1187 CE, the Crusaders established the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. It was during these years, in fact, that the number of Christians in Jerusalem and Palestine declined in large measures. The Ayyubids under Salah Al Din (Saladin) ended the Crusaders era, and in 1260 CE, the Mamluks succeed the Ayyubids. This was followed by four hundred years (1516–1917) of the brutal rule of the Ottoman Empire with its capital in Istanbul. Many Christians, especially in the last days of this empire, were forced to leave Palestine and settled mainly in Latin America. The Turkish reign ended in 1918 when Palestine was occupied by the Allied forces under British general Edmund Allenby, and Britain established the British Mandate over Palestine.

      This short history detailing the reality that the people of this land have never ruled themselves is a crucial element in the shaping of the Palestinian identity. It is also important to understanding this book and the reality and even theology of Palestinian Christians. Mitri Raheb summarizes the history of the land and its people as follows:

      
        Geopolitically, the mountainous land of Palestine is on the periphery of history. For the most part, it has been used by the empires as a battlefield to test and transfer arms and soldiers to suit their powers. . . . The people of this land are trampled over again and again. Each time they try to take a breath, they will receive another blow that drags them through the mud: Their cities get destroyed, burned, and robbed. Their harvests are seized before their time. Their youth are forcibly captured, tortured, displaced, and killed while striving to make ends meet.6

      

      Raheb then contends that it could have been only here that Jesus would launch his “kingdom”—in the land that has witnessed so many violent kingdoms and empires.

      Today in the land, the Palestinian community finds itself in two realities. Some are part of the state of Israel (most live in the Galilee area), and some are governed by the Palestinian Authority, while really being under the Israeli occupation. Those who are part of Israel are the ones who survived the war in 1948 and were not expelled by the new government when the state of Israel was created. Today the total number of Palestinians in the state of Israel is about 1.8 million (20 percent of the population), and among them there are 130,000 Palestinian Christians.7 The situation of Palestinians in Israel is best described as second-class citizens in their own homeland. They live under a Jewish state that has just passed a law that declares, “The right to exercise national self-determination in the State of Israel is unique to the Jewish people” (Nation-State Law).

      The situation in the Palestinian territories, also known as the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza, is more complex and challenging. Around 4.8 million Palestinians, including around 46,000 Palestinian Christians,8 live under the dual reality of a Palestinian government and the Israeli military occupation. In actuality, the Israeli occupation controls every aspect of our lives: land, water, movement, borders, and family reunification, to name just a few. Terms like checkpoints, permits, settlements, and the separation wall define our reality. Injustice and inequality define life in Palestine today.

      All of this means that the number of Christians in the land has declined considerably. People, especially young families, both Muslim and Christian Palestinians, are leaving the land and looking for a better life elsewhere. They are seeking opportunity, equality, and freedom, which is simply not available to them in Palestine.

    

    
    
      GROWING UP IN BETHLEHEM

      I was born in Bethlehem in 1979. When people from around the world hear that I am from Bethlehem (and after I explain that I am talking about the real Bethlehem, not the Bethlehem of Pennsylvania), they often respond with great excitement, “Wow, it must be great to have been born in the place where Jesus was born and to live where he lived!”

      But for me and most Bethlehemites from my generation, growing up in Bethlehem was not really about growing up in the place of Jesus’ birth. As children and teenagers, we did not wake up thinking of how blessed we were to live in the land where Jesus walked! In fact, I cannot remember my parents ever taking me to visit the Church of the Nativity—the place where it is believed Jesus was born. The first time I can remember visiting the Church of the Nativity was when my aunt who lived in the United States came to visit us!

      “Blessed” was not the first thing that came to mind to describe how we felt about our reality. Growing up in Bethlehem was full of challenges. Our reality was, and still is, defined by the Israeli military occupation of our land. When I was eight years old, the first intifada erupted.9 These were years of weekly, if not daily, demonstrations, military imposed curfews,10 strikes, and street marches. Life used to stop every day at 12:30 p.m., as there was a daily strike, which meant that all shops, schools, and universities would be closed at that time of the day. The rest of the day was the time for demonstrating against the Israeli military. There were whole months when schools were closed by the Israeli military, and we instead went to “home schools” in the neighborhoods organized by our community.

      Though I cannot deny that as children we enjoyed the community aspect of this enforcement, the long hours for playing because of the closure of schools, and the excitement of sneaking out during the curfews to ask for food from the neighbors or simply to play in the neighborhood—“blessed” and “lucky” were not the words we would use to describe our reality. Almost every Palestinian of my generation could point to a traumatic moment or incident in which he or she was dehumanized or harmed by the armed Israeli soldiers and settlers, whether being (or witnessing a relative or a friend) beaten, humiliated, arrested, or, worst of all, shot. I still have clear and vivid memories of the demonstrations that took place in front of our house, being slapped in the face by a soldier when I was eleven years old, and lying on the floor in fear because of shooting outside of our house.

      When I was eleven years old, the first Gulf War took place following the invasion of Kuwait by the Iraqis. Typically, the Palestinian situation was inserted into the equation. (It is always complicated in this part of the world. Everything is related.) In those days, Iraq attacked Israel with missiles, and there were fears of a chemical attack (although it was discovered later that Iraq had no weapons of mass destruction). When Israeli alarm sirens sounded, even we Palestinians hid inside special insulated rooms that every household had prepared.

      The peace process and the Oslo Accords offered some optimism and hope, and there was relative peace for six to seven years. There were still periods of tension, and there was, of course, the infamous Grapes of Wrath 1996 Israeli attack on South Lebanon. Overall, there was a strong sense of optimism that things would be better soon. All of this ended in the year 2000, when the second Palestinian intifada erupted. These were a very difficult, bloody, violent five years of our lives. The second intifada was marked by invasions, shootings, suicide attacks, long periods of curfews, and thousands of deaths and injuries. In 2002, we witnessed the infamous forty-day siege by the Israeli military on the Church of the Nativity.11 Overall, we watched all the hopes and dreams for a peaceful resolution and an independent Palestinian state shattered and destroyed by airstrikes and tanks on the streets.

      For me personally, this was a life-changing period. A lot of who I am today was shaped by walking through checkpoints, waiting for long hours in the sun at checkpoints, or even evading checkpoints! I battled hate and despair. I was angry and felt powerless. That is when I decided to leave behind my engineering degree and study theology, unsure of what I really wanted to do in life. All I knew was that I wanted to do something for my people! I was simply looking for answers like many others at the time, and the Bible is where I sought answers to the many questions I had.

      Today, our land is still in the news. When you visit the Palestinian territories, you will come back with images of the ugly, concrete separation wall and the many checkpoints with armed soldiers. This very small piece of geography is fragmented like nothing you have seen or imagined. Palestinians still do not have freedom or independence. Though we have some measures of autonomy inside our cities under the Palestinian Authority, everything outside the cities—such as land, water, and security—is fully controlled by Israel. There are, in fact, two realities on the ground in the Holy Land today—what I will refer to as “two sides of the wall.” Few examples will suffice to illustrate these two realities. Consider water consumption. According to an extensive study by Al-Haq, a prominent human rights organization, Israeli per capita consumption of water for domestic use is four to five times higher than that of the Palestinian population of the occupied Palestinian territory. In the West Bank, Israeli settlers consume approximately six times the amount of water used by the Palestinians.12 The GDP per capita is another example of the two realities that exist today in the land. According the World Bank, the figure in Israel in 2018 is $41,715, whereas in the Palestinian territories it is $3,199.13 You do not have to be a genius to figure out that this is not a formula for coexistence and harmony!

      Injustice and inequality are the norm in the land today.

    

    
    
      MAKING SENSE OF RELIGION

      I grew up in a traditional religious society in the Middle East, and this means that religion is part of my identity and self-awareness. I was born in an Orthodox house, with Orthodox Christian heritage on both sides of my family. My mother’s ancestry is peppered with many Orthodox priests. My grandfather always took pride in being part of the guardians of faith and inheritors of the “original” church in the land.

      My faith journey began when I was ten years old. It was then that I joined my siblings and attended a summer camp organized by a small, evangelical church in Bethlehem. There, I was introduced to evangelical faith in its simplicity: I was a sinner, bound for hell, and I had to accept Jesus as my Lord and Savior to be saved, and God would prepare a place for me in heaven. Being a “born again” Christian meant that I had to pray daily, read my Bible, share about my faith, and attend all church meetings. And I did all of that. This upbringing nourished in me the concept of a “personal relationship with God,” something that has remained with me and sustained me all these years. For that, I am indebted to this church.

      However, belonging to that community also meant, intentionally or not, that we disengaged with our reality. I seldom heard our political or social reality addressed from the pulpit. The focus of preaching was escaping the world—not changing or shaping it. I can still remember a preacher in my church in the days of the first intifada telling us how “stupid” the world around us was: fighting for earthly Jerusalem, whereas we, on the other hand, were waiting for and going to the heavenly one. The preacher had good intentions. He wanted to comfort us with the Word of God. The problem is that the only answer he knew from the Bible about our reality was that of surrender and escape: “Nothing will change here; so thank God we are going to heaven.” Another Palestinian preacher used to quote Isaiah 57:21 whenever violence erupted: “‘There is no peace,’ says my God, ‘for the wicked,’” referring to the evil that exists in our world.

      But it was really hard to avoid the political questions, no matter how much we tried. It is almost impossible to do so in the Middle East, let alone Palestine. Politics and religion are closely tied—you cannot talk about one without the other. Furthermore, can we really ignore our reality? And shouldn’t we seek to find answers from our faith traditions in response to the pressing issues outside of the church walls? If we do not do this, the result will be a church that is very much disengaged from the world. Moreover, whether we like it or not, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, while political in nature, has strong religious dimensions to it. Over the years, religion has been used in this conflict by many parties to justify acts of violence and land confiscation. Therefore, we cannot help but engage.

    

    
    
      FAITH AND POLITICS

      Today in my hometown of Bethlehem, Jewish settlers seize control of Palestinian land by force, protected by the Israeli army and motivated by their religious tradition.14 All historical Palestine, they argue, is the “land of Israel” given to their ancestors, and by extension to them, as an eternal possession. Any attempt by Palestinian families, who have lived and farmed in these lands for centuries, to prove ownership of the land by legal documents is deemed irrelevant by these Jewish groups. And in recent years, it is becoming more and more common for Israeli political leaders to evoke religion in the political discourse. Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu, speaking in front of the United Nations General Assembly in 2013, concluded his speech by declaring that the state of Israel is the fulfilment of biblical prophecy:

      
        In our time the biblical prophecies are being realized. As the prophet Amos said, they shall rebuild ruined cities and inhabit them. They shall plant vineyards and drink their wine. They shall till gardens and eat their fruit. And I will plant them upon their soil never to be uprooted again.15

      

      This use of Amos’s prophecy is designed to emphasize the connection between the Israel of today and the Israel of the Bible and the land itself, and it is also designed to emphasize that the state of Israel of today is God’s ordained plan.

      On the other hand, some Palestinian fundamentalist groups also claim the whole land as waqf, a holy territory devoted to Allah and therefore necessitating their action of jihad to cleanse the land from the control of the “infidels,” or those of “unbelief.” For groups like Hamas, Palestine is an “Arab Islamic land.” It is a “blessed sacred land that has a special place in the heart of every Arab and every Muslim.”16

      To add to an already complex situation where religion is used to justify a political claim, many Christian groups and churches around the world have taken sides in this conflict in the name of the Bible and the God of the Bible. Those who take such stances are often called Christian Zionists. Christian Zionism comes in the form of different backgrounds and theological shapes. The tragic events of the Holocaust left the Christian world in a state of shock and shame, and churches were forced to revisit years of anti-Semitic behaviors against the Jewish people, which ultimately led to a revisiting of the place of Jewish people in Christian theology. In this new, “post-Holocaust theology,” the Jewish people began to hold a distinct place in Christian theology. Many Christian theologians began talking about a two-covenant theology, in which God has two separate yet parallel plans, one for the Jewish people and one for the nations.

      At the same time, many evangelical Christians around the world came to believe that God will, at the end times, restore the Jewish people and bring them to the Promised Land and that all of this will lead to the second coming of Christ. These views became very popular when the modern state of Israel declared its independence in 1948 and even more so when Israel seized control of East Jerusalem in 1967.17 Evangelical support of Israel was evident in their lobbying and support of the American president moving the Israeli embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. Many Western Christians also operate under the assumption, often unconsciously, that the whole land of Palestine and Israel today belongs to the Jewish people and that God gave it to them as an eternal possession. According to a LifeWay survey in 2017, 69 percent of American evangelicals say the Jewish people have a “historic right” to the land of Israel, and 41 percent say Jewish people have a “biblical right” to Israel but have to share it. Moreover, 80 percent agree that “God’s promise to Abraham and his descendants was for all time.”18 “What does the Bible say about all of this?”—this is a question I have struggled with for many years, given the fact that the Promised Land of the Bible happens to be my homeland! Did my God, the God of the Bible, promise our land to our enemies? Does God favor and privilege a chosen people? And what is their identity? In fact, the first research paper I ever wrote in my life was when I was fifteen years old. It was a school assignment, and the title that I chose was “Who Are God’s Chosen People?”

      Reading Scripture as a child did not come without its challenges. The Hebrew Scripture is always speaking about Israel, and I naturally connected this with the modern state of Israel. I could not just skip over these parts; it is the Word of God after all! I cheered the prophets when they spoke judgment over Israel but then was disappointed when they spoke about the restoration of Israel. Simply put, I was confused. The New Testament Jesus stuff was much better.

      I also had questions about our role in this conflict. Can we take part in demonstrations against the occupation? Is it ok to throw rocks at the Israeli soldiers? Does that fall under “nonviolence”? (I had a friend who I went to that evangelical church with, and he used to take part in the demonstrations. He used to tell me that he would throw the rock with one hand and pray with the other that it would not harm the soldier.) We were confused.

      These questions were among the reasons that I felt led to go to seminary after finishing my engineering studies. I wanted to study and know more about these issues related to the Bible and the land. I later wrote my PhD dissertation on the topic of the Promised Land.19 Today, I am a pastor in Bethlehem and a Bible teacher at Bethlehem Bible College. And questions about the promises to Abraham and God’s chosen people are questions that I always get from my congregants and students.

      This book is partially about my journey of seeking answers to these pressing questions.

    

    
    
      A WALL IN PALESTINE

      The separation wall, which surrounds most Palestinian (West Bank) cities today, is a twenty-five-foot-high wall—composed mostly of electronic fences and partially of concrete walls—that restricts the movement of Palestinians to Israeli territory. The wall is 550 miles long and two-thirds completed. Ninety percent of the wall was built on West Bank territory, therefore consuming even more of the limited land given to Palestinians. The wall was proposed by the Israeli cabinet and first began to be constructed in 2002, allegedly as a way to respond to several attacks against Israelis by Palestinians and to limit Palestinians from entering Israel without permits. However, Israeli human rights organization B’Tselem (along with countless Palestinians and Palestinian human rights organizations) argues that a key, undeclared aim of the barrier was its route, which was aimed strategically around plans for future settlements and expansion. Their summary of the wall states that “the barrier thus became a major political instrument for furthering Israeli annexationist goals.”20 The wall has effectively transferred autonomy, freedom of movement, and precious land from Palestinians to Israelis and especially to settlers who live on annexed land between and next to walled-off Palestinian cities. This created a situation of fragmentation of the West Bank, where our lives today as Palestinians are mainly confined within our cities. It has also caused a rupture in Palestinian society, making life close to unbearable. The wall has contributed to a dramatic rise in Palestinian unemployment (as the opportunities inside Palestinian cities shrink and permits to travel and work in Israel are increasingly restricted) and has even caused many environmental crises. International law has condemned the existence of the separation barrier and the ideology behind it since its inception.

      Though Israel continues to claim that the separation wall exists for security purposes, the facts and reality of the wall on the ground suggest otherwise. Attacks on Israeli civilians declined significantly even before 20 percent of the wall was completed. For us Palestinians, the idea that the wall exists for security is total nonsense. We all know of ways to get around the wall illegally if needed. In fact, according to Israeli figures, at least thirty thousand Palestinians work on the Israeli side on a daily basis without obtaining a permit from the military.21 (In other words, every day thirty thousand people are able to cross this “security” barrier.) We know that the wall is not for the purpose of security—it is a mere land grab; it exists to further separate and control Palestinians. If Israel were genuine in its claim for the necessity of the wall, they would have built it on the internationally recognized 1967 borders. This is why the International Court of Justice stated that the wall’s construction violated international law and that “Israel cannot rely on a right self-defense or on a state of necessity in order to preclude the wrongfulness of the construction of the wall.”22

      For most visitors of the Holy Land today, the wall shields us and pushes us away. They are not aware of us. We are invisible, hidden behind the wall. And if not for the fact that the Church of the Nativity is in Bethlehem, most pilgrims visiting the Holy Land would not even be aware of our existence. Most of the pilgrims who do come to Bethlehem to visit think they are in “Israel,” not knowing that Palestinian autonomy exists or that the people here call this land Palestine. It is really as if we do not exist. And in a very similar way, there is a metaphorical wall that has long existed in the mind, heart, and theology of the Western church that has shielded them from having to engage with us. Palestinians do not exist in this theology and narrative about the land—a narrative that chose to see an empty land and a two-thousand-year gap in history. Most pilgrims come to this land having only learned one narrative about this land—they see only Israel. In this version of the story, we do not exist, or maybe we do not matter. This is how the wall works; it diminishes both our history and our present.

      This book is about the other side of the wall.

    

    
    
      THEOLOGY FROM BEHIND THE WALL

      “Daddy, why did they stop us yet allow the other car to pass?”

      This was the question my seven-year-old son asked me when the Israeli soldiers sent us back at the checkpoint on our way to Jerusalem, having realized that the special permits we obtained from the Israeli military to cross to Jerusalem had expired.

      Try explaining the segregation system we have here to a seven-year-old boy! How do I tell him that we need a permit to cross to Jerusalem while Israeli settlers don’t? Or that my ID card as a resident of the West Bank (that I must carry with me all the time) is different than that of Jerusalemite Palestinians, or Palestinians who hold an Israeli citizenship, or a Gazan (the worst of all IDs)? How do I explain to him this system of segregation that exists in the land today?

      I am forty years old, and I have already witnessed so many wars and uprisings that I would need a whole book to write about them. Walls, settlements, and checkpoints are our daily experience. Conflicts and divisions define our reality. How do I understand God, let alone teach the Bible, in such a context?

      A theology from behind the wall is concerned with day-to-day issues in Palestine. We are preoccupied with issues of life under occupation, injustice, nonviolence, religious extremism, and peacemaking. We talk about identity and nationality. We do not write theology in libraries; we write it at the checkpoint. We bring Christ in dialogue with the checkpoint. We simply ask, What would Jesus say or do if he were to stand in front of the wall today? What would he say or do if he were to stand at a checkpoint today for five or six meaningless hours? What would his message be to the Palestinian trying to cross it and to the Israeli soldiers stopping them? Answering these questions is one reason for writing this book. But there is more than that.

      Walls are meant to divide and separate. They communicate that people are not equal and that those on the “other side” are dangerous and to be feared. They create a sense of both superiority and inferiority. They are built and justified by the powerful and dominant side. Walls lead to dehumanizing the ones on the other side. Violence—physical and verbal—and denial of rights are justified against those who are on “the other side of the wall.” If needed, theology can come to the aid to instill a sense of self-righteousness to those on the “good” side of the wall.

      This book will show that walls are more than just the physical ones. Walls have long existed among communities for the purpose of dividing people into “us” versus “them” and then exploiting them. There was no physical, concrete wall in apartheid South Africa, but there was separation and division; people were not treated as equals. Similarly, Palestinian citizens of Israel are treated as second-class citizens in their own homeland; they, too, are on the “other side of the wall.” We, the Palestinians, including Palestinian Christians, have always been on the “other side of the wall,” in both the perspectives of the occupying powers and the theology of the West—long before the physical wall that exists today was built. And in the same way in which we are almost invisible on the other side of the wall for the millions of pilgrims who visit the Holy Land every year, we have been invisible when it comes to Western Christian attitudes toward our land. This book gives voice to the Palestinian community through my own personal journey in the shadow of the wall.

      Theology from behind the wall is viewing God and the Bible from the perspective of the marginalized and dehumanized. It is crying out amid the noise of weapons and bulldozing and against the voices that have long proclaimed a theology of this land that ignores and dismisses us—whether intentionally or unintentionally. By writing this book from the other side of the wall, I hope that I am able amplify the voice of my people and my church, in addition to many other communities, who are “on the other side” in their own contexts and with whom I stand in solidarity: communities who are dehumanized, discriminated against, and rejected by the actions, attitudes, and theology of the dominant and powerful.

    

    
    
      AN INVITATION TO COME AND LISTEN

      As academic dean at Bethlehem, I always receive emails from people who offer to come and teach in our college. Simply put, these offers stem from a desire to come and “educate us,” assuming that we do not have people who know theology or the Bible. I must admit that these emails are beginning to strike a fragile nerve in me. In particular, there was an email I received from someone who works for an organization in Canada that speaks about the persecution of Christians, who offered to spend his sabbatical at our college and teach a course on how to respond to persecution! I was so angry when I received this email. I could not believe it—a Canadian, on a sabbatical (which is a completely foreign concept here in Palestine as it is a luxury we simply cannot afford), offering to teach us Palestinians about persecution. I responded politely by inviting him to come and learn from us about persecution as well as about engaging with people of other faiths.

      This book is my invitation for you to step into the other side of the wall and listen to our stories and perspective. It is my humble request for you to allow me to share how Palestinians experience God, read the Bible, and have been touched and liberated by Jesus—a fellow Bethlehemite who has challenged us to see others as neighbors and love them as ourselves. It is my invitation for you to allow me to share my journey of faith in the midst of the struggles of life, including being disowned by fellow believers. This book paints a picture of our story of faith, lament, and hope. And I invite you to join and listen, on our side of the wall.
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  CHAPTER TWO

  IGNORED, DISCREDITED, AND DEHUMANIZED

  
    A divine miracle!”

    “God brought the Jews back to their land.”

    “A sign of God’s faithfulness to the Jewish people.”

    This is how many Christians around the world speak about the establishment of the state of Israel. To them, the modern state of Israel is like no other state. It was created by a divine initiative. As the American ambassador to Israel, David M. Friedman, asserted while speaking at a celebration sponsored by an American evangelical group to mark the anniversary of the US embassy’s move from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, “Israel is on the side of God, and we don’t underestimate that.”1

    Try for a moment to put yourself in the shoes of Palestinians, and consider how these proclamations come across to us. What do statements like this communicate? My guess is that you might conclude that things do not look so good for us.

    Let us step back and unpack what happened in 1948, when Israel was created, from a Palestinian perspective. The creation of Israel was our Nakba—an Arabic word meaning “catastrophe.” In numbers, the Nakba was 530 Palestinian towns and villages being completely destroyed and removed from the face of the earth. For Israel to become a reality, 750,000 Palestinians were expelled from their homes and became refugees,2 and thousands were killed. Israel was created on 78 percent of historical Palestine. This was a national traumatic event of biblical proportions, inducing yet another exile for the people of this land.

    Their state, our Nakba:

    
      The new rulers have moved into our lands, into our homes, claiming them as their own. The great promises of our brother nations and of the world are forgotten. We flee or are driven out of our homes and families. We wander, exiled. Many families seek refuge in neighboring lands or distant countries, but many of us become refugees in our own land—squatting in tent camps as we watch our land, our home become home to another people.

      This is a temporary situation, we are told, and by necessity we learn to endure—but not to forget. Many of us are employed to work in our own fields, to build new homes in our land. They are no longer our fields or our homes, but we remember, and we wait.3

    

    And in the face of these Christian perspectives on Israel, we ask, what about us? Where do we fit in this “miracle?”

    
      WESTERN CHRISTIAN ATTITUDES TOWARD ISRAEL

      “God gave Jerusalem—and the rest of the Holy Land—to the Jewish people.”4

      These are the words of pastor Robert Jeffress, one of two American evangelical pastors who participated in the ceremony celebrating the move of the United States Embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. His participation shows the clear connection between Israel and the evangelical camp in the United States. And though some Christians might not agree with Jeffress’s political views and fundamentalist theology (he called Islam a heresy “from the pit of hell” and suggested that the Catholic Church was led astray by Satan), the assumption behind this statement is shared by most Christian leaders in the United States and in many places around the world. The notion that God’s covenant and promises to Abraham are still in effect today, coupled with the belief that the land belongs to the Jewish people by religious and historical rights, are inherent assumptions in many Christian circles in the West.

      When it comes to Christians and Israel, these following beliefs more or less capture the main theological presuppositions Christians have regarding Israel:

      
        	
          The covenant of Abraham, and the promises related to it, continue with the Jewish people today and by association with the State of Israel.

        

        	
          The Jewish people today are the descendants of Abraham and the continuation of biblical Israel.

        

        	
          The creation of Israel in 1948 was a divine act, a fulfilment of prophecy, and/or a sign of God’s faithfulness to the Jewish people.

        

        	
          Christians are called to support Israel and the Jewish people.

        

        	
          If you bless Israel, God will bless you. If you stand against Israel, God will curse you (they base this on Gen 12:1-3).

        

        	
          The historical land of Palestine belongs to the Jewish people as an eternal possession. The Jewish people have a divine right to the Promised Land.

        

      

      Needless to say, Palestinian Christians are deeply troubled by these views. If the creation of Israel is a sign of God’s faithfulness to the Jewish people, then what exactly is it a sign of to the Palestinian people? Furthermore, the year 2020 marks fifty-three years of the Israeli military occupation of the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza. In light of this, are we as Palestinian Christians supposed to believe that the state oppressing us is in covenant with God today? And when Jewish settlers confiscate land from Palestinian farmers who have been living on that land for hundreds of years (if not more), are we to simply accept this because Jews have a “divine right” to “their” land, which they are merely “returning” to? Should we accept that a person who was born in Russia to a Jewish mother has more of a right to this land than the people who have been living here for hundreds, or even thousands of years—because “the Bible tells me so”?5 The absurdity of such a claim becomes further intensified when we remember that there are millions of diaspora Palestinians who were born in this land and who wish to return to it but are not allowed by Israel.

    

    
    
      IGNORED, DISCREDITED, AND CRUSHED

      When it comes to Western Christian attitudes towards Israel, one of the most troubling is the attitude toward Palestinians and Palestinian Christians. Speaking from experience, these attitudes range from ignoring Palestinians completely to discrediting our experience and existence to crushing and dehumanizing us.

      When one considers in depth the theological positions and attitudes of Christians toward Israel, it becomes apparent that these views remain silent on Palestinian inhabitants of the land. Such beliefs give the impression that the Jewish people “returned” two thousand years later to an empty land! Many Christians have a romanticized image of history and the biblical land. It’s almost as if they imagine that nothing happened in this land for two thousand years, as if there is a gap carved in history from biblical times to the modern state of Israel. The first thing that comes to mind when many Christians think of the biblical land is popular cities mentioned in the Bible such as Jerusalem, Nazareth, and Bethlehem. Simultaneously, the Jewish people are understood as the “biblical” people of these places. We, as Palestinians, are invisible. We don’t exist, or so it seems in the thinking of many Christians.

      Consider the infamous slogan of the Zionist movement: “A land without people for a people without a land.” Needless to say, the land had people. But there was no regard for our presence when Christians in the West, who did not want the Jews among them, began to support Zionism. In fact, this slogan was used by Christians before Zionism existed as an ideology. Before the birth of Zionism, Lord Shaftesbury, who was president of the London Society for Promoting Christianity Amongst the Jews (now known as CMJ), argued for bringing the Jews to Palestine to fulfill God’s purposes for the Jewish people. Palestine, for Shaftesbury, was “a country without a nation for a nation without a country.”6

      Shaftesbury probably knew that the country he was referring to did have a nation and a people in it. The same applies to Lord Balfour, the British leader who made the infamous declaration on behalf of the British Empire promising Palestine as a homeland for the Jewish people. The religious Christian background of Balfour is well-documented and was a prominent influence on this declaration. In it, he echoed this same mentality of dismissing the Palestinians. In a confidential memo to an associate, Balfour wrote,

      
        For in Palestine we do not propose even to go through the form of consulting the wishes of the present inhabitants of the country. . . . The Four Great Powers are committed to Zionism. And Zionism . . . is rooted in age-long traditions, in present needs, in future hopes, of far more profounder import than the desires or prejudices of the 700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that ancient land.7

      

      According to this mentality, the Palestinian Arabs were a “complete irrelevance,” as British journalist Ben White argues. For Jewish and Christian Zionists, Palestine was empty not literally “but in terms of people of equal worth to the incoming settlers.”8 If you read the Balfour declaration itself, you will notice that the Palestinians are not referred to by name but only in reference to the Jews, as the “existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.”

      This reflects a typical colonial and, dare I say, a typical “Christian” colonial mentality. Yes, the land had people, but these people could be easily moved and relocated. They could easily be forced to give half of their land or more to the new Jewish immigrants who would serve the colonial project. (I wonder if he could have said the same about the inhabitants of Wales.)

      In preparation for the so-called deal of the century, Jared Kushner explained in a June 2019 interview his views on the inability for Palestinians to govern themselves or facilitate peace talks themselves.9 For Kushner, Palestine needs this “groundbreaking” conference he is coordinating. These recent racist comments regarding Palestine are nothing short of classic Western imperial views of “less developed” and thus “inferior” societies.

    

    
    
      DISCREDITING OUR CHRISTIAN PRESENCE

      Today, there are still those who ask us, “Why don’t you move to Jordan?” In addition, as I mentioned before, many Christians around the world continue to talk of the land as if it were empty. Consider the following example from an article that appeared in Christianity Today in 2012 with the title “Do Jews Have a Divine Right to Israel’s Land?”10 The two-part article appeared in the form of a debate between two Christian leaders: John Piper, a famous and influential conservative evangelical pastor and writer, and David Brickner, a messianic Jewish leader and the head of an organization called Jews for Jesus, which focuses on evangelizing the Jewish people.

      Without getting into the details of the content of the article, can you imagine how I, as a Palestinian, felt when reading just the title of this article? First, what is there to debate on this issue, since they have already called it “Israel’s land”? However, the biggest problem I had with this article was the complete exclusion of Palestinian voices! What about the people of the land (who just happen to be living here)? Does our opinion matter?

      In response to this article, I emailed Christianity Today and pleaded for an opportunity to respond. My exchange with one of the site’s editors further illustrates the point that Palestinian Christians are ignored today. I thought I had a good case: I am actually from the land they were discussing, and at the time I was working on a PhD on the theme of the Promised Land in the Bible from a school in Oxford! At the beginning of our conversation, I had to prove my evangelical credentials, and back then I was comfortable doing that (being a teacher at an evangelical Bible college certainly helped). But after some back and forth discussion, I was not given the chance to respond. I was told that the discussion was mainly intended to present two representatives of very different American schools of thought on this issue. My perspective was not needed. It seems, though, given their motives, my perspective would not have made a difference anyway. What we have here is a typical case: a (white) evangelical theologian and a Messianic Jewish leader, both Americans, sitting in the comfort of their offices, discussing our land—as if it were empty. What they write is sound scholastic theology. It is dogma. They needed to settle this issue. And the Palestinian Christian voice was not needed. It remained only that—an unnecessary “Palestinian” perspective.

      When we have spoken as Palestinians and Palestinian Christians, we have been discredited over and over again. We have been called “invented,” and many Christian leaders, in their attempts to support Israel, insist that there is no such thing as a Palestinian people or society. Our side of the story of what happened in 1948 has even been disputed. Many have claimed that the Palestinian refugees were not expelled from their homes but left voluntarily, or even were encouraged by Arab leaders to leave until the war was over. This is contrary to the testimony and experience of the refugees themselves, on which I strongly recommend the monumental book of Archbishop Elias Chacour, Blood Brothers, which is one testimony among countless many on being expelled by the Zionist groups in 1948.11 It was not until Jewish historians such as Ilan Pappe and Benny Morris began writing on this topic that the Palestinian narrative was acknowledged.12

      Even our perspective as Palestinian Christians has been discredited. In 2010, Bethlehem Bible College began organizing a biannual conference called “Christ at the Checkpoint,” a movement that I have been leading since its second iteration in 2012. For Palestinian pastor Alex Awad, the one who initiated the first Christ at the Checkpoint conference and who was behind its theme, the idea was to have a conversation about the land and the conflict, a conversation that is rooted in this context and takes the current reality on the ground seriously and that brings the Palestinian perspective into the conversation. We wanted to present our position; we wanted to be heard. We also wanted to utilize our evangelical platform and engage with evangelicals on this existential matter. Our mission is “to challenge Evangelicals to take responsibility to help resolve the conflicts in Israel/Palestine by engaging with the teaching of Jesus on the Kingdom of God.”13

      It was our hope that initiating this conversation would aid and empower the Palestinian church in its struggle to survive in this land. When I began leading this movement as a young, optimistic, thirty-one-year-old version of myself, in my excitement (and naiveté) I thought that Christians and especially evangelicals from around the world would at least be curious. I assumed they would be curious, if not interested, to hear about Palestinians and that they might take our perspective easily. Even though some have certainly engaged in that way, what I was not prepared for was the amount and level of hostility directed at us from many Christian groups and leaders! We were attacked and called all sorts of things. Among these things, we were called liberation theologians, anti-Semitic (which can’t be, since we are Semitic), anti-Jewish, anti-Israel, replacement theology, cessation theology, liberals, socialists, invented, Christian Palestinianism, Chrislam, liars, political theology, theological terrorism, wolves in sheep’s clothing.

      I cannot deny that in the beginning, we were very hurt by these charges. Our immediate reaction was to defend ourselves and prove otherwise, which was what these attacks were aiming to provoke. What hurt the most was the refusal from many to engage with us. And it was not that we were misunderstood. In fact, we were misrepresented and discredited, effectively shutting any window for dialogue and discouraging others from engaging with us. The idea behind these attacks was to label us. By labeling people, you disqualify them and put them in a certain box or category. This tactic is simple: rather than engaging the message, attack and discredit the messenger and their credibility, rendering any message they speak utterly invalid. In effect, they wanted to push us even further behind the wall.

    

    
    
      SILENCING PALESTINIAN CHRISTIANS

      Silencing Palestinian Christians is nothing new. There seems to be something seriously threatening about our voice and mere presence to Western Christians. Oftentimes, this silencing makes it seem as if it would have been much better if the land were indeed without people. But this is not the case. The land has, and has always had, people dwelling in it. And we cannot be silenced.

      In 2012, 60 Minutes, a television program broadcast on the CBS television network, devoted fifteen minutes to a profile of Palestinian Christians under the title “Christians of the Holy Land.”14 The late Bob Simon, a Jewish American himself, took on the unconventional task of giving voice to Palestinian Christian leaders on a major news network. Needless to say, this was not well-received by some, including the then Israeli ambassador to the United States, Michael Oren. Oren, before watching the segment, sent a complaint to CBS and raised his concern about it—which raises the question, What is so threatening about the voices of Palestinian Christians?

      The segment still aired, and it included an interview at the end of it with Oren himself, who argued that the focus should be on persecuted Christians in other Arab and Islamic countries, which is a typical move that shifts the focus to somewhere and someone else. Here, we see a common reality that the power resides in the hands of those with the ability to control the narrative.

      Oren seems to raise the issue of wanting a balanced perspective, which is, again, nothing new to us. Whenever we speak about our situation and the injustices of the occupation, we Palestinians are discredited as biased because we did not present the other side of the story. This is ironic, since our side of the story is seldom heard, whether in Christian conferences that focus on Israel or in the major media outlets. In addition, we are always criticized because we only blame Israel and mention Israel’s wrongdoing without calling out Islamic terrorism (which is not a true accusation, by the way). But let us read between the lines here. The message for us is that only after we speak and address all the wrong doings in the world, only then we are qualified to speak about our own suffering. To me, this is insulting. This logic essentially communicates to me that my perspective is invalid and that my suffering is not real but invented or imagined.

      How many times have I been humiliated at a checkpoint? Please tell me—how can I share about this in a “balanced” way? We have land that was confiscated from us for the building of settlements and the separation wall. We have family members who were born in this land but are no longer allowed by the Israeli government to even visit us. Every day we must watch Jews immigrate from around the world into this land and call it home, instantly obtaining more rights than us. Please, tell me how to share about this in a fair and “balanced” way.

      In order to speak about our situation, suffering, and ministry, we now must be extremely careful about every little statement we make and write—every image and every theme. Through twisted and ironic arguments, we have been made the oppressors.

      The end of the 60 Minutes interview produced a classic moment: Bob Simon called out the ambassador for protesting the program before seeing it.

      
        BOB SIMON: Mr. Ambassador, I’ve been doing this a long time. And I’ve received lots of reactions from just about everyone I’ve done stories about. But I’ve never gotten a reaction before from a story that hasn’t been broadcast yet.

        MICHAEL OREN: Well, there’s a first time for everything, Bob.

      

      It might be the first time Bob experienced such a thing. But for us Palestinian Christians, this was certainly not an exception.

    

    
    
      INVITED . . . DISINVITED

      The silencing of Palestinian Christians extends to churches and Christian conferences throughout the West, and indeed around the world. On numerous occasions, Palestinian Christian leaders have been invited to speak at churches and conferences, only to have their invitations withdrawn. This happens quite regularly among me and my colleagues. Usually, the reason behind this is the pressure put on those who invited us by more conservative Christian and Jewish groups.

      In 2015, Trinity Lutheran Seminary in Columbus, Ohio, organized a conference titled “Seeking Peace in the Holy Land.” Among the speakers were some strong supporters of Israel. Interestingly, though, there were no Palestinians present. This, however, was not the original plan. Just days before the conference took place, Mubarak Awad, the Palestinian founder of Nonviolence International,15 had his invitation as keynote speaker withdrawn, after pressure was put on organizers from the Jewish Federation of Columbus. Mubarak Awad is a Palestinian Christian nonviolent activist, known for his nonviolent activities during the 1980s in Jerusalem. His actions, alongside Jewish peace activists, led to his infamous forced exile from Palestine by Israeli occupation forces in 1988 during the first intifada. Even nonviolent activists had no room at the table. The result was a conference held by a Christian seminary on “peace” in the Holy Land, without any Palestinian voice.

      Awad, being true to his beliefs and practices, insisted on attending the conference even though he was not allowed to speak. He entered the conference with a piece of tape over his mouth and held a sign that read, “Where are the Palestinians?” He stated about his action, “I am going to protest this insult to me and my people. . . . This affair shows utter disrespect to Palestinians, silencing our voices at an event meant to celebrate dialogue.”16

      In 2012, I was invited to speak at a mission conference in Ireland. One of the people associated with the conference heard me speak on YouTube and thought that it would be great to profile Palestinian Christians in a conference that seeks to mobilize churches in Ireland to engage in missions and support notable Christian work in different parts of the world. So, I was invited. What the organizers did not realize was the trouble they were getting themselves into by inviting a Palestinian to speak. Immediately after my name was announced as a speaker, the organizers began receiving emails and phone calls protesting my presence, which overwhelmed them severely. To their credit, they insisted on still having me as a speaker and called me to warn me about the hostility I might receive when I was there. They assured me that they were doing all they could to calm the storm. In fact, they decided to invite an Israeli Messianic pastor to speak in the same session with me, apparently to “balance” my perspective, or at least to come across as fair and balanced. I only wish that we were invited to Christian conferences that highlight a Zionist perspective, so we can add our perspective and be part of the conversation.

      I must admit that when I heard about the pressure to withdraw my invitation, I was a bit intrigued. “I must be already famous,” I thought. So I asked the organizers, “Is it anything I said? Can I respond to those protesting my presence? Maybe there is a misunderstanding?” The response from the organizers was so telling, and it has continued to stay with me: “Oh, they don’t know you. It is because you are a Palestinian!”

      This was a mission conference. A conference that is supposed to reflect God’s heart to the world (and it did), yet some had a problem with a Palestinian speaking and highlighting the Palestinian church.

      It seems that the famous verse in John 3:16 reads as follows for some: “For God so loved the world* that he gave his only Son . . .”—with an asterisk on the word world, to clarify, “*With the exception of Palestinians, unless they conform to Western Christians’ worldviews on Israel.”

    

    
    
      IT IS CONTROVERSIAL

      A few years later, I was invited to lead the Bible expositions at a major student mission conference in the United States, which is attended by thousands of evangelical students from all over the nation. The organizers heard me lead a Bible exposition in an international student conference and were keen to bring my scholarship and experience to their context. Once more, they were not prepared for the backlash they would receive when it was announced that a Palestinian would lead the Bible studies in their conference. (Mind you, I was not even invited to share about my perspective on peace and justice!)

      This time, the organizers were not ready to handle the heat (and the possible financial loss from their donors), and they withdrew the invitation. In their letter of apology, they expressed their deepest respect for my ministry and for the gifts God has given me in teaching and leadership. They also said they recognized that their withdrawal of the invitation dishonored an honorable brother in Christ. However, they explained that there are organizational realities that prevented them from being able to have me as a speaker, which were related to the impact of my known position on the Palestinian/Israeli conflict and its potential to generate a broader public discussion (both inside and outside the conference) on a topic they were not prepared to address.

      Let me clarify first my “known position” on the Palestinian/Israeli conflict: I hope and commit to work for Palestinians and Israelis to live together in peace, equality, and justice. (It is so radical and threatening, I know!) Second, I was not even invited there to address this issue. I was going there to lead Bible expositions—a vocation and a calling I take very seriously.

      In my opinion, which I made clear to the organizers later in a face-to-face meeting, it is a mockery that this is being promoted as a mission conference, a mission conference where the nationality of a person disqualifies him/her from leading Bible expositions. I also challenged them to consider the question, in light of the conference, which took its theme from the book of Revelation, “Who sits on the throne of your organization?”

      What made this incident difficult for me was that these are sisters and brothers who I deeply respect who have done and continue to do amazing work for God’s kingdom and who have taken prophetic stands in the past to defend marginalized groups. Yet, it seems the Palestinian issue remains untouchable.

      During my discussion with one of the people associated with the decision to withdraw the invitation, she confessed to me that she had never heard about Palestinian Christians before the incident and that meeting me in person affected the way she understood things. I responded that it was a shame that she and others rid thousands of students and future leaders of the opportunity of meeting a Palestinian Christian for the first time and changing their preconceived notions of Arabs and Palestinians.

      I am not sharing about this experience to draw sympathy. Of course, it was very difficult on a personal level to be discriminated against, and it hurts every time I think of this incident. But the more I thought about this, the more I realized that it is Christians with this way of thinking that we should feel sorry for. If this is how a Christian group understands mission and the God of the Bible revealed in Jesus Christ, then we should be concerned.

      The week of the conference, I said a prayer for the conference and its success. I prayed that the message conveyed from the conference would reflect God’s love for all people and God’s desire to bless all the peoples of the world. What was so moving to me was the fact that during that week, two evangelical leaders from the global south, who were invited to attend that conference, decided to boycott it and instead spend time here with me and other Palestinians behind the wall.

      A friend of mine, upon hearing about this incident and how the organizers shied away from the controversy of inviting a Palestinian, reminded me that Jesus was controversial in his actions and the people he associated with. As followers of Jesus, we are never called toward comfort or avoiding controversial issues. On the contrary, we are called to sit with and give voice to those without a voice, even if this brings opposition against us.

      For the organizers, this was a calculated decision. They weighed things: controversy and potential loss of financial support versus standing with their marginalized sisters and brothers. They realized that stepping into the other side of the wall (or even inviting someone from that side into their own), does come with a cost. They made their choice, and for that, I am sorry for them.

    

    
    
      WHY ARE WE BEING SILENCED?

      We must stop and ask, Why are Palestinian Christians silenced and discredited? I believe that one of the most prominent reasons has to do with the fact that we challenge common stereotypical perspectives about this land, and in doing so, we unsettle the comfort zones of many people. Let me explain.

      For many Christians, it is much more convenient and less challenging to think of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as a conflict between two ideologies and forces or, to use the infamous words of George W. Bush following the 9/11 attacks, “the axis of good versus the axis of evil.” The “axis of good” is understood as the Judeo-Christian tradition, and the axis of evil as Islam. Such ideologies are at the root of building walls and classifying people: this group is on that side; and that group is on our side. This way of thinking is simple and safe. It is also self-righteous, as it makes people feel better about “necessary but unwanted” violence. Moreover, there are books today that explain the current conflict in terms of unrest between the descendants of Abraham (Jews) and descendants of Ishmael (Arabs and Muslims), arguing that Jews and Arabs are destined to fight and that Arabs will always have enmity towards the Jews.17 To me, this is a very dangerous way of thinking.

      So here is the challenge we present: we are Palestinians, but we are not Muslims. We break the stereotype and challenge the common narrative by insisting that our existence in the land today is not a clash between the Judeo-Christian civilization and Islamic terrorism. The conflict is not religious but rather political. It has modern historical roots that have to do with one nation oppressing and occupying another. Certainly, Palestinians do consider religious extremism a serious and threatening challenge. However, we insist on reminding people that religious extremism exists among all religions, and while it is a problem here in this land, the military occupation of people and land is the core issue at stake.

      For some, this is not a comfortable message, as it invites and challenges people to step into the other side of the wall, and most are not prepared for that. Our existence and message compel many people not to engage with us and believe our perspective. The fact that many Christians still choose to ignore, silence, and discredit us points to the sad and unfortunate state of these Christian communities who live in a world of extreme poles and refuse to engage with those they disagree with, instead labeling them and casting them aside. Walls have long existed between them and “the others.” This is very un-Christlike.

      There are many who protest Christ at the Checkpoint conferences because of its name. When Israeli authorities summoned me to a military base near Bethlehem to “question” me about the conference, they actually raised this issue about the name of the conference. My response was simple: remove the checkpoints and we will change the name of the conference. As Rev. Alex Awad said in the opening of the conference in 2018, “I would like to keep Christ and get rid of the checkpoint!”

      Again, our hope and plea in doing these conferences is to initiate a dialogue on issues that are of serious concern to us. We want to be heard as we are and certainly not on someone else’s terms (i.e., the conference name or content). And if we choose to describe our reality in terms like “checkpoint,” then this must be respected. We have the right to express our situation as we experience it. If we say that the occupation is the core of the problem for us, then this must be respected. It is infuriating to consistently deal with outside attempts to dictate to us what our situation is or impose certain perspectives that suit other/Western worldviews about our reality. When it comes to life, we know about this situation too well. We are living it. We are not inventing our suffering. The checkpoint is our reality. The question here is, Why are we being silenced? Why are people attacking us and not engaging with our story, message, and pain?

    

    
    
      AN ENCOUNTER ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE WALL

      Being on the “other side of the wall,” physically and theologically, is never easy. It is hard to put into words how it feels to be discriminated against. It is all the more difficult when this is done by the people of God, in the name of God. It takes strong faith and persistence to stay afloat and survive. And to find courage, we can look at the Canaanite woman in the Gospel and her encounter with Jesus. This encounter helps us see through the eyes of someone who was “on the other side.”

      Palestinian Christians have long identified with the Canaanites. Maybe this is because the Canaanites were part of the history of this land before the Israelites of the Bible arrived in it. Or perhaps because we have seen in them what it means to be rejected in the name of God. However, I always stress that we have a spiritual connection to the Israel of the Bible and a physical connection to the Canaanites and all the other peoples who lived in this land for thousands of years yet were rejected from it. We cannot fall into the trap of delineating “who is who” in the story—pairing up ancient peoples with modern ones. Linking the Israel of today with the Israelites of the Bible thus links Palestinians of today with the Canaanites and has the potential to yield very catastrophic consequences. Rather than “inheriting” the racial/ethnic identity of the Canaanites, we can relate to the positionality and treatment of this dehumanized people. That Canaanite woman gives me as a Palestinian a window into seeing myself in the Bible, not necessarily because I am of Canaanite descent but because I connect to this woman based on the way she was treated. Because of both of our experiences of being rejected (biblical Canaanites and modern Palestinians), we are able to find new meaning in biblical stories for today.

      In this encounter between Jesus and the Canaanite woman, Jesus seems to approve the theology that rejects people based on their identity. This is what makes this passage one of the most difficult passages in the Gospels. Jesus here behaves in a very un-Christlike way. His words, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs” (Mt 15:26), are certainly disturbing. So what was really happening here?

      The encounter happened in modern day Lebanon. There, a “Canaanite” woman approaches Jesus. The identity of the woman as a Canaanite cannot be underestimated. The perception of Canaanites in Jewish first-century thought was not a pleasant one. In their minds, the Canaanites were those who their ancestors “rightfully” expelled from the land when they came to occupy it after their exodus from Egypt. The Canaanites were rejected; they were the outcast.

      The woman comes to Jesus and cries out, “Have mercy on me, Lord, son of David!” (Mt 15:22). It is amazing that she acknowledges Jesus here as the awaited Messiah of Israel. Matthew seems to imply to us here that this Canaanite woman knew and recognized that Jesus was the Messiah, while the Jews of that time still argued against him and rejected him. This background is very important to understand the dialogue that will follow between the woman, Christ, and the disciples.

    

    
    
      PERSISTENCE FROM THE OTHER SIDE OF THE WALL

      At first, Jesus remained silent. This must have been very painful. The woman is crying out in despair but receives no answer. Does Jesus not care? Is it her ethnic background? Is it because she is a woman? Is this a sign of a lack of respect? Or is Jesus here testing her (as I commonly thought and taught for many years about this passage)?

      Jesus was silent, which must have been extremely difficult for the woman, who at this stage faced two simple options: either withdraw (in humiliation) or persist with the request (and risk even more humiliation). Thankfully, for her sake and our own today, she persisted.

      At this stage, the disciples intervene, and urge Jesus saying, “Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us” (Mt 15:23). Their response was not one motivated by compassion. They did not plead for Jesus to heal this woman’s daughter! Rather, they were simply annoyed because the woman was shouting after them! They wanted to silence her. She did not belong. Her voice did not matter. Her cry was irrelevant. She must be silenced! Voices from the other side of the wall are “annoying” to those in a position of privilege. Do you see now why we can identify with this woman?

      And now Jesus answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Mt 15:24).

      In other words, “I did not come for her!”

      How can Jesus be so harsh? But it is here that we must begin paying attention to the details. Jesus here was not responding to her. The text does not say, “Jesus answered her,” but that he answered in general terms. He was answering his disciples—not the woman! He was addressing the beliefs and theology of his disciples. He was actually testing them, not her.

      Did Jesus really come only for the lost sheep of the house of Israel? If this were true, what would Jesus have been doing in Tyre and Sidon to begin with? I doubt he was merely taking a walk there. Didn’t Jesus in the end heal that woman’s daughter? The Gospels are full of stories of healing and the faith of non-Jews (Mt 15:31). And didn’t Jesus at the end of Matthew command his disciples to make disciples from all nations? This statement goes against the actions and words of Jesus himself.

      I believe that the statement “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” did not reflect Jesus’ thinking but that of his disciples. Jesus was testing his disciples.

      The woman persisted. She came and knelt before Jesus, saying, “Lord, help me.” Her need was very urgent, and it was clear that she was not going to give up easily. At this stage Jesus answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs” (Mt 15:26).

      Ouch! These are very difficult and derogatory words. According to commentaries, this reflected a certain exclusive theology that was common among many Jews of the first century. It is a theology that divided the world into “us” (chosen and pure) versus “them” (unchosen and impure). “The Jews universally assumed that eschatological fulfillment belonged to Israel in an exclusive sense. Many also expected that the overflow of the abundant eschatological blessing of God would be made available to ‘righteous Gentiles.’”18 In certain cases, this became a way in which some Jews despised and rejected non-Jews, and “Gentiles were sometimes linked to the unclean dogs that roamed the streets.”19

      Why would Jesus say such a thing? This was for a long time one of the most difficult verses in the Gospels for me. Until I realized again that Jesus was not speaking to the woman! So far in the narrative, he has not addressed the woman directly. Again, Jesus here is echoing his disciples’ worldview, as if to question it.

      Isn’t it right that the Messiah would be sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel? What do you think?

      Don’t you agree that it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs?

      Here Jesus challenges common beliefs of his time: Is salvation really only for Jews? Do nations actually have a status of dogs? Does God really discriminate between people according to race? Or nationality? Or even religion? What does God look for in human beings? What distinguishes one person from another in the eyes of God?

      This Canaanite woman, through her immense faith, gives us the answer to these questions. In her amazing wit, she challenged this exclusive theology! And she did so in wisdom and gentleness. Wisely, she said, “Give me the crumbs.” This woman did not surrender to a theology that judges people according to race, even if it meant taking only the crumbs.

      It is here that Jesus revealed to us his true face. For the first time in the text, he addressed the woman. “Then Jesus answered her, ‘Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish,’” (Mt 15:28 emphasis added).

      Jesus did not give her crumbs; in fact, he gave her much more than the crumbs! Even if this woman was content with only morsels, Jesus refused to give her the place of dogs. Her daughter was healed, and he elevated her and affirmed her worth by commending her faith. Today, we are still talking about and praising her, declaring with Jesus, “Great is her faith!” We also use her as an example against all exclusive theologies wherever they exist.

      This Canaanite woman gives us a model in resistance. Through her humility, courage, and wisdom, she taught us how to challenge unjust structures of power. As a woman, she challenged a chauvinistic environment that looked down on women. And as a Canaanite, she challenged exclusive and racist ideologies and theologies. She reminds us that God is the God of all peoples, who affirms the humanity of those whose existences are erased, reminding us of our responsibility to see neighbors in one another. Her story has become an emblem of a God of justice who does not discriminate based on gender, religion, race, class, or nationality—a God who is in solidarity with the ones “on the other side of the wall.”

    

    



[image: ]
CHAPTER THREE
CHRISTIAN ZIONISM AS IMPERIAL THEOLOGY
We need to talk about Christian Zionism! And we need to look at this movement as more than simply a group of Christians with certain biblical and theological beliefs about Israel and Jews. It is a political movement—a movement that uses the Bible to justify and legitimize Israel’s position of power, and by association their own power, at the expense of Palestinians. It is well documented how the Bible has been used over the centuries by Christians to justify slavery, apartheid, colonization, and the oppression of women in the church. Today, the Bible and Christian theology are being used against Palestinians, while also being utilized for those in power to legitimize and strengthen their positions of dominance and control.
Let us first define Christian Zionism. Christian Zionism, simply put, is the Christian support of the Zionist movement. Naim Ateek describes a Christian Zionist as “any Christian who, due to a particular understanding and interpretation of the Bible, supports the gathering of all Jews to Israel and their claim to the whole land of Palestine” or “any Christian who adopts the Zionist ideology, and makes a doctrine out of it while working hard to achieve its goals.”1
A 2012/2013 Pew Research study on Israel, Palestine, and the Bible yielded fascinating results about white evangelical Protestant support of Israel in the United States. When asked which side they sympathized with more, Israel or Palestine, 72 percent of white evangelicals said they sympathized more with Israel, whereas just 4 percent said they did with Palestinians.2 In fact, more white evangelicals than American Jews say that God gave Israel to the Jewish people.3 In 2016, these statistics rose to reflect 79 percent of white evangelicals sympathizing more with Israel and 5 percent with Palestinians. In 2013, Pew found that 82 percent of white evangelicals believe that Israel was given to the Jewish people by God, followed by 51 percent of black Protestants, and 47 percent of those in white mainline traditions.4 The prevalence of Christian Zionism among white evangelicals in particular raises questions about the relationship between theology and those in positions of power and privilege and how the powerful and privileged tend to support the powerful and privileged.
However, a recent LifeWay survey illustrates the shift of this support among millennial evangelical Christians. The study found that four out of ten of younger evangelicals have no strong views about Israel, and they are “less sure Israel’s rebirth in 1948 was a good thing.”5 An article in Sojourners magazine explains that “a movement is building among justice-minded Evangelicals. To them, the suffering of Palestinian civilians, including many siblings in Christ and those from diverse theological and faith traditions, demands accountability regarding the Israeli occupation and government.”6 There is, and has been historically, a movement in the evangelical world comprising leaders of all ages that has been committed to working toward peace and justice in Palestine/Israel and even to speaking out against conservative leaders who preach unwavering and exclusive support of Israel. It has been my delight to work with some young, emerging evangelical leaders in the last ten years who have more awareness of what is happening on the ground and a strong sense and commitment to justice and peacemaking.
Despite these Christian voices that speak out against harmful beliefs of Christian Zionism and promote alternative narratives, the dominance of Christian Zionist views in popular American political and religious beliefs prevails, and it has consequences on the ground. And with the current American administration, these views have become even more “mainstream,” shaping policies that influence the lives of millions in the United States and in my part of the world.
CHRISTIAN ZIONISM’S SUPPORT TO THE STATE OF ISRAEL
Here is an interesting fact. There are far more Christian Zionists in the world today than there are Jewish Zionists! Christian Zionism is a strong political force today. Christian Zionists yield political support to Israel and have very influential lobby groups, such as Christians United for Israel, which has more than five million members. One of the most powerful forms of influence Christian Zionists wield is financial support, which is funneled from politicians, Christian churches, and individuals toward Israel. Such protection efforts by Christian Zionist groups often heavily fund Israeli settlements in the West Bank, providing tens of millions of US dollars in recent years for projects in settlements and Jewish movements working to build a Third Temple.7 Such ties are enhanced by those such as the late Israeli American rabbi Yechiel Eckstein, whose organization alone raised more than 1.5 billion dollars through promoting closer relations between evangelical Christians and Israel.8 According to a recent study conducted by a Messianic Jewish ministry, these are the five causes, in order, that receive the most evangelical funds: (1) advancement of settlements in the West Bank, (2) the Israeli Defense Force, (3) a variety of secular goals (colleges and hospitals), (4) humanitarian aid, and (5) Jewish religious causes.9
Let us take a moment and consider what this actually means. We are talking about billions of dollars coming from churches, not to support the cause of the gospel, Christian charities, peace initiatives, reconciliation efforts, or even the mission of the church in the Holy Land. We are talking about billions of dollars given to the Israeli army and in support of illegal Israeli settlements, built on land confiscated by force from Palestinian families (including Palestinian Christian families). Those settlements are commonly viewed as one of the biggest obstacles to a peace resolution between Palestinians and Israelis.
The political interests of evangelical Christians in the States carries over into Israel as well. An NBC News article from April 2019 drew further lines of connection between President Trump’s endorsement of Prime Minister Netanyahu and his re-election, the movement of the US embassy to Jerusalem, and the dwindling opportunities for negotiation between Israelis and Palestinians. The article argues that Trump’s “most visible moves on Israel policy . . . are crowd-pleasers with evangelical voters who believe that Jews must have full control of Jerusalem for the return of the Messiah and the beginning of the end times.”10
What this shows is the strong and growing influence of evangelical Christians and Christian Zionists under the Trump administration. It is important to note that Mike Pence, Mike Pompeo, David Friedman, and Nikki Haley all hold or held very key positions in the Trump administration. They are all part of this religious right camp and have expressed how their faith influences their positions and policy making, including issues related to foreign affairs and Palestine and Israel.
With Trump, evangelicals have power and influence. They shape policies both domestic and foreign. When it comes to the Middle East, these positions have more to do with the beliefs shaped by Christian Zionism than they have to do with international law. They have more to do with these modern political beliefs than they do with biblical principles of peace and fairness, as manifested in Friedman’s assertion that “Israel is on the side of God”11 or Pompeo’s insistence that “God sent Trump to save the Jews” and that “the Lord is at work” with the Jewish state.12

THE EMPLOYMENT OF GOD: A CHOSEN STATE
For Christian Zionists, the state of Israel is not like any other state.13 It exists by a mere act of God and is nothing short of being a fulfilment of biblical prophecy. “It’s just the hand of God. . . . This is God’s chosen land as well as God’s chosen people”—this was declared recently by a leader who was visiting Israel as part of a delegation of American evangelical Christians in solidarity with Israel.14 Among those in the delegation was former congresswoman and US presidential nominee Michele Bachmann, who expressed her support for President Trump’s recent declaration of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. For Bachmann, supporting this declaration “is agreeing with what God Himself said 3,000 years ago—that Jerusalem is the capital.”15
It then becomes virtually impossible to oppose any policy or action by the state of Israel or its military in the occupied territories, as this will be considered by implication anti-God! For example, Joel Rosenberg, a New York Times bestselling author and regular Fox News political analyst who has led numerous evangelical delegations to meet Arab leaders, including the Egyptian president and Saudi Crown Prince, recently wrote in a blog post,
For an American President, or Congress, or the American people to turn against Israel and the Jewish people would be more than bad policy or unfortunate politics. According to Bible prophecy, such moves would pose an existential threat to the future of the United States.16

An “existential threat to the future of the United States”? If this applies to Americans, then where does this leave us Palestinians when it comes to defending our rights and opposing the occupation of our land?
Rosenberg, like numerous others, bases this on Genesis 12:1-3: “In Genesis 12:1-3, the Lord God vows that He will bless those who bless Israel and the Jewish people, and curse those who curse them.”17 This was echoed more recently by Johnnie Moore, the so-called unofficial spokesman of President Trump’s group of evangelical advisers, who has told White House officials that “those who bless Israel will be blessed.”18 In fact, even former US president Bill Clinton cited this verse in a speech to the Israeli Knesset (parliament) in 1994, stating that abandoning Israel is something God will never forgive you for!19
It is worth noting that Genesis 12:1-3 is a mandate to Abraham to become a blessing to the nations—a mandate that, according to Paul in the New Testament (Gal 3:14) was eventually fulfilled in Jesus (who is Abraham’s seed) when he died on the cross. How on earth this glorious promise turned into a recipe for foreign policy toward a secular state is beyond my comprehension!
The core issue is that opposing Israel or the occupation is portrayed as opposing God. Consider this article featured in Christianity Today in 2012—“Do Jews Have a Divine Right to Israel’s Land?”—which I mentioned in the previous chapter.20 What is interesting is the use of the language of “divine right.” What if the answer to that question is yes? What if Jews do indeed have a “divine right”? Where does that leave us Palestinians? What are our options? Wouldn’t that imply that opposing Israel is, by implication, opposing God?
The irony here is that the same Christians who use this language of “divine right” to justify the existence of Israel go crazy when Muslims use that very same language!

JUSTICE RELATIVIZED
When the Bible is used in this way, even the justice of God is relativized or qualified—it is relative to Christian Zionists’ presuppositions. As such, Daniel Juster, a Messianic Jewish theologian can argue,
If Palestinians refuse to recognize what God says about the Jewish people and their connection to the land of Israel, then suffering will result. . . . Justice in regards to the Land requires that there be a submission to what God has declared about this Land. . . . So if the Palestinians do not acknowledge God’s promise, they are foundationally unjust and are themselves resisted by God and lose their rights in the Land.21

Let that sink in for a moment. We either accept the theology of Christian Zionists, or we are “unjust” and even “resisted by God.” The lack of empathy and justice has been noted by many. American evangelical theologian Richard Mouw has observed that “evangelicals who are Christian Zionists want to see events unfold, but they aren’t so concerned about justice.”22
In 2019, the American administration shifted its position on Israeli settlements in the West Bank, no longer viewing them as inconsistent with international law. This is a clear contradiction to UN resolution 452, which states that “the policy of Israel in establishing settlements in the occupied Arab territories has no legal validity and constitutes a violation of the Fourth Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War of 12 August 1949.”23 Yet this does not seem to bother Christian Zionists who celebrated this shift in position. Mike Evans, an evangelical leader who is a founding member of the Trump Evangelical Initiative, said that the decision was a “tremendous answer to prayer from evangelicals.”24 He also wrote in response to this decision,
For Evangelical Christians and Israel supporters, however, Judea and Samaria (West Bank) has been the “Bible land” for thousands of years; it was never illegal. The promises read by Christians and Jews were that God gave it to Israel and called it an “eternal covenant.”25

International law is thus rendered irrelevant. It is trumped by another higher authority: Christian Zionism! I wish I could take Mike Evans to visit Palestinian families (some of whom are supposed to be his sisters and brothers in Christ) who have owned and farmed their land for hundreds of years, if not more, and whose land was confiscated by force to build one of these settlements. There are no words that can explain the trauma and grief of losing the land of the ancestors in our part of the world. In the logic of Evans and other Christian Zionists, this is perfectly fine and legal! Any Jew in the world can basically confiscate land from Palestinians by force—because the Bible says it’s okay to do so!

CONTROLLING THE NARRATIVE
The strong and powerful control the narrative. Language matters here. Consider, for example, the notion that Jews “returned” to “their” land. Does this mean that if someone who is born in any country can prove their Jewish heritage, they have more right to live in this land than a Palestinian refugee who was born here and who can trace their roots in the land back for hundreds, if not thousands, of years?
In that narrative, Jews returned to an empty wasteland. Palestine was barren and desolate, only for the new Jewish arrivals to make it fertile and populated.26 The idea of Palestine being a wasteland is not only factually wrong, it is also insulting to us Palestinians. This narrative was at full display in the speech of the American Vice President Mike Pence to the Israeli Knesset:
Through a 2,000-year exile, the longest of any people, anywhere, through conquests and expulsions, inquisitions and pogroms, the Jewish people held on to this promise, and they held onto it through the longest and darkest of nights. . . . You have turned the desert into a garden, scarcity into plenty, sickness into health, and you turned hope into a future.27

There is also a double standard when it comes to contemporary realities. Almost every time I speak to a Christian Zionist group I am asked, “Do you acknowledge Israel’s right to exist?” It is quite amazing to me that I, the occupied, am being asked to recognize the right of my occupier to exist! Does Israel acknowledge my right to exist? And do you, as Christians who seek to defend Israel, give me the right to exist and the right to self-determination? The same applies to self-defense. Christian Zionists insist that Israel has the right to defend itself. But do Palestinians have the right to defend themselves when their land is confiscated or when settlers burn their fields or homes?28 Do the same standards apply to both sides equally?

PALESTINIANS DEHUMANIZED AND FEARED
In this ideology, the Palestinians become the unchosen “other.”29 As with the Canaanites before them, the interest of the “people of God” trumps their own value and worth. A theology that privileges a people group produces prejudice, and even bigotry. For Christian Zionists, Palestinians are often an irrelevant afterthought. They are secondary to the interests of Israel.
Palestinians are often dehumanized in the public discourse of American politics. This was brought to public attention in 2012 when Newt Gingrich, then a presidential nominee from the Republican Party, repeated again and again that we Palestinians are in fact an “invented people,” an invention of the late 1970s. (The late 1970s! And he claims to be a historian.) He has also stated that Palestinians are all terrorists and that our school textbooks teach things like “If there are thirteen Jews and nine are killed, then how many Jews are left?”30 This, of course, is factually wrong.
The notion that we are invented is insulting and condescending, to say the least. These claims are not new to us as Palestinians; we have heard them repeatedly over the years from Christian Zionist leaders. But really, who are you to tell me who I am? In the words of Palestinian Christian journalist Daoud Kuttab, “The people themselves are the best authority on what a people is. If the learned Republican nominee really wants to know who the Palestinians are, I would suggest he listen to what they say about themselves.”31
This attitude toward Palestinians is also reflected among many well-intended Christians who want to be “fair” toward Palestinians. They may speak positively about Palestinians, but for them, Palestinians are not in the same category as the Jews. We are referred to as “children of Ishmael”—God loves us, but we are not chosen. Sometimes we are understood as the “strangers in the land,” whom God commanded the Israelites in the Old Testament to be kind to. Other times we are the Samaritans.
My answer is that we are not looking for sympathy or charity. We simply want to be viewed with the same lens that one views the Jews—we are both created in the image of God, both loved by God, and both deserving to live with dignity and pride.
As we have seen in the previous chapter, this attitude of marginalizing becomes dehumanizing, even demonizing, and is used to create fear. Christian Zionism instills fear! Today, it is so easy to portray “the Arabs” and Islam as the enemy that we all need to fight and unite against. The world is divided into “good” versus “evil.” The tragic persecution of Christians in the Middle East has provided the perfect opportunity for some to make political gains. This is why it suits many people in the West to characterize the conflict in Palestine as a religious one, where the good becomes the Judeo-Christian tradition (us), and the evil is Islam (them). This, in turn, justifies actions by Israel as war on terror, and even the most violent military action is still interpreted through the veil of the “fight of good against evil.”
Tony Campolo captures this mentality among American evangelicals. Building on Eric Hoffer’s theory that “a movement can exist without a God but never without a devil” and that “for a movement to exist there always has to be a devil that must be destroyed,” Campolo says,
There are many religious leaders in the United States that have organized movements that deem the Arab peoples living in Palestine in such demonic terms. There was a time when it was Communist who we Evangelical deemed as the devil, but increasingly our animosity has shifted towards the Arab peoples.32

Sadly, fear continues to shape how people view Palestinians and Arabs in general. Today, many pilgrims who visit the “Holy Land” are discouraged from crossing the checkpoint to reach the other side of the separation wall and visit Bethlehem because of “security” reasons. They are also told by Israeli tour agents and church leaders not to trust Palestinians and to watch their wallets while in Arab neighborhoods in Jerusalem. This perception of Arabs and the other side of the wall as dangerous then becomes a reality and shapes the behavior of visitors and pilgrims. Those who have visited us know well how hospitable Palestinians are. Chances are that if you are walking in the streets of Bethlehem you will end up in a Palestinian home discussing food, religion, and politics! There is nothing to fear.

THE JUDEO-CHRISTIAN TRADITION AND CULTURAL SUPERIORITY
One of the common phrases we hear today in many Christian circles is the reference to “Judeo-Christian” tradition or values. There is not space here to consider the roots of this phrase; however, I will briefly address how it has been used and what it conveys today. At first glance, the phrase seems to affirm the common roots of Christianity and Judaism. Clearly, such an affirmation was and is needed in response to decades of anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism. The problem, however, is that the term is used today in such a way that it communicates superiority and prejudice. A quote from the right-wing Jewish commentator Dennis Prager, who is beloved by conservative Christians, illustrates this:
Only America has called itself Judeo-Christian. America is also unique in that it has always combined secular government with a society based on religious values. Along with the belief in liberty—as opposed to, for example, the European belief in equality, the Muslim belief in theocracy, and the Eastern belief in social conformity—Judeo-Christian values are what distinguish America from all other countries. That is why American coins feature these two messages: “In God we trust” and “Liberty.”33

To non-Americans, this statement comes across as extremely arrogant and condescending. America and Americans are entitled, of course, to shape their own domestic policies and principles as they see fit. But to frame things in a way so as to present themselves as much better than everyone else is what we cannot always accept. It is problematic to impose the religious and biblical dimension by conveying that America is unique because it is a “Christian” nation. It is the same mentality reflected in a prayer by a Messianic Jewish rabbi who was part of a delegation of influential evangelical megachurch pastors and leaders that visited and endorsed then-presidential candidate Donald Trump: “Only two nations have been in relationship with God in history: Israel and the United States of America.”34
I believe that this term today has come to refer to cultural superiority. Palestinian theologian Mitri Raheb in fact argues that in the context of Israel and Palestine, the term is “utilized theologically and implicitly against the Palestinian people and within the context of the clash of civilizations against Islam.”35
In Pence’s speech to the Knesset, he said, “We stand with Israel because your cause is our cause, your values are our values, and your fight is our fight. We stand with Israel because we believe in right over wrong, in good over evil, and in liberty over tyranny.”36 This is probably one of the most-telling and worldview-pregnant quotes from Pence’s speech in the Knesset. Simply put, Palestinians are “wrong,” “evil,” and the “tyrant” in this case. The United States on the other hand, sides with Israel—the “right,” “good,” and “nation of liberty,” regardless of the fact that Israel is the one occupying us and ridding us of our own freedom and liberty! Pence believes in liberty but apparently not for the Palestinians. This quote illustrates a mentality of prejudice, superiority, and neocolonialism. For this to come from a political leader whose decisions might determine the future of peoples is alarming and worrisome.
Furthermore, this is the “wall mentality” on full display: people are divided and classified by the powerful party. Those who just happen to fall on the other side of the wall are deemed wrong, evil, and tyrant. As such, any action against them can be justified. Acts of war become self-defense or promoting democracy. They are “just” wars—based on the ethical standards of the powerful “right” and “good” side.

“PROPER” THEOLOGY
The theology coming from a position of power and privilege leaves no place for opposing views. In our case, you either support Israel, or you are an anti-Semite (an accusation always thrown at us Palestinians and those who support our cause)! To them, if you are a Christian, you either endorse the theology of Christian Zionism, or you are a “replacement theologian.” There is no middle ground. As a result, Palestinian Christians must conform to Christian Zionist theology or be deemed heretics or anti-Semites! This again reflects a mentality of superiority and a colonial disposition. The question of replacement theology (which I will address later in this book) is telling. Palestinian Christians are expected to arrange their thinking in a way that fits into the paradigm of Western theology, a theology designed to solve a Western problem (anti-Semitism) with the purpose of dealing with the inner guilt. Palestinians have ended up paying the price for this attempted remedy.
It is important indeed to reject and condemn any theological teaching that God rejects the Jewish people, that they are cursed, or that Jews today are to be blamed for the death of Christ. But to demand that one should endorse Christian Zionist beliefs about the Jewish people and the land in order to have a discussion about the injustices of the occupation is unacceptable. Palestinian theologian Fr. Paul Tarazi calls this “a rare combination of both theological and political imperialism”:
What puzzles us Middle Eastern Christians is that Western Christians, who say at least that they consider Western Christendom largely responsible for the Nazi holocaust and go on backing—very often unconditionally—the actual state of Israel, still want to convince us that they are not imposing any theology on us and that we are free to have our standpoint concerning biblical interpretation. How can they say so when they are repenting on our ground over a deed which happened on theirs—all this based on a premise we reject? This is a rare combination of both theological and political imperialism.37

Indeed, it is ironic that the West, which has a long history of anti-Semitism, wants to educate Palestinians on this issue—even rebuke and correct us now, and teach us the right way.

TRIUMPHALISM— INDIFFERENCE TO SUFFERING
“It’s unfortunate.”
These are the words many Christians would use when describing the Palestinian situation. They visit our land and celebrate what they perceive as the miracle that is the state of Israel. They celebrate Israel and its triumph and glory. And the Palestinian situation? “It’s unfortunate.”
To me, unfortunate is not the appropriate word to use here. If I spill coffee on my shirt, that is “unfortunate.” But when people are victimized in the name of God and the Bible, unfortunate is not the appropriate word. This makes me think about the brand of Christianity we are promoting. There is such a lack of concern and empathy for those who suffer and are marginalized. And when this is how Christians behave, it is so un-Christlike.
In many ways, Christian Zionism reflects some characteristics of the wider general evangelical world—dare I say the American white evangelical movement, which is more American than Christian. It glories in power and is steeped in triumphalism.
A few years ago, an American pastor from a well-known megachurch in the United States visited our Bible college to consider the possibility of the college becoming a mission partner. During our conversation, the pastor described the history of his church and how it grew from virtually nothing into what it is today, some sort of a global ministry. As he was describing this, it felt more as if he was speaking about the growth of a world empire or a business franchise. He was so proud and to a certain degree came across as too prideful. It was all about growth, expansion, and multiplying. This conversation made me reflect on our core values as followers of Christ. I am for church growth, and we should all be in support of the expansion of God’s kingdom. But we must also be for humility, sacrifice, community, and service. And, by the way, that church is now a strong supporter of Israel but not of the Palestinian church.
To be honest, so often I do not recognize the “Christlike” element in a lot of expressions of evangelical Christianity, many of which present a Christianity that celebrates numbers, expansion, wealth, growth, and prosperity. War is celebrated and encouraged. Pastors are celebrities. They want influence. They want to have bestsellers. They want the biggest church. They want power. It is hard to tell the difference between the church and the kingdoms of the world! Randall Balmer, in an op-ed in the Los Angeles Times, put it this way, “America’s evangelicals have become . . . more interested in the pursuit of wealth and political influence than fidelity to the teachings of Jesus.”38
And now people are surprised to see so many evangelicals in support of Trump!
This is why it is easy for many Christians in the West to relate to Israel. It is strong and powerful. It turned the desert into the Garden of Eden. It is a success story. Of course, it does not matter how this happened. Some evangelical leaders have actually admitted this to me—that they support Israel because it is easy to relate to as white Americans.
And this is why many evangelicals—in my opinion, and I hope I am wrong—have lost their prophetic spirit. There is a great deal of indifference to suffering among their teachings. It is always the sufferers’ fault—whether it is the Palestinian or African American or the poor or the refugee—for they brought it on themselves.
Simply put, Christian Zionism feels at home within the American evangelical context.

THE BIBLE AND EMPIRES
In biblical times, empires, according to Walter Brueggemann, extracted wealth in order to transfer wealth from the vulnerable to the powerful. For empires, wealth and power were far more important than human beings. Empires also pursued a policy of commoditization in which everything and everyone was reduced to a dispensable good that could be bought, sold, traded, possessed, and consumed. In empires, human beings were numbers: a commodity! Moreover, empires were fully prepared to undertake violence on whatever scale was required for the success of extraction and commoditization. In other words, war was the official language of the empire—and it was often conducted in the name of spreading peace or making order. “All such policies and practices could be justified as they secured the expansive wealth of the empire.”39
Empires are alive today. They take a different shape than ancient empires, but at their core, they are the same. The theology of Christian Zionism, in its employment of God, and in its ideology of prejudice and superiority, is indeed an imperial theology. By this I mean that it is a theology that serves the interests of the empires of today at the expense of the weak and defenseless.
In 2009 Palestinian Christian lay leaders, theologians, pastors, and activists from all church backgrounds issued an important document called “Kairos Palestine.” The document is bold and prophetic. It rightly calls the Israeli occupation of Palestinian land a “sin against God and humanity.” It further emphasizes that “any use of the Bible to legitimize or support political options and positions that are based upon injustice, imposed by one person on another, or by one people on another, transform religion into human ideology and strip the Word of God of its holiness, its universality and truth.”40
Just as the Bible has been used to justify apartheid and slavery, it is used today to justify the oppression of Palestinians. It is time to declare Christian Zionism in its current expression as “human ideology” that “strips the Word of God of its holiness, its universality and truth.” It is time to declare Christian Zionism not compatible with the gospel and the Christian faith.
Finally, the challenge among us is to respond to the theology and ideology of Christian Zionism by proposing new religious language. Religious language must be redeemed and reformulated in order to serve the cause of justice and peace. The Bible speaks of these values in terms of a counter-kingdom—the kingdom of God that is manifested in Jesus’ response to the logic of might and wealth. The kingdom of God is Jesus’ answer to empires, whether of old or of today.

THE EMPIRE AND THE KINGDOM OF GOD
Jesus, according to those with power, serves the interest of the empire. In their eyes, Jesus wants to increase the blessings of those who are “blessed,” making them even richer and happier, even at the expense of others! When it comes to supporting Israel, many evangelicals do so in order to be “blessed”—or maybe to avoid the curse of God. To them, God promises blessings to those who support Israel, which makes one wonder whether their support of Israel is motivated by love for the Jewish people or by a desire to be blessed.
The Jesus of the Gospels, on the other hand, would not be silent about issues of injustice. He embodied the prophetic tradition, humbly and gently challenging the power structures by introducing a new kingdom that embodies and elevates the realities of justice over power, equality over superiority, humility over pride, peace over violence, and love over bigotry. His was a kingdom in which “every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.” (Is 40:4).
Jesus’ theology in its essence—his kingdom theology—is solidarity with the marginalized. Consider his friends and inner circles—the people he sat with and the locations where he served and taught the most. Jesus never let fear cripple him from meeting people, even those who were most rejected and despised. Consider the ones who are blessed in his teachings: those who mourn, the meek, the peacemakers, and those who hunger for justice. Today, these words could read, “Blessed are those behind the wall!”
Jesus’ way, his kingdom way, is radically different from that of the empire and from that of Christian Zionism. Jesus said, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” (Mt 5:5). The meek—the powerless, empowered by truth and love—inherit the land, any land. Commenting on Jesus’ words in the Beatitudes, that the meek inherit the earth, Mitri Raheb argues that we should first read the verse as the meek inherit the land, rather than the earth. He then reads the verse from a geopolitical perspective, noting how Palestine has always been occupied and ruled by empires, from biblical times to our day. The people and land of Palestine, he comments, have always been in the shadow of empires. For Raheb, this is a crucial element to consider in understanding Scripture. He argues that we must look at history, and biblical history for that matter, as the longue durée or big picture. This is how we make sense of the claim that the meek inherit the land:
When occupied people face the empire, they generally become so overwhelmed by its power that they start to think that the empire will remain forever. . . . Jesus wanted to tell his people that the empire would not last, that empires come and go. . . . Who remains in the land? The meek, that is, the powerless! Empires come and go, while the meek inherit the land.41

These words of Jesus, argues Raheb, are liberating! They release the powerless from the power of the empire. “The moment he spoke those words, the empire lost its power over the people, and power was transferred to where it belongs, with the people.”42

TRUMP, BALFOUR, AND THE PEOPLE OF LAND
In December of 2017, US President Donald Trump made the announcement that he would be moving the American embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem (which was against international law).43 This move was celebrated by Israel and its Christian allies while strongly condemned by Palestinians, Palestinian Christian leaders, and many global Christian leaders.
For Palestinians, it is impossible to overrate our attachment to Jerusalem on all levels. It is, in the words of the Kairos Palestine document, “the heart of our reality . . . the foundation of our vision and our entire life.”44 The song of Lebanese singer Fairouz, heard daily in Palestinian streets and shops, reflects how Palestinians view the city:
It is for you O city of the prayer that I pray
It is for you O splendid home, O flower of the cities
O Jerusalem O Jerusalem O Jerusalem O city of the prayer
Our eyes are set out to you everyday

Trump’s Jerusalem declaration had no regard for the Palestinian inhabitants of Jerusalem nor for its rich and diverse history. With one signature of a pen, Trump and his evangelical supporters rewrote history and eliminated the long history and tradition of Jerusalem beyond its Jewish history. They also jeopardized the fate of Jerusalem’s three hundred thousand non-Jewish residents, both Muslims and Christians, who have inhabited this city for centuries and shaped its rich and diverse culture.
Trump’s announcement came one hundred years after the Balfour Declaration, when the British Mandate promised to establish a homeland for the Jewish people in Palestine. At that time, the British regarded themselves as the owners of Palestine and gave themselves the right to promise it for another people and control the fate of its inhabitants. In their eyes, Palestine was a property, something they possessed. They did not care about its people and their fate; they saw it as an “empty land” and promoted it as “a land without a people for a people without land!” They knew that the land had inhabitants, but they considered its inhabitants of no worth.
Now, history repeats itself. We have a new empire and a new Caesar who arrogantly considers himself god on earth. Trump is the most powerful person in the world, possessing wealth and influence and a multitude of those who “worship” him for power and influence—from politicians to kings and even to religious figures who have anointed him “the new Cyrus.” He understood the secret of the game: to spread fear and discrimination with one hand and spoil his supporters with power and influence on the other hand—to give them what they want so that they hail him as Caesar.
History repeats itself. Like the British Empire, the United States (today’s empire), considered itself the guardians of our land, dividing and distributing it as they wished. The land is their “possession,” and they decide to whom it belongs!
Whoever reads the Balfour Declaration will see its hypocritical references to the “existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine,” pretending to care about them and their rights. And now, this same front is repeated; we heard Trump speak in his speech about peace—what peace anymore? He even wished that God would bless the Palestinians. In Arabic we have a saying that goes, “You kill someone, then attend their funeral (as if to give condolences).”
There is no regard for the Palestinians and the Palestinian residents of Jerusalem. It is as if we do not exist. Even the calls of the heads of churches of Jerusalem and the leaders of the different churches in the Middle East were in vain.45 Then Trump’s Christian advisors want to convince us that they care for us Christians of the Middle East!
Here is the kingdom of the world on full display, the empire in its clearest expression. Here is the alliance of religion and politics. What made it even worse for us was the fact that Trump made this declaration with a Christmas tree behind him. This was his Christmas present to the Christians of Jerusalem and Palestine.
Verses from Isaiah came to mind at that time: “Look down from heaven and see from your holy and glorious habitation. . . . O that you would tear open the heavens and come down” (Is 63:15; 64:1). These were the cries of the prophet Isaiah in ancient times but may as well reflect the longing of many today who cry, “Where are you, O God?” “Why do you keep silent about this injustice and tyranny?” “How can the proud control the lives of the meek of the earth?”
Trump’s Jerusalem declaration came during the Advent season, a time in which we remember the birth of Jesus. But here is the mystery of God: God has come to us in weakness. God became human in the form of a child who lived under occupation and empire. And Jesus, as God in the flesh, endured many trials and tribulations.
When God chose to come into our world, it was through the oppressed and the helpless. This God of the oppressed was born in “little Bethlehem”—not Jerusalem, or Rome, or Alexandria. He came to redeem us from this world and its kingdoms, from the pursuit of money and power. He was a king but a humble, servant king, and he established a kingdom like no other. It was not like the kingdom of Caesar, the Caliph, or the Crusaders. It was not like the kingdom of Netanyahu, the princes of the Gulf, or Trump. Christ’s was the kingdom of the meek—the lovers of righteousness, justice, and truth—and the cross symbolizes that kingdom. Not the cross of the Crusaders but that of Golgotha, that of sacrificial love.
God is not silent. God is not far away. Yes, God has looked down from heaven and seen, from a holy and glorious habitation. When we read the history of the world through eyes of faith, we will see that kingdoms have come and gone, but the kingdom Jesus established has remained. And today, two thousand years later, Jesus is worshiped and crowned as king all over the universe. He is the Christ of the gospel, the slaughtered lamb who has lifted the sin of the world.
Other kingdoms have come and gone, but the people of the land have remained. Those who have no power and no support have remained and always will, with only God as their support. Did not Christ say to us, “The meek will inherit the land”?
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE BIBLE, THE LAND, AND THE MODERN STATE OF ISRAEL
For us Palestinians, the biblical land is our homeland, the land of our ancestors. We live here, and we have existed here for generations. When the topic of the Promised Land is discussed in Christian and Jewish circles, this is not just any land but our homeland.
Whose land is it? And who decides? Does the Bible specify which nation gets which land? And can we really resolve one of the most complicated conflicts in modern history by trying to argue that God promised a particular land to a particular people some four thousand years ago (assuming that we can say with confidence that a particular nation today is the legitimate heir or continuation of that ancient nation)?
“What does the Bible teach about the land?” This is a question that I struggled with for many years, given my love of the Bible on the one hand and how it has been used by Christian Zionists on the other. I’ve always expressed special interest in and studied themes like “election” and “promised land,” reading countless books that speak on this issue. I ultimately ended up writing my dissertation on this topic.1
What I will present next is a set of arguments to challenge the common and simplistic notion that the Bible asserts that God gave the Promised Land to the Jewish people as an eternal possession.2
THE LAND BELONGS TO GOD
When it comes to the question “To whom does the land belong?” the Bible is crystal clear. And as I tell my students all the time, you don’t need a PhD from Oxford to figure this out. The land belongs to God (Gen 1:1; Ps 24:1; Deut 1:4). And so, when God promised biblical Israel the land, those promises were utterly clear that the land would remain God’s nevertheless: “The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants” (Lev 25:23).
“The land is mine,” says God! The land, the “Promised Land” given to biblical Israel, was always intended to remain God’s land. The former Latin Patriarch in Jerusalem Michel Sabbah comments on this issue,
Land has a particular status in the Bible. It belongs to God. . . . [Biblical] Israel, therefore could not become the absolute owner of the land: it was only God’s guest. The worst possible thing that could befall Israel would be to forget this truth, to settle this land, and to substitute it for God in its worship and values system.3

God’s claim—“the land is mine”—comes in the context of the Jubilee laws (Lev 25). There, God commanded Israel to let the land rest once every seven years, for the sake of the poor in the land and for the sake of the land itself. It is likely that this was also intended to teach people to depend on God, trusting that provision for them in the seventh year would come from the Lord. Furthermore, the fiftieth year, the Jubilee year, was intended to be a year of freedom, when all those enslaved were set free and all mortgaged lands were returned to the original owners. The Jubilee laws are concerned with economic and social justice and ensuring equal opportunities for all in the land. (Could you imagine what would happen if such a principle were applied today in different countries around the world? This also makes us wonder why Christians who claim to take the Bible seriously and literally feel comfortable quoting the land promises but not the Jubilee laws.)
In response to the contemporary question of whose land it is, we can say with confidence that the land does not belong to any people, nation, ethnicity, or religion. It belongs to God.

WHAT WERE THE BOUNDARIES OF THE PROMISED LAND?
It is often assumed that the modern region known as Israel and Palestine reflects the actual boundaries of the biblical Promised Land. But is this so? What were the boundaries of the Promised Land? The issue is not that simple, and the Bible in fact gives multiple and varying descriptions of the boundaries of the Promised Land. There is (1) the land of Canaan and (2) a wider territory that includes most of the ancient Near East, which both take on different shapes during different periods. The allotted land, for example, is different from the land during David’s and Solomon’s reigns and in both cases the boundaries went beyond modern Israel and Palestine. In other words, there is no such thing as a “defined” promised land.
The promise to Abraham in Genesis 15 is most striking regarding this discontinuity: “On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying, ‘To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates’” (Gen 15:18). This is a huge territory that goes far beyond historical Palestine. And if Christian supporters of Israel are to be consistent in their use of the Bible to support Israel’s claim on the land, then must they not also call for Israel to occupy Jordan, Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt, according to this method of interpreting the Bible? At least they should be consistent.
What we have in this description given in Genesis 15 is essentially a promise of the ancient world as Abraham knew it. These are universal boundaries. Palestinian theologian Yohanna Katanacho argues from the famous words in Genesis 12:1-3 that the “climax of the speech” comes in the statement that “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” As such, “it seems that the land of Abraham is not going to have fixed borders. It will continue to expand . . . thus increasing in size both territorially and demographically. The land of Abraham will continue to extend until it is equal to the whole earth.”4
We must ask then, do the biblical descriptions of the land promises extend beyond the promises to Abraham in Genesis—do they reflect universal boundaries? The answer is yes. We can point to the many Messianic prophecies that speak about what we can describe as the “Messianic Land.” For example, Psalm 2:8 declares that God will give the king the nations as his inheritance and the ends of the earth as his possession (see also Ps 72:8, 11). Micah 5:4 says that the ruler of Bethlehem “shall be great to the ends of the earth” (emphasis added), and Zechariah 9:10 speaks of the coming king, that “his rule shall be from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the earth” (emphasis added). Isaiah 54:2-4 speaks clearly about the expansion of Jerusalem in the eschaton.
In short, the theology of the land has a universal thrust. We cannot simply speak about the theology of the land but must instead speak about the theology of the earth. The land, according to this biblical belief, is indeed the whole earth. The theology of the land is ultimately a theology of the earth, and this, in turn, will take us back to the creation (Ps 24:1). For God is concerned with more than just this small territory in the ancient Near East! God is the God of the whole universe.

THE LAND HAS DEMANDS
“Weren’t the promises of the land to Israel eternal and unconditional?” This is a question I often get whenever discussing the topic of land in the Bible, especially from serious, Bible-believing Christians who insist on reading the Bible “literally.” This assumption that the promises were eternal and unconditional, which is shared by many Christians, is actually a dangerous one. Those who typically say this do not usually consider the full consequences of such a statement. According to this logic, God is not concerned with the ethical and moral behavior of God’s people! This line of thinking makes God unconcerned with our faithfulness and our responsibility to our neighbor or to the land itself. This means that there is no accountability, and this is problematic.
So, we must ask, is this thinking biblical to begin with? Again, serious analysis of the biblical narrative will show that the answer is no. The key word here is covenant, and in the framework of the biblical covenant, the promises of the land were always conditional. Another way to look at biblical covenants is this: because the land belongs to God, those bound in a covenant must respect the will of God for the land and not defile it. In biblical times, these demands from the land applied to the nations that were in the land of Canaan before the Israelites entered the land, and it applied to the Israelites when they dwelt in it. The demand of holiness by the land applies to all its inhabitants equally. Leviticus 18 warns that if Israel does not keep the Lord’s statutes, the land would vomit them out as it did the nations before them. This even applied to the foreigners who resided among the Israelites:
Do not defile yourselves in any of these ways, because this is how the nations that I am going to drive out before you became defiled. Even the land was defiled; so I punished it for its sin, and the land vomited out its inhabitants. But you must keep my decrees and my laws. The native-born and the foreigners residing among you must not do any of these detestable things, for all these things were done by the people who lived in the land before you, and the land became defiled. And if you defile the land, it will vomit you out as it vomited out the nations that were before you. (Lev 18:24-28 NIV)

The warnings in these verses are strong and clear. The land does not tolerate ungodliness. This is why, according to the Hebrew Scriptures, the exile was a judgment from God for defiling the land. You cannot claim the land while living a disobedient life.
Going back to the concept of the covenant, we can speak of several requirements that Israel was to observe if it was to stay in covenant with God. For example, they had to refrain from idolatry; worshiping other gods would cause Israel to forfeit its right to stay in the land. Another requirement was to enact justice. Perhaps no other sin in the Hebrew Bible was tied more directly to being expelled from the land than the sin of socioeconomic injustice: “Justice, and only justice, you shall follow, that you may live and inherit the land that the LORD your God is giving you” (Deut 16:20 ESV, emphasis added). According to Jeremiah, God would let the people dwell in the land only “if you truly act justly one with another, if you do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not go after other gods to your own hurt” (Jer 7:5-6).
I could list so many more texts that highlight the importance of justice in Scripture and that link the loss of land with injustice. If only Christian Zionists would take the demands of justice, for all, seriously enough! Indeed, all Christians should take these demands for justice as integral aspects of their faith. Justice matters!
Here is the point: these laws and others are a reminder that the promises of the land were always conditionally contingent on obedience and faithfulness to the covenant. The biblical covenants are the framework for the theology of the land in the Hebrew Bible, which even applied to a post-exile biblical Israel. For example, Ezekiel 33:24-26 gives a strong warning against those who claim possession of the land through their ethnicity and link to Abraham:
Mortal, the inhabitants of these waste places in the land of Israel keep saying, “Abraham was only one man, yet he got possession of the land; but we are many; the land is surely given us to possess.” Therefore, say to them, Thus says the Lord GOD: You eat flesh with the blood, and lift up your eyes to your idols, and shed blood; shall you then possess the land? You depend on your swords, you commit abominations, and each of you defiles his neighbor’s wife; shall you then possess the land? (emphasis added)

Even after the exile, dwelling in the land was based conditionally on obedience; all were held accountable to the gifts they had received from God. This is quite clear in the biblical text: living in obedience to the commandments of God carries more weight than a genealogical claim of entitlement to the land. There is no cheap grace. The land is not a free gift with no strings attached or an entitlement to be claimed based on genealogy or religion; retaining the land in the Bible was contingent on the Israelites’ obedience.
When we read these verses from Ezekiel carefully, we will realize that there is a striking familiarity in modern day events. We still have those who rely on their genealogical descent to lay claim over the land, while also being backed by an all-powerful nation (complete with tanks and a well-funded army). To them the prophet declares, “Shall you then possess the land?”

INHERITANCE—FOREVER?
Given the above analysis, the concept of “inheritance” does not and cannot mean “possession.” A better understanding for inheritance within the larger biblical picture is “mandate” or “task.” The land in the Bible was given to biblical Israel as a gift, but that does not make it Israel’s property. The land is not simply an arbitrary gift for Israel’s enjoyment but rather a mandate that comes with responsibility. This is the reason why Israel was brought into a land in the first place. As Chris Wright puts it, “Like all tenants, therefore, Israelites were accountable to their divine landlord for proper treatment of what was ultimately his property.”5
Biblical Israel was given a land as part of a wider mandate from God. Election always came with a responsibility, and it is never about privilege. God gave them a land to live in so that Israel could subsist and embody the ideals of God on earth and serve as an example and a message to the other nations. Land is a mandate to humanity, not a possession. In fact, we possess nothing! Everything belongs to God.
We should understand the term forever in the Hebrew Bible within this wider context of the covenant. Forever does not simply mean “unending.” This might be surprising to some, especially those used to reading the Bible in a literal manner, without taking the historical, literary, and theological contexts into full consideration. For example, in 1 Samuel 2:30, God makes a promise of eternal priesthood to Eli using the term forever, but then, surprisingly, revokes this eternal promise almost immediately, on the basis that “for those who honor me I will honor, and those who despise me shall be treated with contempt” (1 Sam 2:30). This is indeed amazing, and a challenge to any naive and simplistic literal reading of Scripture. God says, “You will go before me forever,” and then God says, “Far be it from me!”
This verse and others in the Hebrew Scriptures show that eternal promises can indeed be “revoked” by God. Forever does not mean an absolute and irrevocable guarantee regardless of other factors such as faithfulness and obedience. There are many examples in the Bible of things God said would last forever that in fact did not last forever. Just a few examples include the Aaronic priesthood (Ex 29:9; 1 Chron 23:13), the throne of David (2 Sam 7:12-16; Jer 33:17-18), and the temple (2 Chron 7:16). If we want to develop a biblically rooted theology of the land, then we simply cannot read these promises as everlasting, absolute promises independent from their historical and theological contexts.
This is how we should read the promises of land from God to Abraham and his descendants. When God said, “And I will give to you, and to your offspring after you, the land where you are now an alien, all the land of Canaan, for a perpetual holding; and I will be their God” (Gen 17:8), “perpetual” did not abdicate Israel’s responsibilities. Abraham and his descendants did not dwell in the land “forever.” This promise was not meant to be a legal and binding document, valid at any time for anyone who claimed to be a descendant of Abraham. “Forever” does not negate any element of responsibility and accountability. The Israelites were beholden to the covenant, to the promises of conduct and obedience made before God.
I know that this interpretation must be hard to consider for many serious Bible believers who were taught to read the Bible in a literal way. But we should read the Bible by its terms, not our own!

WHO IS ISRAEL IN THE BIBLE?
It is often assumed that the modern state of Israel is a direct continuation of the Israel of the Bible and that the Jews of today are the direct descendants of Abraham. As such, the Abrahamic covenant, which included the promise of the land, is still valid and applies to modern Israel. I would like here to challenge the premise that membership in Israel in the Hebrew Bible is entirely dependent on race. In other words, is the Israel of the Bible an entity defined exclusively by race and genealogy? (And if we answer “yes,” wouldn’t that indicate that God is racist?) But before I continue, I need to reemphasize that I am not trying to define who a Jew today is and is not. That is a Jewish discussion. Instead, I am speaking to fellow Christians who make these assumptions about Israel and the Jews—people like Richard Land, president of Southern Evangelical Seminary, who insists that “[Israel] is ethnic, the seed of Abraham. It is literally the seed of Abraham. . . . If you’re Jewish, you are part of the promise.”6
The question “How is Israel defined in Scripture?” is a crucial one, as it determines who benefits from the blessings of the covenant, including the promises of the land. When we read the biblical history, it becomes apparent that the narrative is almost exclusively focused on what one might call the “holy seed”—the seed chosen by God for the redemption of the world. This is the seed of Abraham that became the people Israel. Yet when we read the story carefully, we realize that you can be born in the family of Abraham yet not considered part of the seed (in the case of Ishmael and Esau). In addition, there were times when “foreign” blood entered into the narrative. Ruth, the Moabite, is the obvious example. The biblical text makes a point to highlight her ethnic and national background; she is a Moabite. Yet at the same time, Ruth believed in the God of Israel and became part of Israel! And my question to my Christian readers is this: Don’t we all believe in the God of Israel? Does this not then make us part of Israel—according to this biblical logic?
Moreover, the Bible is full of intermarriage. Judah married a Canaanite, Joseph an Egyptian, Moses a Midianite, and Solomon . . . well, let’s just say he had many foreign women. Not only that, but we read in Judges that the people of Israel lived among the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites, intermarrying and serving their gods (Judg 3:5-6).
Further, according to the Bible, many “professed to be Jews” during Persian times, for “fear of the Jews had fallen upon them” (Esther 8:17). And in the first century CE, Judaism was already a multiethnic and multinational religion to the extent that the book of Acts claims that “there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven living in Jerusalem” (Acts 2:5 emphasis added). And when the disciples began speaking in different languages, these Jews were able to understand them, wondering, “How is it that we hear, each of us, in our own native language?” (Acts 2:8 emphasis added). Acts then names all the regions and nations represented, including Arab Jews! Judaism was clearly a widespread and diversely represented faith by then.
Such a multi-race Judaism is consistent with the Hebrew Scriptures, where Israel’s identity is not exclusively a matter of DNA. Faith and divine election are also factors. This becomes crucial when we consider the testimony of the New Testament authors on questions such as “Who is Israel?” or “Who is the seed of Abraham?” If any person can join Israel by faith, then this must have crucial consequences for our discussion on the land. In addition, and based on the testimony of the Hebrew Bible authors, we must ask, Can anyone claim pure DNA from Abraham to today in order to claim possession of the land?
Again, this is not to deny that Jews have existed throughout the centuries as distinct religious communities. Nor does this negate Jews’ right to define themselves according to how they understand their tradition. This is simply to challenge the assumption made by many Christians that all the Jews of today are direct descendants of Abraham. In the Hebrew Bible, and throughout history, intermarriage and conversion to Judaism are not entirely uncommon.
Moreover, Jewish lineage in this land is fractured, given that many Jews converted (or were forced to covert) to other faiths throughout history. There are Muslims and Christians in Palestine today, including many of my friends, whose DNA tests revealed that they have Jewish ancestry. Does their DNA give them any privilege? Does this make them eligible to possess the land today? I actually feel silly even asking the question! This must bring us back to the questions—does God really care about DNA? Does my DNA determine how God sees me? I hope not.

THE PROPHECIES AND THE REALITIES TODAY
Another argument that many Christians bring to the issue of land and Israel is that of the Hebrew prophets. The events of 1948 are interpreted by many conservative Christians as fulfilment of prophecy. So, the question is, is the modern state of Israel really the fulfilment of prophecy? Again, a simple reading of the biblical prophecies on the restoration of Israel will show otherwise. The prophets spoke of a total and comprehensive restoration, a new and restored creation. They painted a beautiful and glorious image that includes (to name a few)
	a renewed creation—a new heaven and a new earth

	the renewal of nature—a new garden of Eden

	a new humanity—hearts will be circumcised

	forgiveness of sins

	a new and glorious universal and inclusive kingdom of peace and justice

	a new and restored Jerusalem as a capital to the world and a renewed, glorious temple

	the coming of the Messiah

	Israel defeating its enemies and being gathered in the land

	life after death and the building of a new society

	all families of the earth joining in this new reality, even worshiping in Jerusalem and the temple.


A simple comparison between the modern reality in the land today and these descriptions is enough to show that what exists in the current state of Israel is not what the prophets spoke about. These prophecies should be considered a single package. In other words, we cannot select some aspects of the restoration (the ingathering of the people in the land) and argue that the prophecies were fulfilled. (Especially if we are claiming to read the Bible in a literal manner!)
We must understand the prophets in their own context. They spoke in the context of the exile (or at least intended for their writings to be read during and after the exile), a time in which Jerusalem was in ruins. It was at that time that they spoke about a new reality in the land and created images through words for their listeners, which in turn led to a renewed hope based on these promises. The prophets necessarily continued to use old models to communicate the new reality. This led to a paradoxical method both of continuity and discontinuity. In other words, the new reality, though described in old terminologies and images, would far exceed the original realities. Many of the themes of the new Israel are found in the new Jerusalem, but now they are idealized and even universalized. The words of Chris Wright are very helpful:
When prophets spoke about the future, they could only do so meaningfully by using terms and realities that existed in their past or present experience. The realities associated with being Israel in their day included their specific history and such things as the land, the law, Jerusalem, the temple, sacrifices and priesthood. . . . To speak of restoration without recourse to such concrete features of being Israel would have been meaningless, even if it had been possible. . . . Moreover, even in the Old Testament itself, there was an awareness that the fulfilment of prophecies that were made in terms of the concrete realities of Israel’s life and faith would actually go beyond them. . . . In other words, there seems to be an awareness that although the future has to be described in concepts drawn from Israel’s historical nationhood, it will in fact ultimately transcend them.7

In other words, the prophets had to draw on the past to project into the future a vision of hope. They had to go back into old history to cast a vision for a new one. The prophets could only speak of the new history in terms of the old history, for they had no other images or models. Finally, we need to consider the way in which the New Testament interpreted these promises. But this can wait for now.

THE LAND: INCLUSIVE AND UNIVERSAL
The above discussions on what the boundaries of the land were in the Hebrew Scriptures leads us to the conclusion that the theology of the land has always had a universal dimension, pointing toward expansion of the land and the inclusion of new “families” into the family of Israel. This inclusive nature must be rediscovered and highlighted, especially in the face of the many voices advocating for exclusivity today.
The so-called messianic psalms illustrate the potential for expansion of both the land and the people, pointing to a more inclusive Israel. This inclusive feature is evident in many eschatological visions. Psalm 87 speaks of a day when Jerusalem, the “city of God,” will be a multinational city that includes people from Rahab, Babylon, Philistia, Tyre, and Cush. All will be born and registered in it by God.
Yet probably the most striking statement that speaks of the inclusive nature of Israel in the coming age is the one spoken by the prophet Ezekiel, who proclaims that sojourners will be allotted an inheritance among the Israelites and that those sojourners shall be treated as native-born children of Israel (Ezek 47:21-23). Biblical Israel here is commanded to share the land and consider non-Israelites as native born. It cannot get more inclusive than this. Ezekiel here anticipates a time—in the coming age—in which a transformed and secure Israel will incorporate non-Israelites and even allow them to have an inheritance in the land. This is a concept that is totally ignored by Christian Zionists today!
The book of Isaiah also presents a strong and positive attitude toward the nations. The Zion we find there will be inclusive of other ethnicities and nationalities, and the words of God will guide all the nations (Is 2:2-3). One of the clearest statements in Isaiah that shows a remarkably positive attitude toward the nations as they pertain to the temple is found in Isaiah 56. There, Isaiah claims that one day the temple will be a “house of prayer for all peoples.” In the new temple, everyone will be equal. The prophet Isaiah asserts that foreigners who have joined themselves to God “shall not be cut off.” Isaiah speaks on behalf of God proclaiming, “These [foreigners] I will bring to my holy mountain. . . . Their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples” (Is 56:5-7 emphasis added).
There is a voice within the biblical prophetic tradition that hopes for a future in which Jerusalem, the temple, and the land will be inclusive and open to all. There will be no pure and impure. This should not be seen as an entirely new and surprising development in the biblical narrative. Rather, this has been the original purpose since the calling of Abraham, which culminated in the declaration that through Abraham all the families of the earth will be blessed. Abraham is, after all, the father of many nations (Gen 17:5). And given the many exclusive ideologies regarding “God’s blessed people” that are plaguing our world today, this biblical message proclaiming blessing for all is a crucial part of our “kingdom work” toward peace and justice in the world.

THE NEW TESTAMENT AND THE LAND
We have so far looked at certain themes in the Hebrew Scriptures that challenged the simplistic notion that God gave the land to Israel as an eternal possession. We move now to the New Testament. A Christian theology of the land must ask, How did the New Testament read the Hebrew Scriptures (which its writers would have been very familiar with)? This is indeed a very important question when it comes to a Christian theology of the land. That is why Palestinian Christians are troubled by the fact that many Christians read the promises of the land given to Israel as if Jesus never came. Jesus is not only the center of our faith but the point toward which many Christians believe the Hebrew Bible narratives had been moving all along, as Jesus himself pointed out to his disciples at the conclusion of his earthly life when “beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures” (Lk 24:27).
One of the most important statements of Paul in this regard is 2 Corinthians 1:20: “For in him every one of God’s promises is a ‘Yes.’” This is a loaded statement, and we have every right to include the land as part of these promises. In other words, the story of Israel, in its totality, including the part related to the land, must find its fulfilment—its yes—in Jesus. We cannot and should not bypass Jesus on this question. The New Testament claims that Jesus is the fulfilment of Scripture and all the promises of God.

JESUS, THE KINGDOM, AND THE LAND
Kingdom theology is very important for our understanding of Jesus and the land. Jesus came to this world to inaugurate the kingdom of God on earth. There were strong expectations for this kingdom in the days of Jesus. We saw how the prophets gave a message of hope that God would redeem Israel and reestablish the Davidic kingdom in Jerusalem, and the Gospel writers truly believed that this was the kingdom Jesus established through his ministry, death, and resurrection.
The domain of this kingdom—its land—is the whole earth. The declaration of Jesus at the conclusion of Matthew’s Gospel is perhaps one of the most important statements in the Gospels on the theology of the land: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations” (Mt 28:18-19 emphasis added).
We can say that Jesus here receives all the lands of the earth as his inheritance. The “promised land” has been eclipsed by the breakthrough of what we may call the “promised earth.” The land has been universalized—as anticipated in the Hebrew Scriptures. The kingdom of Israel is now a universal kingdom. It is not limited to one land or one people because the king in this kingdom has authority over heaven and earth. This is indeed a fulfillment of the original vision regarding the kingdom of God. Psalm 2:7-8 is now a reality: “You are my son; today I have begotten you. Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your possession.” The risen Christ can now claim this psalm and make it his: he was appointed as the “Son of God”; the nations are his “heritage”; the “ends of the earth” are his “possession.”
This universalization of the land is not a denial, or even dismissal, of the significance of the land in the New Testament. Quite the contrary. Rather, it is an affirmation of the importance of the land for Christian theology and the mission of the church. We should guard against any spiritualization or heavenization of the land. Land matters and is still important. Commitments to the goodness of creation, the bodily resurrection of believers, and incarnational theology demand a commitment to holding place in deep significance. Our understanding of the concept of the kingdom of God is, therefore, of huge importance.
Jesus redefined and universalized the land. He also redefined and universalized the people of God. First, we see him challenging the common notion among the Jewish leaders of his times regarding who is the true Israel and son of Abraham. When the Pharisees used the argument “Abraham is our father,” he answered them, “If you were Abraham’s children, you would be doing what Abraham did” (Jn 8:39). For Jesus, being a son of Abraham is not a DNA thing. It is not about ethnicity. It is about doing the works of Abraham. Could this mean that Jesus here left the definition of “child of Abraham” fluid and the gatepost into the people of God open regardless of the person’s ethnic and national background?
The inclusive nature of the people of God is further confirmed in other statements of Jesus, where he claimed that the people of God would expand to include non-Israelites. People from the “east and west, from north and south” will come and “eat in the kingdom of God” (Lk 13:29). And “sheep that do not belong to this fold” will become part of the “one flock,” under “one shepherd” (Jn 10:16). This verse in John is important when it comes to the question of whether God has one people or two peoples, as Christian Zionists argue. Jesus is clear: “one flock.”
In short, Jesus’ land theology is inclusive and universal. I do not understand how so many Christians continue returning to a narrow and exclusive nature of the kingdom, its land, and its people when Jesus has already expanded the boundaries.

PAUL AND THE ABRAHAMIC INHERITANCE
Let us move next to Paul. The way in which Paul spoke of Abraham and the Abrahamic inheritance is of great importance to our understanding of how the New Testament speaks of the land promises. In Galatians 3, he claims that the story of Abraham finds its conclusion or fulfillment in Jesus:
Christ redeemed us . . . in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith. . . . Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring; it does not say, “And to offsprings,” as of many; but it says, “And to your offspring,” that is, to one person, who is Christ. (Gal 3:13, 16 emphasis added)

This is a monumental statement. Paul here affirms that Jesus is the only seed of Abraham and, by implication, the only legitimate recipient of the Abrahamic promises, denying in essence any other claims by any person or people group to the benefits of this covenant. This negates the claim dispensationalists make that there is a spiritual seed—the church—and a physical seed—Israel. (The claim of one seed is similar to Jesus’ claim that there is one flock.) The story of Israel narrows in the thinking of Paul until it is summed up in one person: Jesus, the faithful Israelite. And if Jesus is the only true seed of Abraham, then when it comes to the land, there is only one conclusion: Jesus inherits the land.
We must ask now, what land did Jesus inherit? As we have just seen in the conclusion of Matthew, the land that Jesus inherits is the whole earth. We can see this theme of the universalization of the land even more clearly in Romans 4:13. Paul describes the geographical extent of the promises to Abraham as “the world.” Abraham, according to Paul, received the world and not Canaan as his inheritance. The Greek word Paul uses is kosmos, which could be interpreted as the world or even the order of the universe. The Promised Land is in fact, according to Paul, the promised earth or universe. This is not an invention of Pauline theology but is rooted deeply in the Hebrew Scriptures and even draws on themes from the creation stories in Genesis.
The land in Paul has been universalized. Similarly, the people of God in Paul have been universalized:
As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise. (Gal 3:27-29)

“Heirs according to the promise!” What a massive statement! Jews and Gentiles alike are heirs to the Abrahamic promises, but we must continue to ask, heirs to what? Can we exclude the land from the Abrahamic inheritance? To speak of a spiritual inheritance for Gentile Christians and a physical and earthly one for Israel, as some have tried to convince me, is actually the exact opposite of what Paul is saying. At the same time, some would argue that there should be a distinction between Jews and Gentiles within Christ, a distinction that has to do mainly with their role, just as there is a distinction between male and female. In response, should we indicate that there should be then a distinction in the body of Christ between free and slave? Not only do I not believe that there should be a distinction between free and slave, or male and female, this is actually the opposite of what Paul is trying to say! Paul’s point is that there should be no distinction but rather total equality between all members of the body of Christians. Paul could not be more conclusive. In his thinking, Gentile believers in Christ have an equal share in the commonwealth of God. They are “fellow heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel” (Eph 3:6).
It is very common among many Christian Zionists to refer to Palestinians and Palestinian Christians as descendants of Ishmael (as opposed to Jews who are the descendants of Abraham), so as to make a distinction. To those Christian Zionists I say, if Scripture declares me a son of Abraham and an heir to the promises, then how do you continue to deny me that identity?
I was once speaking at a Christian conference in Jerusalem to Dutch theologians alongside a respected Jewish scholar who is very engaged in Jewish-Christian dialogue. When the question was asked whether I believed that the modern state of Israel was a fulfillment of prophecy, I explained why I believe that it is not. It was as if I said something heretical. They were shocked! They were even more shocked when the Jewish scholar agreed with me, asking rhetorically, “Have you read Paul?”

INCORPORATION THEOLOGY
The church in Paul’s worldview, consisting of Jews and Gentiles, thus inherits the story of Israel. It is not simply that Gentile Christians share some of Israel’s blessings; they have joined Israel.
Richard Hays uses the term incorporation to describe the theology of Paul with regards to Gentiles, arguing that according to Paul, Gentiles have been “incorporated” into Israel as a result of their faith in Christ.8 He also observes how in 1 Corinthians 10:1, Paul calls the attention of the Corinthians to the experience of “our ancestors,” and in 1 Corinthians 12:2 Paul says to the Gentiles that they “were Gentiles” (KJV). These phrases indicate that Paul “thinks of the Corinthian Christians as Gentiles no longer.”9
This is an important concept. Gentiles did not replace the Jews but rather joined and were incorporated into Israel. This is what Paul calls a great mystery (Eph 3:1-6). Therefore, the church, consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, is the natural evolution of the story of Israel. Paul could not have envisioned the church as anything but this organic unity between Jews and Gentiles (Eph 2:15, 21).
Paul does not teach that Jews have been “replaced” by Gentiles, nor that they are now rejected from the commonwealth of God. The first church, after all, consisted of mainly Jewish believers, and Paul himself was Jewish. He passionately argued against the idea that God has rejected his people (Rom 11:1). For Paul, his Jewishness as a believer in Christ is the proof that “God has not rejected his people.”
Gentiles joined Israel, or were incorporated into Israel, as anticipated in the Hebrew Scriptures. James Dunn puts it this way: “God has not uprooted the olive tree of Israel and replaced it with another. On the contrary, uncultivated branches of wild olives (Gentiles) have been grafted into the olive tree of Israel—the same original planting.”10
The term replacement has very negative connotations, as it might give the impression that Jews were replaced and thus rejected. This is an argument that has been employed throughout the tragic and shameful history of anti-Semitism within the church. The argument I am trying to make here on how Paul read the Abrahamic promises in light of his faith in Christ should not in any way be translated as a rejection of Jews or a negation of their identity, regardless of whether they believe in Christ or not. We should always read Paul in his context. Yet, to use Paul to argue that the New Testament pushes for a separate national redemption of the Jewish people apart from Christ cannot be supported by biblical evidence.

CHRISTIAN ZIONISM AND THE CENTRALITY OF CHRIST
One of the major areas where I have a serious and foundational problem with Christian Zionism is that in many expressions of this movement, they have replaced the centrality of Jesus with that of Israel. Christian Zionism places Israel at the center of the biblical narrative—not Jesus. The Hebrew Scripture prophecies are mainly about Israel, we are told, not Jesus. The offspring of Abraham is ethnic Israel, we are told, not Jesus and those who are in him. This is replacement theology! Israel has replaced Jesus! And for many Christians today, especially in the evangelical camp, our position on Israel, not Jesus, is the true test of orthodoxy. I know of pastors and academics in seminaries who have lost their positions because they were sympathetic to the Palestinian cause. Our Bible college lost financial support because we do not endorse Christian Zionist theology—not because we denied Christ.

ISRAEL TODAY
Up to this point, I have provided a biblical critique and response to the arguments many Christians use when advocating for Israel’s divine right to the land as God’s chosen people. So, does this mean that I do not believe that Israel should exist today or that all Jews should leave the land today? Certainly not. Such a deduction misses my point completely.
Challenging any biblical claim to Israel’s divine right to the land, or that Israel is a fulfilment of prophecy, is by no means a call for the destruction of the modern state of Israel. Like all Palestinian Christian leaders, I simply call for us to approach Israel from a perspective based on international law and human rights regulations. Is that too much to ask? While Palestinian Christians would not argue for the eradication of the Jewish state, we do have a problem with divine characteristics being ascribed to the state of Israel today. This pervasive logic has caused many people to turn a blind eye to the misery of the Palestinian people, to free Israel of its responsibilities from the Nakba, to keep silent over the injustice of occupation, and to keep us and our friends silent over these injustices. Furthermore, do not force me to accept a theological claim for Israel today as a test of my orthodoxy or as proof that I am not anti-Semitic or even as a precondition for reconciliation. (You would be surprised how many fellow Christians and church leaders have asked this of me.)
Many have used the argument that since the Bible clearly shows that Jews lived in this land and established a kingdom, then this is their land. But if we use this same method of interpretation, we see that the Bible also speaks of other nations and other kingdoms in the land! Yes, Jews have always been part of this land, but does that mean that every Jew in the world can call Palestine his or her homeland, overriding the right of another people to the land? (This would be like saying all Muslims around the world have the right to live in Spain [Al-Andalus] and claim it as their land, forcing people out because there was an Islamic kingdom there that lasted for hundreds of years!)

JUSTICE MATTERS
The above discussion about the importance of the call for justice in Scripture, especially pertaining to the land, raises serious questions about the way in which many Christians use Scripture to support certain views while ignoring the commands it contains for justice and righteousness. Not only is such a reading selective, it also misses the heart of true worship according to the Hebrew Scriptures. In fact, according to the prophet Isaiah, “The LORD is a God of justice” (Is 30:18). Micah also reminds us of God’s demands justice:
He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
and what does the LORD require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God? (Mic 6:8)

This prophetic concern for justice has been part of the Jewish consciousness throughout the centuries and could be described as one of the central tenets of Judaism. The lack of concern for justice towards the Palestinians among Zionists and Christian Zionists is against both Jewish and biblical traditions. Injustice and inequality are the standard of living for Palestinians today in the land. More recently, the government of Israel has passed a very controversial and discriminatory law that states, “The right to exercise national self-determination in the State of Israel is unique to the Jewish people.” This law clearly discriminates against the Arab Palestinian inhabitants of this land, some of whom were born before Israel was created. This is racism! How can Christians who believe in the God of justice and truth, who created all people equally in God’s image and likeness, continue to support such laws?
A prominent evangelical leader who was once scheduled to meet some of the top Jewish rabbis in Jerusalem to talk about the conflict sought advice from me before his meeting, asking, “What should I tell them?” I responded by reminding him of the importance of justice in Scripture and referring him to Ezekiel 47’s demand that sojourners be treated as the native-born children of Israel, and I told him to challenge the rabbis with the inclusive and just nature of God in the Hebrew Bible. Mind you, we as Palestinians are not comfortable at all with the notion of being considered “sojourners” or “strangers” because we are not—we are the people of the land. (Nevertheless, sometimes we must start from this point in dialogue with others.) We must continue to challenge Jewish leaders who are truly concerned about and committed to peace to live up to their own ideals. And I must say that I have engaged with many Jewish leaders and rabbis of “conscience” who are strong advocates of justice for Palestinians and who have paid a heavy price for their stand. I only wish that Christian Zionists would follow their example.
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CHAPTER FIVE
WHO IS MY NEIGHBOR?
I am Arab, Palestinian, Christian, evangelical, Lutheran, and male. Every element of my identity clearly marks and distinguishes me from other groups. In today’s world, especially in a Palestinian context, we are born with these identities, and in many ways, these identities determine our future. We are given religious identities—Jews, Christians, Muslims, Druze, and Baha’is—before we understand what these religions mean. And we have national identities—Arab Palestinians and Israelis—that are often the most decisive. Even within our national boundaries, we are divided into religious and secular, and right and left political parties. And within our religious identities, we have different denominations. These identities are woven into the conflict in this land and have in many ways shaped it since the beginning. And in some cases, our different identities, when framed as oppositional to another, create even more division and hostility. Through these labels, we construct separation barriers that keep us from considering one another as neighbors.
Within Christian contexts, many equate the Jews of today with the Israel of the Bible and the Palestinians of today with the Canaanites or Philistines. They relate to Jews as children of Abraham and Arabs as descendants of Ishmael. But imposing identities on people is not the right approach, nor is it helpful in the least bit. We will not solve the conflict by making these equivalencies. My fate as a Palestinian, or for that matter, the fate of my Jewish neighbor, cannot depend on what the Bible (or Western interpretations of it) said thousands of years ago about the fate of the descendants of Abraham and Ishmael (regardless of the fact that I do not believe that all Jews of today are descendants of Abraham or all Arabs descendants of Ishmael). We must shape our futures based on our decisions and moral responsibilities.
The discussion needs to take place within the framework of ethics and morality, rather than that of eschatology or prophecy interpretation. Orthodoxy should always lead to orthopraxy (two fancy words that mean right theology and right practice). For Christians, Jesus made it clear that the greatest commandment is to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind” and the second, which is equal to it, is “love your neighbor as yourself”(Mt 22:37, 39).
We need to invest a lot as Christians into unpacking this monumental claim by Jesus, that loving God and loving neighbor are of the same importance, examining ourselves in an honest way: Do we love our neighbors as ourselves? Have we even identified our neighbors? Who is my neighbor?—these are the questions I will begin to explore here.1
Even though the Palestinian context has its unique features, when it comes to the different identities and how they interact with one another, our experience is not that different from that of other contexts, including Western ones. In the United States, discussions about racial and ethnic identities continue to be at the forefront of national discussions. And in Europe and the United States, questions regarding the status and acceptance of refugees and immigrants are still highly contested, and many refugees and immigrants still find themselves to be outsiders. In places like Sri Lanka and India, tribal and religious alliances cause extreme and violent divides between Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, and Christians. Walls of separation exist everywhere—though they are not necessarily physical. The question “Who is my neighbor?” is a question relevant to all contexts today. There is no better place to help us explore this question than the parable of the good Samaritan in Luke chapter 10, a parable that has become one of my favorite passages in Scripture and one that has helped me most as I try to live out my faith in a context of religious and national sectarianism.
THE GREATEST COMMANDMENT OF ALL
In Luke 10, a teacher of the law (the ancient equivalent of a person holding an MDiv degree) approached Jesus and asked, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” This is by no means an innocent question—it is not as if the lawyer wanted to know “how to get saved” or “how to go to heaven.” This is a teacher of the law, after all. Luke tells us that he asked the question to “test Jesus.” And if we consider the historical and religious background of Jesus’ time, we will realize that this was actually a theologically and, to a certain degree, politically charged question. The question, commentators tell us, is about being part of “the age to come” or “the coming reign of God” and how one could be part of it (and who would be excluded from it!). It was a question that was debated often in those days, and each Jewish religious community answered it differently. Pharisees answered differently than Sadducees or those we would consider Zealots. And for a teacher of the law who certainly followed one way of thinking that often pitted itself against others, the answer to this question would determine whether he was orthodox or a heretic! “One of us” or “one of them”!
This would be like asking a priest in Europe during the time of the Reformation in the 16th century whether a person is saved by faith or by works! In other words, the question really was, Which is the right religious sect/denomination/group/way?
The discussion led to the conclusion that loving God and one’s neighbor were the real requirements to inheriting eternal life: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” Jesus approved this answer. “You have given the right answer.” If anything, he would have added that the commandment to love one’s neighbor is equal to the one to loving God (Mt 22:37-40). Jesus then challenged the man, “Do this, and you will live.” In other words, it is not simply about knowing but about doing.
By this, Jesus defused the teacher of the law. The teacher of the law, “wanting to justify himself,” then asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” This is where things begin to become very interesting!
Let us think for a moment about the lawyer’s question. What is he really asking?

WHO IS IN? WHO IS OUT?
The question “Who is my neighbor?” is not an innocent one. It assumes that there are those not considered neighbors. By this question, the teacher of the law was seeking to draw a circle around himself and wanted to ask Jesus, “Where do I draw the circle? Who is inside—so that I can be sure to love them; who is outside—so I can be free of my obligation to love them?”
Another way to frame the question would be, “Who is with us and who is against us?”
The man’s question reflects a typical sectarian mindset that divides one’s world into “us” versus “them.” Our world, and the Middle East in particular, typifies this mindset more than ever now. We have tragically mastered this art of dividing people into “us” versus “them.”
This way of thinking begins by drawing lines to divide and distinguish us from one another, based on religion, denomination, ideology, nationality, or race. Then, we separate from those who are different than us and refuse to engage with “the other.” This leads to rejecting them, where we are ready to dehumanize and even demonize the other. And finally, we justify the killing of people.
One of the problems with this way of thinking is that a community identifies itself with negating statements; they describe, in every way possible, what they are not. This repudiation of others gives that community a sense of rightness and superiority. Furthermore, in this way of thinking, there is no stopping or fixing boundaries. The circle will continue to shrink, allowing fewer and fewer people inside; the lines are constantly being maneuvered and changed based on alliances and self-interest.
To a certain degree, this is the kind of environment I grew up in as a Palestinian evangelical in a small evangelical church in Bethlehem. We did indeed develop a “negative” identity. Even though we liked to emphasize that we were different because we were the “born again” people, in reality our identity was defined in the negative. I learned to define my community by what we were not: we did not believe in tradition (sola scriptura); we did not believe in the mediation of the saints (the Virgin Mary in particular); we did not believe that good works can save us; we did not believe in the seven sacraments of the church. These negative statements became our identity. (I remember being a teenager and debating these things with my “non-saved” Christian friends, reminding them they needed to be born again and memorizing 1 Timothy 2:5 [one mediator] and 2 Timothy 3:16 [Scripture is all we need] by heart, to use as ammo when needed.) Our identity was not contingent on who we were or what we did but rather that we were not the other.
Again, the problem with such an approach (defining yourself as what you are not) is that there is no end to the process. Evangelicals debate anything and everything, with others and among themselves. Back then, as conservative Presbyterians, we learned about the errors of liberal Presbyterians, the Pentecostals, Arminianism (versus Calvinism), and the Baptists, of course, who did not baptize their children. We even opposed loud music in church. Division had no end. The circle kept shrinking. And there were times when the lines changed completely and the enemies of yesterday became the friends of today because we were united for a similar goal. (Like evangelicals and Catholics in the United States agreeing on pro-life issues.)

A WALL THAT DIVIDES—WE ARE HERE; YOU ARE THERE
Here at home, nothing speaks more loudly and presents a starker image of the separation and division mentality than the ugly concrete wall that surrounds Bethlehem and most Palestinian cities. It’s a wall that says, “You stay there; we are here.” Yet the wall is only a reflection of a deeper and harsher reality. In Palestine today, those who are different than us (racially, religiously, etc.) are not considered our neighbors.
Walls cannot bring peace! Dehumanizing those on the other side of the wall and spreading fear of the other will only increase the hostility that exists among us. Recently, as I was reflecting on the discussion unfolding in the United States about building a wall on its border with Mexico (and the advocacy work on behalf of refugees that many of my Christian friends are doing), I posted on Facebook in a sarcastic manner about how Americans need to learn from our experience that walls don’t work. I said (jokingly),
Dear American friends: I would like to propose a solution for your government shutdown problem. We have a wall here in Palestine, and we will be more than happy to offer you this wall as a gift. We will include the graffiti with it. Transportation cost not included in the offer.
P.S. Mexico did not pay for this wall. Actually, you guys already did pay for this wall. I hope this is still ok.

The Facebook post went viral, gaining thousands of likes and shares (and some Palestinians offered to pay for the transportation cost), which made me think maybe this should not be a joke after all! Let’s do it if you really think that walls can make for peace. Now if you consider my joke/arguments briefly, it is important to see the fundamental differences between these two wall situations. Unlike the Mexican immigrants seeking to find refuge in the United States (which many argue is both justified and unjustified), the Palestinians are not immigrants seeking to inhabit a new country but are the ones who existed here long before the others now closing us off. A more fitting parallel would be if the United States was suddenly invaded by Mexico, occupied by its authority and citizens, and then was partitioned off inside its own territory with massive separation walls. Would such a wall then still be the best approach to achieve peace and security?
Walls communicate fear and shape perceptions of the “other.” They prevent the ordinary people of both sides from meeting one another, and as such, images are created of the other—often false and negative ones. Walls convey the message that those behind the wall are to be feared and not to be trusted. They insist that the ordinary people of both sides of the divide cannot coexist. This is a false premise that must be rejected and challenged.

SEPARATION IS NOT THE SOLUTION
There are Zionist Jews today in Israel who are strong supporters of a Palestinian state according to a modified version of the 1967 borders and who oppose the current expansion and settlement building policies of the Israeli government on the basis that separation is the best way forward to achieve peace. They fear that by killing any chance of a Palestinian state, the Arabs in the land will one day outnumber and outgrow the Jews, which will not play out in their favor. A few years ago, one of these so-called peace camps in Israel ran a billboard campaign across Israel, with pictures of Palestinians with weapons and veiled Muslim women with a caption reading, “One day they will outnumber us.”
And this is the so-called peace camp advertising such racist propaganda!
Separation and division will not solve things! First, we will dispute where the separation fences were built (which is one reason why today Palestinians oppose the separation wall, arguing that it should have been built on the 1967 borders). But that is exactly the point; the side with power determines where borders are built, and this is not a structure that will allow for peace to be achieved. Might is not right! Second, and more importantly, we will dispute the entire idea of dividing and separating communities that cannot get along. It not only is not true; it is a tactic that will also not work! To begin fostering peace and equality, we must begin learning to accept one another!
In the long run, the wall will only make things worse. When we do not engage one another, we will never be able to humanize one another. Further, this kind of forced separation reinforces the binary opposition of Israelis and Palestinians and perpetuates flattened images of these groups as “Arab terrorists” versus religious Jews.

ARE CHRISTIANS INNOCENT?
Of course, we Christians, though we do not like to admit it, are just as guilty of this labeling and divisiveness! We might not be violent, but each of us has the capability of being prejudiced and bigoted, especially against people of other faiths (and particularly in beliefs we defend with biblical texts). We also think in terms of “us” versus “them.”
Some Christians in the Middle East dream of a world without Muslims. The same could be said about many Christians around the world—in Europe and the United States—who, rather than seeing Muslim immigration as an opportunity to be hospitable and loving witnesses to the vulnerable, see it only as a threat. Islamophobia is alive and strong today. How do I know? Because I am a Palestinian, and for many, being a Palestinian = being a Muslim = being a terrorist = not one of us. And I have experienced this firsthand—I am often the recipient of hatred directed towards Palestinian Muslims.
For many, being Palestinian and Christian is an oxymoron! I have already discussed how, when Palestinian Christians are invited to speak at Christian conferences, we experience strong opposition to our presence, simply because we are Palestinians! Oftentimes we are disinvited, as I have described in earlier chapters. If we use the language of Luke 10, we are not neighbors. We, Palestinian Christians, are outside of the circle. And many of you reading this book, especially if you have visited Palestine, crossed to our side of the wall, and tried to speak on our behalf, have likely also been pushed outside of a circle for being associated with us.
At the same time, we see this selective-neighboring in how many Christians could not care less about the suffering of Palestinians over the years, but when one Palestinian Christian is murdered by radical Muslims, as in the sole case of the martyrdom of Rami Ayyad in Gaza in 2007, they are outraged. It is as if the lives of Muslim Palestinians are less valuable in the sight of God. We should be outraged about the murder of our sisters and brothers in Christ all over the Middle East—but what about the murder of peoples of other faiths?
Today many Christians around the world are raging (and rightly so) about the barbaric massacres against Christians in Syria, Egypt, and Iraq, while their outrage about the bombing in Yemen is hardly existent. In other words, for many of us, our neighbors are only Christians. We only care about the deaths of Christians!
I sometimes wonder, if Bethlehem were not on the other side of the wall, would Christians who visit the Holy Land come here to see the suffering of Palestinians? And if there were no evangelicals in Bethlehem, would American evangelicals come to visit and participate in a conference like the Christ at the Checkpoint conferences? Would they even consider crossing the checkpoint to come to the other side of the wall?
As Christians, we have no credibility when we only protest the persecution of Christians while ignoring the injustice against people of other faiths!

JESUS ANSWERS
We always draw lines. “Who is my neighbor?” is a question we ask all the time! This is why I love Jesus’ answer, an answer that has challenged and continues to challenge me. Rather than listing the “ten points” by which we can determine who is a neighbor and who is not, Jesus tells a story. Here in the Middle East we know that stories communicate truth, that narratives reveal aspects of our own realities. The story Jesus tells is the well-known parable of the good Samaritan. (I love this story, if anything, because of the beautiful hiking path that exists in its place today between Jerusalem and Jericho, which is one of my favorite places to hike. It gives me very pleasant memories, as it was there that I had one of my most memorable hikes with my love, who later became my wife.)
To understand how this story answers the question “Who is my neighbor?” we must be attentive to certain details in the story so that we do not miss a crucial element in Jesus’ answer. Jesus tells of a man who, while traveling from Jericho to Jerusalem, was attacked and robbed on the way. He was left in the middle of the street in need of help.
Here is the dilemma the narrative presents us with: Why did these two religious people who passed by this man choose not to stop? Could it be because they were too busy? I always say that they were probably on their way to a Christian conference, perhaps one on missions or worship. They were probably doing something religious. Or maybe they were concerned that if this man were actually dead then touching him would defile them according to the law.
We must pay attention to the details of the story here. Jesus says that the man who was attacked “fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead” (Lk 10:30). This man was left both naked and unconscious. As a result, the two religious people could not detect from his accent where he was from, and he was not dressed, so his clothes further could not disclose his identity. In other words, it would have been hard to determine his nationality or religion. Could this be why the two religious people who passed by him did not stop to help? Could it be because they were not able to determine his identity?
So, here is the dilemma: Who is he? A Roman soldier? A Samaritan? A Jew? Should I help him or not? And that is exactly the point. He is a human being! Helping him cannot be a matter of choice. He is a neighbor.
This is troubling for these two religious leaders. It is a challenge to all those (including us) who are part of traditions that exist to help navigate right from wrong. Our traditions effectively construct creeds, manifestos, instructions, opinions, and practical guides that offer us “five biblical reasons” to do anything and everything. We construct these divisions in order to mark the guidelines for “true theology.”
Remember the question, Where do I draw the lines? Jesus comes and removes the lines. There is no circle—there is no “us” and “them” when defining the neighbor! Everyone is a neighbor—and we are called by God to love them as ourselves. It is not a matter of choice. We cannot pick and choose our neighbors!

FACING OUR PREJUDICE
This is not the only way in which Jesus reveals our prejudices through the parable. There is another powerful element at play here. Who is it that helps the wounded person? A Samaritan!
Our privilege of being two thousand years removed from the original context really softens this point. Two thousand years ago, such a story would have been a real shock to its hearers! Samaritans were despised and hated by the Jews at the time. They were not considered pure! And of course, the feelings were mutual. A Jew could not even walk in Samaritan cities.
In John 8:48 we read that Samaritans were regarded as demon possessed. In Luke 9:54 the disciples offered a very practical solution to the “problem” of the Samaritans and suggest to Jesus, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” The disciples, too, were dreaming of a world without Samaritans.
So, when Jesus mentions a Samaritan, it is like a bomb dropped before his audience! The villain, according to our natural tendencies/perceptions, is actually the hero of the story. The “evil one” is in fact the one who shows radical mercy.
Colin Chapman, a British missionary and theologian who lived in the Middle East for many years and wrote extensively on issues related to Palestine and Islam, has made a very challenging suggestion for how Christians should relate to Muslims in their context. For him, a parallel could be drawn between how Samaritans were perceived during Jesus’ time and how Muslims are perceived in many Christian circles today, especially in the West. As such, he recommends that we read “Muslims” when Samaritans are mentioned in the Gospels.
What if we read the parable of the good Samaritan in light of this perspective? What if we imagine that it was a Muslim man who helped the wounded person? Intriguing, right? Could you imagine what would happen if Jesus were to tell this story in a church in Texas today, stating, “But a Muslim from Iran while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity.”
I would love to see the reaction on the faces of those in attendance!
If Jesus were to tell this story again in a Palestinian context, who would that good Samaritan be—a Muslim sheikh? A Jewish rabbi? If a rabbi were to construct a similar narrative today, who would they choose—a Muslim? In a Jewish context, would it be a Palestinian? In Texas, an Iranian? What would happen if we began to shift not only how we interpret these stories but how we tell them today?
It is ironic and sad that while we say we are saved by grace, very often we carry ourselves in a way that communicates otherwise. We act as if we have earned our salvation. We act as if we are better than others. We say we are saved by grace, yet we live with a sense of superiority.

CHRISTIANS AND “THE OTHER”
Jesus challenges us in this text to treat all peoples as neighbors—without losing our Christian distinctiveness, or without compromising our commitment to the gospel of Christ. This is a big challenge, but I am convinced that unless we begin to break down these barriers between us and people who are different from us—unless Christians break down the barriers between themselves and people of other faiths and see them as neighbors; defend, love, and rescue them; and allow them to do the same for us—we will not be able to witness effectively to them!
Ron Sider wrote many years ago about how evangelicals could be orthodox in their theology yet really heretics in their practice!2 In the spirit of 1 Corinthians 13, let us remember that without love, we are nothing. Jesus said that they will know that we are his disciples—not by our theology or by our doctrine. No, they will know we are disciples by our love.
The discussion with Jesus and the teacher of the law concludes by Jesus telling him, “Do likewise.” Remember the question that led to all of this? It was a question about the right theology! Jesus’ answer: it is about the right practice. Again, the right theology should always lead to the right path, the right practice. Our faith is about doing.
Love your neighbor as yourself. Do it.

FACELESS AND NAMELESS PEOPLE
A while ago, I was visiting an olive wood handicraft shop in Bethlehem to look for a gift to take to a partner church.3 While I was looking around, the artist recommended a statue of the holy family as refugees to me. It was like no other handicraft I had ever seen. The characters were faceless. There were heads but no faces. I thought then, how symbolic! I am not sure what the artist meant, but I saw a lot of meaning in this particular faceless holy family refugee portrait. For how many “faceless” and “nameless” people are there in our world today, people who are seeking refuge, safety, dignity, and recognition? People who are only referred to as numbers and statistics, parts of headlines, victims of oppression, people who have become tools serving the interest of the mighty and rich—“faceless” and “nameless” people.
I think of the many refugees around our world today, and the many people displaced and besieged because of violence. I think of victims of the conflicts in Syria and Yemen today; I think of the faceless and nameless of Gaza.
As Palestinians, faceless and nameless pretty much defines how most people around the world perceive us. We are only viewed in reference to the “other,” powerful side. Throughout history, empires occupied us, colonial powers promised and handed our land and homes to one another, and we were displaced and displaced again. The powerful made declarations about our identity and rooted heritages; they made discriminatory laws; they saw an empty Palestine—a Jerusalem without Palestinians, even a Bethlehem without Christians. And for most Christians, our land is merely the stones of antiquities. Old historic churches but no people—unless you are on their side, of course. We are faceless and nameless, not neighbors. We are pushed aside, irrelevant, on the other side of the wall.
Yet every Christmas season, we are reminded here in Bethlehem that Jesus is Immanuel—God with us, God as one of us. For he, too, became a victim of oppression. In his childhood, he had to survive a massacre. He then became just one more refugee among many other faceless and nameless refugees in our world. He was born into a simple and normal family; he was born in our little town, in a cave of all places—as if to say, I recognize you! I know what you feel. I see your face. I know your name. I know your story. I share your experience.
Jesus came to us on our side of the wall. We became neighbors in the full sense of the word. For Palestinians, and for millions of oppressed and neglected people around the world, this is good news.
The olive wood statue I found in that shop has become a reminder to me that we exist as a church today, in Palestine and around the world, for the sake of the faceless and nameless—to walk in the footsteps of Jesus and defend, comfort, protect, and give value and worth to the vulnerable and neglected. If we do not move toward them, who will? And if we do not recognize them, who will?
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CHAPTER SIX
MY JEWISH NEIGHBOR
Christians and Jews have had a very troubling and complicated relationship throughout the centuries, to say the least. I once heard a Jewish rabbi say that if there is ever a Judeo-Christian tradition in the West, it is a tradition of Christians rejecting Jews. After the Holocaust, Christians rightly reevaluated their relationship to and even theology regarding the Jewish people. “Post-holocaust theology” developed as a response to centuries of persecution of the Jewish people in the West, a persecution that tragically culminated in the Holocaust.1
Today, we have numerous books and theories about “The Church and Israel.” In some circles, anti-Semitism is countered with what one might call “philo-Semitism”—the love of the Jewish people. As I read statements on how Christians should love the Jewish people, I often wonder, but shouldn’t that apply to all people equally?
When it comes to anti-Semitism, I believe that it is, at its core, an ethical issue. It is a racist approach to religion. Merriam-Webster dictionary defines anti-Semitism as “hostility toward or discrimination against Jews as a religious, ethnic, or racial group.”2 In “Christian Europe,” Europeans insisted that the Jews were of a different race, that they were not like us, that they should not live with us, and that they were not our neighbors. In many ways, Jews were shamefully treated as sub-humans.
One of the guiding biblical principles on this issue is found in Galatians 3: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (v. 28 ESV). This magisterial statement was incredibly radical for first-century Jews who were not even permitted to enter a Gentile house. In this statement, we are reminded that God does not discriminate based on ethnicity, faith, nationality, social status, gender, or any other divisions we humans have created! I also think of Peter’s words in Cornelius’s house, words that clearly state that God does not show favoritism or partiality: “Truly I understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him” (Acts 10:34-35).
Isn’t it good to be reminded that God is not racist?
This is why I am troubled when I read theology books that argue for a “given truth” about “ethnic Israel” or debate about the future of Israel and that of the Jews. What is the relationship between the church and Israel? Mind you, this is not about the relationship between Christianity and Judaism as two faiths or religions or between Christians and Jews as people of faith. I am troubled because this approach insists on relating to Jews as a separate, distinct entity—as if they are different from all other nations or peoples. We should treat the Jews, first and foremost, as people created in the image of God. Our relationship to them should not depend on what we believe their fate as a people will be, even if that belief is based on our interpretation of certain themes in Scripture.
Rather, I believe that we must relate to the Jews as people of faith, especially since we share much of the same Scripture (and we are indebted to them for a large part of it). We must always seek to build bridges with them and dialogue (just as we do with people of other faiths), seeking out the similarities between our faiths as common ground. Together, we can unite around the “prophetic” elements in our traditions. As we do so, we must be vulnerable and willing to be challenged. There are things we can and should learn from the Jews. We should also not shy away from humbly challenging them, according to their own tradition, when we see fit.
So, do you want to know my theology of the Jewish people? Get ready. Hold your highlighters, as you might need to highlight this and reflect on it. Are you ready?
My theology of the Jewish people is this: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” In fact, this is my theology of all peoples!
RESPONDING TO ANTI-SEMITISM
Sadly, anti-Semitism is still alive today in many parts of the world. In October 2018, a white nationalist terrorist killed eleven Jewish worshipers at the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh in an attack that was fueled by anti-Semitism. This was, tragically, by no means an isolated attack. Attacks on Jewish synagogues and cemeteries are sadly common occurrences in our world, especially in Europe and the United States, and the Christian church should be at the forefront of responding to these hate-filled attacks.
Following the Pittsburgh attack, there were two particular responses by Christian leaders that drew my attention. The first was from Southern Baptist ethicist Russell Moore, whose article was published in the Washington Post, titled “If You Hate Jews, You Hate Jesus, Too.”3 The second was a blog post by John Piper, a well-known Baptist pastor and author, under the title “If We Love Jesus, We Will Love the Jews.”4
My response to these two titles is a resounding “Amen.” What I have a problem with are their arguments and how they got there.
Moore’s main argument was that Jesus was and still is Jewish. “Jesus is Jewish, present tense.” And since we are joined to Christ, who is Jewish, then “the Jewish people are, in a very real sense, our people.” Moore concludes, “Such attacks are, even more specifically, an attack on Jesus as a son of Abraham. When you lash out at a synagogue’s rabbi, you are attacking our rabbi as well.”
If you hate Jews, you hate Jesus.
In his article, John Piper gave an impressive list of twelve points (a very biblical number) as to why we Christians must love the Jews. Among these points were the election of Israel in the Hebrew Bible and the fact that Jesus and the twelve disciples were Jewish. Many of his points were based on his interpretation of Romans 11, which warns Gentiles against being arrogant towards Jewish believers and which he believes teaches that Jews will come to faith in Christ one day. “Jesus is the Jewish Messiah. One day Israel will see this with joy.”
I have no doubt that both Moore and Piper had very sincere and credible motivations behind writing these two articles, and they are to be commended for their efforts to combat anti-Semitism in the church. But again, I have a serious problem with this line of thinking, and here is why. What if, and only for the sake of this argument, Jesus were not Jewish? I believe he was Jewish, of course. But what if he were not? Would that then indicate that we have permission to hate Jews? If the one we have chosen to follow were not of Jewish descent, would we be so inclined to love this people?
What if the Bible does not teach that one day the Jewish people will accept Jesus as Messiah? Would that then indicate that we are free not to love Jews? (And imagine explaining to our Jewish neighbors that we love them because one day we believe that they will convert to the Christian faith!)
Furthermore, do I really need twelve points to be reminded that, as a Christian, I must love someone?
I wonder if similarly, we would feel comfortable saying,
If   You Hate Muslims, You Hate Jesus, Too.
If We Love Jesus, We Will Love Hindus.
As Christians we are called to love all people. Period.

TO THE JEW FIRST
Many Christians today believe that there is a special affinity between Christians and Jews. They remind us that Jesus came “to the Jew first” (Rom 1:16). I was once speaking to a group of Christian leaders in the Netherlands, whose church believes that Christians have “an unbreakable bond with the Jewish people.” I asked them, “What kind of bond do you have with me as a fellow human being, let alone a brother in Christ who is not Jewish? Is it a breakable bond?” They were noticeably silent and confused.
I followed, “How does this statement shape your views on the Palestinian-Israeli conflict?” I then posed my question in another form: “If you encounter two people in need of help, a Palestinian and a Jew, who would you help first, and why?” Again, they were visibly confused.
Finally, I made a plea to them. For us Palestinians, what we ask for is that your church views us both, Palestinians and Israelis, though the same lens—as equals. I expressed to them that I could not accept their viewing the Jewish people through a theological lens and the Palestinians through one of charity. “We do not want your sympathy, charity, or even money,” I told them. “We want to be viewed and treated equally.” (More silence followed.)
I have participated in an annual Christian-Jewish dialogue week for several years now that brings together Palestinian Christians from our Lutheran church and other Christian communities with Israeli and international Jews. During these meetings, it has become apparent that many of our German friends are simply not able to move outside their paradigm in which they view the Jewish participants as the children of Abraham and Jacob, and the Palestinians as the children of Ishmael and Esau. This has shaped how they perceive us individually and collectively, and to a certain degree how they perceive the future of this land. At one point I became upset and said, drawing on Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech, “I, too, have a dream, that one day Western Christians would stop looking at us Palestinians and Jews based on our perceived ancestors and what they believe the Bible said about our ancestors; that they would judge us based on the content of our character.” The Jewish participants nodded in approval.

ALL ISRAEL SHALL BE SAVED?
“What about Romans 11:26?” is a question I often get when speaking to evangelical groups.5 What did Paul mean when he said, “And in this way all Israel will be saved”? This is one of the most debated passages in all of Paul’s writing. For some, this passage says that God has a distinct future role for the Jewish people, and this includes a restoration to the land.
Again, let me stress, our interpretation of Romans 9–11 should have no bearing whatsoever on how we as Christians relate to the Jewish people! Whether every Jewish person will turn to Christ one day or not, the commandment to love Jews as neighbors remains the same! It has nothing to do with our interpretation of these chapters.
Lest you think that I am avoiding the question of Romans 9–11, I will briefly present the following points in response. First, Paul in these chapters is talking about “the present time” and not about a distinctive future era or age (see in particular Rom 11:5, 31). Throughout the section, Paul speaks about his desire to see the Jewish people come to faith in Christ. He argues that God has not rejected them and that throughout history we see a pattern: the majority of the people reject God, but there is always a remnant. For Paul then, any hope for the redemption of the Jewish people falls within the story of the people of God in the new era—or the Christian faith—and not within another special one (that includes a particular land and particular covenant). In other words, the assertion that “God has not rejected his people” (Rom 11:1) means that Jews can still be accepted in the Christian faith. And Paul points to himself as a Jew as a proof for that. When Paul says, “God has not rejected his people,” he is not talking about a future distinct national restoration but rather about the present possibilities during his time of believing in Jesus as Messiah.
The hope for the Jewish people throughout Romans 9–11 is their “salvation”—defined as faith in Christ. Their restoration (regardless of whether it is a future or present phenomenon) means their regrafting into the olive tree—the same one in which the new branches, the Gentiles, have been grafted. The restoration is not, therefore, about a distinct plan or a distinct branch in the tree. As such, Jews and Gentiles in the olive tree “share the rich root of the olive tree” (Rom 11:17). If the Jews have a certain privilege, mandate, or inheritance, then so will the Gentiles, and vice versa. There is thus no place in Paul’s theology for a distinct land inheritance reserved for those of just one ethnicity or faith tradition.
Finally, there are many interpretations for the phrase “All Israel shall be saved” (Rom 11:26). For some, this “saving” includes the majority of Jews shortly before the coming of Christ. For others, it is the “remnant” that exists among the Jews. And for some it is the church consisting of both Jews and Gentiles (a spiritual Israel). Similarly, there are multiple interpretations about the timing of this salvation. Some (and I lean toward this position) believe that Paul was talking about Isaiah’s future, which is Paul’s present time. So Paul quoted Isaiah about the deliverer who will come from Zion (Rom 11:26), then after he comes (and he has already come) all Israel shall be saved. Some believe that Paul was talking about an ongoing process in which all is Israel is being saved, while there are others who believe that Paul was referring to a distinct future time before or shortly after Christ returns. Now, regardless of which interpretation one follows, there is one thing that cannot be disputed: saved in Paul’s theology can only mean “coming to faith in Christ” and not a political restoration. It is about joining the church, not obtaining a state in the Middle East!
In short, it seems that any attempt to read Romans 11:26 with nationalistic and political implications for an “ethnic” Israel must include a method of biblical interpretation that imports foreign preconceptions to the text and ignores the overall ecclesiology of Paul, which was shaped by the coming of Jesus. The crux of Paul’s theology in Romans 9–11, and indeed in the entire letter, is that Jews and Gentiles are branches in the same tree equally, without any distinction in their membership.

REPLACEMENT THEOLOGY
Many who read my arguments here and in chapter four will cry “foul” or “out of bounds”—“this is replacement theology!” Whenever I speak as a Palestinian Christian on the “theology of the land” and the urgency of the matter for us Palestinians, I almost always get the question of replacement theology. Behind such a question is the expectation that we Palestinian Christians must arrange our thinking in a way that fits the paradigms of Western theology—the same theology that came about to solve a Western problem (anti-Semitism) and deal with remaining inner guilt—all at the expense of Palestinians. Bringing the issue of replacement theology seems to me another tactic to frame the parameters of these conversations and control the narrative. Replacement theology has become a dirty word today or even a heresy. Most of those who use this word define it as any theology that is different from Christian Zionism.
But let me ask, If I said today that for Paul, the only hope a Jewish person of his time had was to believe in Jesus as the Jewish Messiah—should this be the only lens through which we should relate to the Jewish people today? Should we conclude from the discussion in Romans 11 regarding some olive branches being cut off from the tree because of their unbelief (in Christ) that subsequently every Jew today is condemned? Does this mean that Judaism as a faith is evil? If we are being honest about certain New Testament views on the people of God, many of the ideas Paul presents (especially regarding those who inherit Abraham’s promise) are religiously exclusive. For example, when Paul claims that those who are in Christ are Abraham’s descendants and heirs according to the promise (Gal 3:29), it is likely that his theology, if spoken today, would be critiqued as replacement theology.
However, in the current context of Western Christian faith and praxis, replacement theology is not the problem; anti-Semitism is. The rejection and persecution of Jews in Europe during the Holocaust was, and continues to be, tragic and shameful. The church has rightly done a lot of soul searching and revisited its relationship with the Jewish people since then. But that does not mean that any theology that is different from the theology of Christian Zionism should be anathema! We must however emphasize that anti-Semitism is, at its core, an ethical issue. And no good theology whatsoever can justify hating, rejecting, or even slightly discriminating against any people group.

JEWS AS AN OBJECT IN THE ESCHATOLOGY OF CHRISTIANS
Many years ago, I attended a one-day conference titled “Gog and Magog Now!” in an Israeli Messianic Jewish college. Among the conference speakers was none other than Tim LaHaye, who is best known for the Left Behind series (which sold more than sixty-five million copies!). The focus was on “the latter days, the Iranian threat, and the hope of Israel and the nations.” One of the speakers was introduced as a prophecy expert. After explaining that no one, including himself, is able to tell for certain how things will develop in the end times and when Christ will return, and after he then went on to tell us how exactly things will develop through charts and timelines, he made a shocking remark about the future of the Jewish people. He qualified his statement by saying that this is what the Bible says and that he is compelled to say it even though it is not a comfortable thing. According to the Bible, he said, two-thirds of the Jews will be massacred one day, in what will be even worse than the Holocaust itself. Then, the other one third will embrace Jesus as Messiah during the millennium! Mind you, this person is considered a “friend of Israel.”
Can you imagine what would happen if I, a Palestinian, were to stand in a conference in Bethlehem and declare that I predict that one day two-thirds of the Jews will be massacred!? I would certainly be labelled anti-Semitic (and most likely targeted by Christian groups), and this would be the end of my academic career! But of course, a white American could say this, defending it as “biblical prophecy” and what the Bible teaches.
I once asked a Jewish settler rabbi, who partners with Christian Zionists professing these views, how comfortable he is with these interpretations of his people, which don’t come across to me as particularly Jewish-friendly. While admitting his discomfort with these views, he said that they agreed not to talk about these issues. He shared that more importantly, he simply appreciated their rejection of replacement theology and their political and financial support.
To many evangelical Christians, the modern state of Israel is in fact a sign that Christ will return soon. A study by LifeWay in December 2017 found that “half of evangelicals support Israel because they believe it is important for fulfilling end-times prophecy.” It further found that “80 percent of evangelicals believed that the creation of Israel in 1948 was a fulfillment of biblical prophecy that would bring about Christ’s return.”6 This is very troubling data! What we have here are Christians who relate to Jews based on how they perceive the role of the Jews in the eschaton. To these Christians, Jews are objects in their eschatology more than they are objects of their love as neighbors.
I believe that Christians with such views will better live into their Christian faith and calling if they stop relating to Jews as objects in their eschatology and relate to them instead as their neighbors. I am almost certain that most Christians would be severely troubled if they found out there was a “Muslim theology of Christians” that predicts our fate as Christians! And would we not be even more appalled if Muslims treated us based on what they believe was prophesied about us? It is time that we stop treating our Jewish neighbors based on such standards—for their own sake!

A JEWISH STATE
I have already touched on the controversial nation-state law that the Israeli Knesset passed in 2018, a law that states that “the right to exercise national self-determination in the State of Israel is unique to the Jewish people.” This law clearly discriminates against the 1.89 million official Arab-Palestinian citizens of the state (almost 21 percent of its population). Remember we are talking about the ones who have been living in this land for hundreds if not thousands of years, long before the modern state of Israel was created. We are not even talking about the millions of Palestinian refugees who cannot return to their homeland or the 4.8 million Palestinians living under the military occupation. This law draws a circle around the Jewish people of this land. They are in, and we, the Palestinians of this land, are pushed out.
Israel cannot claim to be Jewish and democratic at the same time! The concept of a Jewish state denies and eliminates all non-Jewish rich and longstanding histories of this land. Should we then be surprised when we learn that the Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu said in 2019 that “Israel is not a state of all its citizens. . . . According to the basic nationality law we passed, Israel is the nation-state of the Jewish people—and only it.”7 Can you imagine how the world would react if an equivalent statement was made by any other president?
We should be against all religious states to begin with—they are exclusive by definition (and thus exclusionary) in their laws and governing documents. And as the Kairos Palestine document prophetically warns, “Trying to make the state a religious state, Jewish or Islamic, suffocates the state, confines it within narrow limits, and transforms it into a state that practices discrimination and exclusion, preferring one citizen over another.”8
What I have said here equally applies to how we Palestinian Christians feel about the constitution of the Palestinian Authority. Though it is not Islamic in its nature, it nevertheless regards Islam as the “official religion” in Palestine. This unofficial yet powerful recognition also renders me a second-class citizen. Palestinian Christians should not be characterized as a religious minority that requires protection. We are part of the majority as Palestinians, as the people of the land. Many Palestinian Christian leaders have communicated this directly to Palestinian leaders and legislators.
We have for years fought against the unjust Islamic Dhimma law that has treated Christians and Jews as second-class citizens—as a different category, a religious minority. Now, I am afraid it is happening again! We are witnessing the rise of a religious state mentality in the Middle East. The fact that the United States supports two of the leading countries in this phenomenon (Israel and Saudi Arabia) is very appalling.

A SAFE HOMELAND FOR THE JEWS
Many times after I speak to Christian groups about my theology of the land, and about life as a Palestinian, I am asked, “But shouldn’t Jews have a safe homeland?”
This is indeed an important question. My answer is that Jews should feel safe everywhere! They should feel at home in Germany, France, the United States, and anywhere they are living. The idea that Jews won’t be safe unless they have a homeland cannot be acceptable, as it ignores the root of the problem of why they are unsafe to begin with! It is lamentable that Jews today continue to find themselves targets of attacks and as a result feel unsafe and the need to relocate to Tel Aviv or Jerusalem.
A few years ago I attended a worship service at a synagogue in Bonn, Germany. After the service, I was introduced to members of the small Jewish community there, who shared about the rich history of Judaism in Bonn, which was catastrophically nearly erased by the Holocaust. Today, very few Jews are left there, and to me this is a loss to religious and cultural diversity. The irony is that the same people who come from societies that have pushed Jews out of their midst have the audacity to accuse Palestinians of anti-Semitism and want to educate us on this topic! Let us not forget that the Zionist movement started as a response to anti-Semitism in Europe. In fact, Jews had a better life in Islamic and Arab societies, not in Western ones.
As Albert Einstein famously said, “Let us recall that in former times no people lived in greater friendship with us than the ancestors of these Arabs.”9 So if Western Christians truly believe and care for the Jews to have a safe homeland, they should begin in their own homelands!

ANTI-ZIONISM IS NOT ANTI-SEMITISM
It is crucial here to emphasize that it is wrong to equate criticism of the state of Israel and Zionism with anti-Semitism. It is becoming very difficult today to have an objective conversation about the occupation and even settlements, out of fear of being labeled anti-Semite. It certainly did not help that, under pressure from the Israeli government in 2016, the International Alliance for Holocaust Remembrance (IAHR) decided to add “targeting of the state of Israel, conceived as a Jewish collectivity” to its definition of anti-Semitism.10 Such a tactic is meant to prevent any discussion about the occupation.
This approach is very dangerous and must be rejected. It is true that some articulations of pro-Palestine voices in the West come across as insensitive to the Jewish experience and that there are some anti-Semitic elements in their discourse. But that does not mean that we can equate all anti-Zionism or criticism of Israel to anti-Semitism. This is a complex distinction for all parties involved. Jewish American columnist and journalist Peter Beinart writes,
It is a bewildering and alarming time to be a Jew, both because antisemitism is rising and because so many politicians are responding to it not by protecting Jews but by victimising Palestinians. . . . Anti-Zionism is not inherently anti-Semitic—and claiming it is uses Jewish suffering to erase the Palestinian experience.11

Beinart’s words are strong and prophetic, warning against the use of Jewish suffering to dismiss the Palestinian plight for independence. If Europeans and Americans are truly concerned about anti-Semitism, I suggest that they begin by looking inwardly. Did you know that according to a very recent study, 19 percent of Americans say small businesses should be able to refuse service to Jews?12 That is horrific. That is anti-Semitism. And according to a recent report by Human Rights Watch on the rise of anti-Semitism in Europe, anti-Semitic acts in France increased in 2018 more than 70 percent from the previous year.13 And in Germany, anti-Semitic crimes rose by 20 percent in the same year.14 Again, this is horrific. And we need to emphasize that the majority of these attacks were not conducted by Palestinians or even Muslim activists.
Speaking against the occupation is not anti-Semitism. Protesting the Israeli nation-state law is not anti-Semitism. Criticism of settlement activities is not anti-Semitism. Calling for the right of refugees to return is not anti-Semitism. Furthermore, there are many Jews who are critical today of Zionism and many religious Jews who do not endorse Zionism. Does that make them anti-Semites?! This was the point of an important article by veteran Israeli politician Yossi Beilin, who argued against equating anti-Zionism with anti-Semitism, by pointing out that today, “millions of Israelis hold views locating them on the spectrum between non-Zionists and anti-Zionists.”15 Jewish Voices for Peace is just one example. They state that they are “guided by a vision of justice, equality and freedom for all people” and therefore “equivocally oppose Zionism because it is counter to those ideals.”16 Beilin even went as far as arguing that some anti-Semites are actually pro-Zionists, who supported and support Zionism because they wanted Jews out of Europe.
The same point was made by Israeli journalist Gideon Levy. Commenting on a resolution by the French National Assembly to accept the IAHR’s definition of anti-Semitism, he wrote,
From now on, every Palestinian and every Arab . . . is an anti-Semite. Even every Jew and every Israeli who supports a solution of one democratic and egalitarian state, precisely in the spirt of the French revolution, is an anti-Semite. So too anyone for whom Zionism is a colonialist movement—is that not a legitimate position?—is an anti-Semite.17

In December 2019, President Trump signed an executive order on anti-Semitism, which also adopted the IAHR’s definition. The order suggested that Judaism should be considered an ethnicity, race, or even a nationality, by stating that anti-Semitism is punishable under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, a clause that deals only with race, ethnicity, and nationality.18 In other words, Jews will be considered to have been targeted on the basis of their nationality or race as Jews and not their religion.
This order, which was signed in the presence of many evangelical leaders, is troublesome to say the least. Not only does it stand against any criticism of Israel, it also projects on behalf of Jews what Judaism is. Rabbi Jack Moline, president of the Interfaith Alliance, commented on the order,
With all due respect to the decision-makers who wrote this executive order, the Jewish community does not need President Trump to codify what Jews are into law. . . . The president is changing Jewish status in an artificial way for callous political purposes.19

Insisting on equating Judaism with right-wing national Zionism projects a certain definition of Judaism and dismisses any other possibility of a Jewish experience—including that in which Jews oppose Zionism, are not Israelis, or support Palestinian rights. And so, according to this logic, Trump can claim that American Jews who vote Democrat show “a total lack of knowledge or great disloyalty.”20 For Trump, and for many Christians, the only true way to show support for the Jewish people is through supporting the Zionism of the state of Israel.

YOUR OTHER JEWISH NEIGHBOR
Today, a lot of the Christian groups and churches that support Israel, and claim to be motivated by their love of the Jewish people, are very selective when it comes to the Jewish groups and people they support. Many times, the support is in fact politically motivated and conditional to Zionist Israeli Jews. Jews who are critical of Zionism or the occupation, or who do not endorse the Jewish state, such as the Neturei Karta, are excluded and rejected by churches and other communities.21 Even Zionist Jews who have become critical over the years about the direction of Zionism have no room at the table. It is a terrible shame that the groups most often rejected by Christians are beautiful communities of leaders and prophets, fighting for justice and peace in our world.
Consider the aforementioned Jewish Voice for Peace, a grassroots organization that refutes anti-Jewish, anti-Muslim, and anti-Arab bigotry, seeking to end Israeli occupation in Palestine. Or think of Rabbis for Human Rights, which is the only rabbinical voice in Israel that advocates for human rights; most of their work surrounds advocating for rights in Palestinian territory and Bedouin communities.22 B’tselem is another Israeli human rights organization run by volunteers that aims to end the occupation and achieve freedom and equality for all people.23 Yesh Din—Volunteers for Human Rights is an Israeli organization that “focuses on law enforcement on settlers and other Israeli civilians; criminal accountability of Israeli security forces personnel in the West Bank suspected of offenses against Palestinians; and human rights violations related to takeover of Palestinian land and restricting Palestinians’ access to their land.”24 And the list goes on and on, and we can include in it some Messianic Jewish voices that work for peace and reconciliation. These Jewish organizations are propelled by people who are prophets in their own communities, laboring tirelessly for peace.
I lament the reality that Christians claim they love the Jewish people yet actually work against these kinds of groups because they do not fit into a Zionist political agenda and worldview. These groups certainly do not feel the love of Christian and Jewish Zionist groups, some of which have even attacked the authenticity of these groups’ “Jewishness.” In fact, my friend’s Jewishness was put in question because of her affiliation with Palestinians after she presented a powerful poem she had written lamenting the death of children in Gaza at one of the Christ at the Checkpoint conferences—a moment that left many of the attendees in tears.
In many ways, the Christian-Jewish dialogue has been used by many to silence any criticism of Israel or the occupation. This is what Jewish liberation theologian Marc Ellis (who has been rejected from most Christian-Jewish dialogues) calls “the ecumenical deal.”25 In this deal, “Jews defined Christian support for the state of Israel as repentance for Christian anti-Semitism; Jews demanded Christian silence on Palestinian suffering; any Christian dissent on Israeli policies toward Palestinians would be seen by Jews as a Christian return to anti-Semitism.”26 Ellis once told me in a private conversation that he blamed us Christians because we only do dialogue with the Zionist Jews, while ignoring him and other Jewish theologians who write and work for the rights of the Palestinians. He lamented the fact that Christian-Jewish dialogue has been used to silence any criticism of the state of Israel. The same was reflected in a powerful open letter by British Jewish activist Robert Cohen, addressed to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, titled “Archbishop Justin, You Need Some New Jewish Friends.”27 In the letter, Cohen laments the “vetting of acceptable Jews” by the Church of England. He concludes,
Archbishop, if you want Jewish-Christian relations to stay relevant and morally responsible, and if you want to gain a better understanding of antisemitism and how it relates to Israel/Palestine then please reach out to find some new Jewish friends.

And I agree. I truly believe that had Christians who are involved in Christian-Jewish dialogue engaged with these Jewish groups, the reality in Palestine would be very different today.
It is time that Christians pay more attention to and dialogue and partner with their other Jewish neighbor.

LOVE YOUR JEWISH NEIGHBOR
Anti-Semitism should have no place in our world and especially in our Christian circles. It should not be tolerated, just as we should not tolerate any form of racism. And I repeat my call to look at Jews as neighbors: brothers and sisters in humanity and fellow people of faith with whom we agree on many foundational beliefs and disagree on many other foundational beliefs. We must be willing to defend our Jewish neighbors when they are attacked and dehumanized. We must build bridges of understanding and collaboration.
For the many Christians around the world who support Israel and have a special love for the Jewish people, I say, don’t allow this special love to hinder you from loving us Palestinians nor allow it to cause you to relate to us in two different lenses—Jews and Israel in a theological way but Palestinians in a humanitarian or justice way.
Moreover, I also say, in your love, be willing to challenge your Jewish Israeli neighbors. Be good and true friends of Israel. How can you justify and defend the occupation? Or many of the behaviors of Israeli settlers and soldiers? How can you as Christians support Israel in its recent nation-state law, which is basically . . . let’s say it: racist! If you are true friends of Israel, then speak out. And begin listening and befriending the many Jewish voices that are speaking prophetically to their own camp!
Finally, in love (and only in the context of love), we should always be willing to humbly share our faith in Jesus, Israel’s Messiah and Savior of the world—how in his life and teachings he opened the door to God and neighbor. If you are truly convinced that the gospel message can make all the difference, then in humility and love we have to share this message with all those around us. And it is for this reason that I cannot fully agree with the statement made by the EKD, a group of Lutheran, Reformed, and United churches that make up Protestantism in Germany, that “all efforts to induce Jews to change their religion contradict the confession of God’s faithfulness and the continuing status of Israel as God’s chosen people”28 or the Vatican’s statement that calls on the Catholic Church to “neither conduct nor support any specific institutional mission work directed towards Jews.”29 These calls might be interpreted as speaking against targeting Jews specifically (mission specifically to the Jews). But regardless, as Christians, we are to share our faith with all peoples—again, in humility and love.
Sharing our faith with our Jewish neighbors does not mean that we believe Judaism is evil, or that all Jews are destined to hell (I’d rather leave that to God), or that there is no truth in Judaism. It is simply about being true to our convictions that in the gospel message we have discovered the truth and the light of the world.

MY NEIGHBOR THE OCCUPIER
I have the unfortunate disadvantage of having to relate to my Jewish neighbors as my occupier neighbors. My first encounters with Jews were with Israeli soldiers and settlers. To a certain degree, this shaped my perception of Jews and created barriers of fear tinged with a sense of inferiority. During the second intifada, I battled hatred while waiting for long hours at Israeli checkpoints and several times while being harassed and humiliated by Israeli soldiers.
As children we sang against “the Jews,” not in the matrix of anti-Semitism but rather in a political sense. Our occupiers were the Jews. They were our enemies. Sadly, resistance to the occupation in Palestine today is often confused by the West as anti-Semitism. I cannot deny that some rhetoric among Palestinians today is indeed anti-Semitic (by spreading conspiracy theories about the Jews and equating Jews with animals). This is shameful and I reject such rhetoric completely! But at the same time, to whitewash all Palestinian resistance and yearnings for liberation as anti-Semitic is completely misguided and ignores the root of the problem, which is the occupation.
My perception of Jews started to change when I began taking part in initiatives that brought Palestinians and Israelis together and particularly Palestinian Christians and Messianic Jews through the work of Musalaha.30 I later took part in other Christian-Jewish dialogue initiatives. What these experiences did that was most influential was humanizing “the other.” I began to realize that not all Israelis are satisfied with the occupation. My maturation through this dialogue brought me to be able to say that our problem is with the occupation and Zionism, not with Judaism or the Jews. I learned that there are many Jews who have devoted their lives to ending the occupation, and I also began reading and enjoying Jewish theology.
The most profound impact these initiatives had on me was that they opened my eyes to things I did not see before; they stretched my understanding of nuances related to the Israeli and Jewish experience. I will never forget the response of a prominent Jewish rabbi in Europe, who openly supported a Palestinian state, and who, when pressed in a closed session about the atrocities committed by the occupation toward Palestinians, atrocities that he did not deny, responded that he would rather have Israel lose its soul than have Jews end up in concentration camps. Though I do not agree with this rationale, or with implying that Palestinians want to see Israelis in concentration camps, his response opened my eyes to the psyche of fear that exists among many Jews and Israelis. My visit to the Holocaust museum, where I was immersed in the details of this crime against humanity, further opened my eyes to this reality. Sadly, this fear is being manipulated by some political leaders and employed as a basis for separation and hostility toward Palestinians.
I also began to learn about human experiences I did not think about before. When I shared about my experiences at checkpoints, I learned that some teenage soldiers who stopped us at these checkpoints hated their lives because of it. They did not like being positioned at the checkpoints. A young Jewish woman who immigrated from America and joined the army shared about her delusion and crisis when she realized that she spent her three years as a soldier defending militant, Jewish Israeli settlers who abused Palestinians and Palestinian children. These years ruined the romanticized image of Israel that she’d held before immigrating. I saw the fear and deep anxiety in a young man who received a phone call during our encounter, telling him that he had been summoned as a reserve army member to the battlefield on the border with Lebanon.
Yet there was one encounter that I will never forget—a conversation with a Ukrainian Jew who had moved recently from the Ukraine. He was very calm and polite, and throughout the conference he kept asking me questions about life in Bethlehem and how we understood the conflict. He had many questions and was quite receptive to my stories and perspective. The last night of the conference, he asked to speak to me privately, and I assumed that he had more questions. Instead, he began sharing his story with me, and particularly his experience of being a tank driver during the war on Gaza. He shared about the poverty he saw and literally crushed while driving over one refugee home after another with the tank, demolishing one wall and one house at a time. He was visibly shaking while sharing his experience and at the end began weeping like a little baby, begging me for forgiveness for what he had done. I did not know what to do other than embrace him and assure him that I forgave him and that God sees his pain and heart and that of the people of Gaza he crushed.
That day I realized that the occupation has made us both victims. I am by no means equating the effects of the occupation on Palestinians with that on Israelis. This is not the point. However, the occupation is indeed affecting the soul of many Israelis. They are, in this manner, victims to their own acts of oppression. In a weird way, I began to see that they, too, need liberation—again, not in the same manner that Palestinians need it. This reality is captured well by what Kairos Palestine declares about the occupation, that it is a “sin against God and humanity” because “it distorts the image of God in the Israeli who has become an occupier just as it distorts this image in the Palestinian living under occupation.”31
And while these initiatives and conferences opened our eyes to new realities, the fact remains that after they ended, we both went back to our “normal” positions as occupied and occupiers. (And when these initiatives took place outside of the country, we would return using different paths: the Israelis through the airport in Tel Aviv and the Palestinians through Amman, Jordan, where we spent long hours on the trek crossing from Jordan.) The imbalance of power and the structure of occupation remains the biggest obstacle to true peace today. In fact, I am growing hesitant to participate in such initiatives today as I am beginning to believe that all these initiatives will not achieve much as long as the current structure of occupied and occupier is there, or at least as long as we continue to not meet precisely to challenge this structure.

LOVING MY NEIGHBOR
Jesus said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven” (Mt 5:44-45). I must admit that not only was this a difficult commandment for me to accept and understand, I did not know what it meant in a practical sense. But again, I am indebted to the Kairos Palestine document for showing me the way. What Kairos taught me is that resisting the occupation has to be within a framework of love, not revenge. It is because we love our neighbors that we seek to correct them:
Resistance is a right and a duty for the Christian. But it is resistance with love as its logic. It is thus a creative resistance for it must find human ways that engage the humanity of the enemy. . . . Resistance to the evil of occupation is integrated, then, within this Christian love that refuses evil and corrects it. It resists evil in all its forms with methods that enter into the logic of love and draw on all energies to make peace.32

I have since learned that our biggest challenge as Christians is not to defeat our enemies but to transform them into friends. The Christian response to aggression is not revenge and is not one of neutrality. Rather, it is to challenge evil and injustice with good. It is choosing to see the image of God in the other, even in our enemy. This logic of love seeks to engage the humanity of the other and transform an enemy into a friend. This is the ultimate Christian mandate.
Even as I am committed today to the urgency of ending the Israeli occupation, I need to remind myself that the goal in itself is not ending the occupation but rather reconciliation. My dream is that one day my children and Israeli children (or even my grandchildren and Israeli children) will play together as neighbors in a context of justice and equality. Let me quote Kairos again:
Our message to the Jews tells them: Even though we have fought one another in the recent past and still struggle today, we are able to love and live together. We can organize our political life, with all its complexity, according to the logic of this love and its power, after ending the occupation and establishing justice.33

A few years ago my family was invited to visit an Israeli family that we had known through these reconciliation initiatives. It was not an easy decision to accept this invitation. In general, I agree that we should be cautious about “normalizing” relationships with Israelis when the occupation is not challenged directly. But this was a family that is truly committed to the cause of justice and peace. We crossed the checkpoint using our “holiday” permissions. Crossing the checkpoint with two little children is never easy, but thankfully our host family picked us up at the other side of the checkpoint and drove us to their home. It was bittersweet to see our children playing together, despite the difficulties for them to communicate in Hebrew and Arabic. For a few hours, the occupier and occupied divide collapsed, at least in the innocence of children. It was only a glimpse of a possible better reality, a reality in which our children do not have to grow up in an environment where they will possibly find themselves in the very likely scenario where one stops and detains the other at a checkpoint. Though this experience was heart-wrenching, it only made my commitment to a just peace and the end of the occupation stronger.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
MY MUSLIM NEIGHBOR
Christian views on Islam and Muslims are heavily influenced today by the terror and violence committed by Muslims in the name of Islam all over the world. Clearly, there is terrorism, violence, hatred, horrible views, and takfir of others (naming of individuals, Muslims and non-Muslims, as infidels)—all happening today in the name of Islam. The rise (and fall) of the so-called Islamic State in the Levant (ISIL) and the horrific acts of murder, rape, and extermination have made the image of Islam even worse around the world.
The last half-century has borne witness to a major shift in the fabric of Arab society through the rise of what we can call “Islamism.” In reality, the ideology of “Islamism” is not new. The Wahhabi movement, named after Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, began in the 18th century, when ‘Abd al-Wahhab developed a strict, puritanical, and literalist interpretation and movement of Islam in Arabia before his death in 1791. Hassan al-Banna subsequently started the Muslim Brotherhood in 1928 as a religious, political, and social movement. Yet the influence of these ideologies across the Arab world remained limited for most of the twentieth century.
There are many factors in this rapid rise of Islamism, which we cannot trace to one source. We can talk about the perceived success of the Islamic revolution in Iran and the fact that the pan-Arab national movement failed to deliver success and prosperity and operated with serious corruption and dictatorial rule. And then there is, of course, the Palestinian situation and the defeat of 1967, which left Arabs devastated and demoralized. On the heels of this blow, the two Gulf wars and the Western invasion agitated and fueled radicals already stewing. It is also crucial to recognize the social agenda and influence of Islamists, who utilized the presence of poverty in many of their contexts. Extremists worked among the marginalized, and they delivered. These underprivileged people who joined the cause were financially supported and even seen as heroes because they were targeted by both their own governments and the West. Finally, we cannot underestimate the influence of 9/11 and Bin Laden—an event that polarized the world and fueled the perceived “clash of civilizations.”
Islamic extremism relies on more than just political and historical factors. There is a theology behind it. An example that illustrates this theology is seen in the words of Sheik ‘Issam Amira, who in a homily delivered in Jerusalem in 2015 spoke against Islamic scholars who limit jihad only to those who fight against Muslims. He responded to those who cite the Quranic verse saying, “Fight in the way of Allah those who fight you, but do not transgress for Allah does not like transgressors” (Surah 2:190). He refused the interpretation that Muslims should always be peaceful (unless attacked), arguing that when facing “a polytheist enemy,” you should give him three options: to convert to Islam, pay the jizya tax,1 “or else, you should seek the help of Allah and fight them.” He insisted that scholars should hear his point: you should fight them even if they do not fight you.2 This interpretation is sadly becoming more and more common in the Middle East today. It reflects an ideology of jihad that encourages Muslims to fight everyone who does not convert to Islam, thus situating Muslims in opposition to those of all other religions by default. Furthermore, this ideology has been used against Muslims who do not endorse this line of thinking. As you can see from the sheikh’s address, this position is not a common one among well-educated Muslim scholars and leaders, of whom he disapproved.
The duality between context and theology cannot be ignored if we are to understand Islamic extremism and political Islam. For example, Hamas, which controls the Gaza strip today, is certainly influenced by the ideology of the Islamic brotherhood. The context, however, namely the Israeli occupation and siege of Gaza, the failure of the peace process, and the corruption within the Palestinian Authority in the early 2000s, have all contributed to its rise.
Furthermore, we need to lament the fact that there is no religious freedom in most Muslim-majority countries and cultures, where conversion is still not permissible and is sometimes even a punishable act. Ironically, this is happening in countries that are considered allies to the West and the United States, such as Saudi Arabia, despite these Western countries claiming to champion freedom and democracy. The lack of action from these Western countries is shameful, to say the least.
So how do we respond as Christians to the rise of Islamism and to this violence? How should we relate to Muslims in our environment? How do we follow Jesus’ command and love our Muslim neighbors?
A HUMBLE APPROACH
Christians must take a humble approach when responding to the religious extremism present in our world today. To limit religious extremism to Islam is a very dangerous (and unfactual) approach. Extremism exists among followers of all faiths. In Palestine today, I can point to very extreme views among both Jewish and Muslim religious leaders, views that call for a purging of the land.
As Christians, before confronting extremism in the other, we must recognize the existence of some extremists, though not always violent, in the Christian family today. There are some Christians who view Muslims with a condescending gaze. Let us be frank and face such extremism in our midst. There are Christians who dream of a Middle East (or an America) free of Muslims! That is extremism. Just as Christian extremism exists today, our Christian history is replete with extremism and violence enacted in the name of our religion and God. We can speak here of the Crusades, in which the church launched a religious war in the East, providing theological explanations and justifications for murder and occupation. We can also speak of the wars of Protestants and Catholics in Europe (especially in Ireland), which do not differ much from the sectarian violence prevailing today between Sunnis and Shiites. Now, one might argue that these were not really Christian views—that these Christians were not true to their beliefs. And I agree, of course. Nevertheless, these were acts of violence committed by Christians, in the name of the God of Christianity, and using theological rationale. In addition, many, if not most, Muslims today say the same thing about acts of violence committed by Muslims.
It is important to remember that many evangelical Christians supported the war in Iraq. Jonathan Merritt wrote an article for The Week in 2014, criticizing evangelicals who blamed President Obama’s policies in Iraq for the persecution of Christians, reminding them of the strong support Bush received from these same evangelical groups.3 (Contrarily, the majority of mainline denominations, world Christian bodies, and many evangelicals were against the war.) In an article entitled “U.S. Holy War? The Effects of Religion on Iraq War Policy Attitudes,” social science researchers Paul Froese and F. Carson Mencken explore the relationship between American Christian beliefs (of varying denominational traditions) and support of President Bush’s US-Iraq policy. Their study found that the language Bush employed regarding the divine fight of good against evil, “in which the God of the universe struggles with us,” and the necessity for US morals to be aligned with God’s plan, positively influenced the political beliefs of many Christians, Protestant and evangelical, Democrat and Republican.4
Given the uninformed perceptions many Christians have of Muslims, which often lead to the support of violence against predominantly Muslim countries, we need a humble approach when dealing with the subject of extremism. If we seek to address this subject within an “us” versus “them” paradigm—that is, we are the “good ones,” and they must become like us—we will continue to be part of the problem rather than part of the solution. Syrian evangelical leader Chawkat Moucarry offered this during one of the Christ at the Checkpoint conferences:
Taking a critical look at the history of Christian engagement with Muslims from the beginning up to the present time is bound to lead us to acknowledge that we are all (Christians and Muslims) guilty of falling short of God’s expectations in the way we have dealt with each other. Ever since the rise of Islam, and with a few exceptions, Christendom and Islamic empires have had conflictual relations with each other. . . . Therefore a “Them” and “Us” mind set is totally inappropriate.5

Avoiding the “us” versus “them” paradigm is essential and reminds us that we are all victims of religious extremism. We must, as Christians, remember that religious extremism is not an exclusive threat against Christians, as if we are the only ones targeted. It is true that ISIL has consistently targeted Christians. But they have also targeted Muslims, Kurds, and Yazidis. One of the deadliest attacks by ISIL was in fact the attack on the al-Rawda mosque in Sinai, Egypt, which left more than three hundred Sufi worshipers dead. Religious extremism puts us all at risk.
I once asked a Muslim sheikh what he would say to Palestinian Christians who fear that one day ISIL will invade Palestine. “They would target us Muslims first,” was his response. “If ISIL comes to Palestine, they would first target Muslim leaders. This kind of violent ideology puts us all at risk, even when it appears to come from our own side.”
As Christians, we lose our credibility (and perhaps our understanding of faith) if we only object and respond with anger to the oppression of Christians while ignoring the persecution of other religious groups. We must mourn and cry for every killed person, refugee, and victim of religious extremism. We are not the only victims. Our cause is humanitarian; we seek a kingdom where all may be healed. Religious extremism is a human problem, not only a challenge we face as Christians!
Moreover, a humble and honest approach to this topic compels us to ask the question, Why do some Muslims hate Christians and the West? Is it purely Islamic ideology? Or is there more to it? It is imperative that we view Islamic violence in its historical context. There is no theology that exists in a vacuum. As Colin Chapman says, “We need to try to see ourselves as others see us.”6
When we consider Islamic violence, there is no doubt that theology plays a role in it, as I have already made clear. There is a religious motivation behind these attacks, and yet there is a historical context behind them as well. Just as we cannot talk about Christian-Jewish relations without addressing the historical hostility of the church towards Jews during the Holocaust, similarly, we cannot talk about Muslim-Christian relations without referring to the West’s support of Israel, the Gulf war, and the invasion of Iraq. The support Western governments have given to corrupt dictators (who suppress Islamic groups in their countries) is also a factor here, as is American interference in domestic issues of Islamic countries. (For example, America’s role in supporting the Iranian Shah, which was a factor in the Iranian revolution.)
In addition, should we simply ignore the fact that the United States supported and helped create the Taliban to use them against the Soviet Union, supported the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt against Al Saddat, and was a contributor to the creation of the so-called ISIL to topple Al Assad. Should we simply dismiss that even Israel supported Hamas to rival Yasser Arafat’s Palestinian Liberation Organization?7
Understanding the brief history of the ties and universality of religious extremism is key; if we talk about Islamic theology without understanding these complex issues, our efforts will only further the divide.

AVOIDING STEREOTYPING
Before we approach Islam as Christians, we must address our own perceptions of the religion and examine the lens through which we view Muslims. The perceptions we have of Muslims will influence how we relate to them (which is true of all peoples). I say this while being aware that, in general, Christians and Muslims do not often engage with one another on a social level. Many times, the people who make general statements about Islam and Muslims will confess that they have never met a Muslim or read a book by a Muslim scholar, let alone had Muslim friends. A recent study has shown, unsurprisingly, that “those who know Muslims in their communities tend to hold more positive views and are more likely to see commonalities between their two faiths.” Moreover, the study has shown “that most Muslims have favorable or neutral views of evangelical Christians, yet the feeling is not mutual.”8
If I were to guess the perception many Christians have of Muslims, I would think it is likely an image of a bearded man with an automatic weapon. If we are being honest with one another, are these images similar to those that come to mind when you think of religious extremism or perhaps Muslims in general? If this in fact is a common Christian view of Muslims, I do not think we can continue forward in creating Christian-Muslim relations. I wonder, alternatively, if a common Muslim perception of Christians would be one of fear—that their faith and existence is threatened by Christians and “the West.”
In many evangelical circles, we have created an image of a monster we call Islam, which leads to fearing, if not hating, Muslims. By doing so, we have effectively paralyzed a whole generation of Christians from approaching and engaging with Muslims, out of fear and hatred, all while still preaching about witnessing to and loving Muslims!
We need to humanize our conversation! It will not do to simply talk about Islam or even Muslims in general terms. We need to talk about Khalid and Omar, Fatima and Bayan. We need to talk about people, about friends, and not simply about ideologies. You will be surprised by how much change will ripple when we do so. In the city of Liverpool in England, it only took one person to change the perception of many people toward Muslims and Islam—the amazing football (soccer) player Mohammad Salah. Salah is an outstanding football player and an even more outstanding human being, known for being a modest and humble family man who is very generous and approachable. According to a Stanford University study, since Salah joined Liverpool, hate crimes in the area have decreased by 19 percent and anti-Muslim comments online have dropped by 50 percent.9 Maybe we need more Muslim football players in Europe and the United States!
So, is it true that most Muslims want to kill Christians and spread Shari’a law? Does ISIL represent Islam? Studies show otherwise. A 2015 study in Palestine found that 93 percent of Palestinians believe that ISIL does not represent true Islam. Only 1 percent said that it does, while 6 percent said that they do not know.10 In the Arab world, a study in 2016 found that three-quarters of young Arabs were concerned about ISIL, and only 13 percent were sympathetic.11 A 2017 Pew research study on Muslim impressions of global terror found that 82 percent of US Muslims were concerned about extremism committed in the name of Islam.12 We as Christians must be wary of our stereotyping of Muslims. We can never impose judgments on Muslims collectively, as “all of them.” Not all Muslims are part of ISIL! And, although this is a difficult thing to do in this age, we cannot say that an individual serves as a representative of Islam. The majority of Muslims in the Arab world are against terrorism and extremism and even against political Islam. Let us remember that it was mainly Muslims in Egypt who demonstrated in millions for days and spurred a coup against the Muslim Brotherhood government in 2013.
We should also not forget that it is Muslims who are spearheading movements against radical Islamic ideologies (such as the ones adopted by ISIL), and there are Muslim scholars who are writing from within their own traditions against religious extremism. There are many fighting against extremism in their own communities and beyond and many who are advocating for peaceful coexistence. There are Muslims who have sacrificed their lives in defense of Christians in places like Mosul in Iraq. And when more than forty churches were burned in Egypt in 2013, it was Muslims who raised money and renovated and rebuilt these churches. This certainly appears to be a radical neighbor-love akin to the one Jesus professed.

ISLAMIC THEOLOGY
Despite such efforts by the international Muslim community, some may still protest that Islamic theology and teaching is the problem. “We know that the people are good; the problem is the Qur’anic teachings.” This view is very common today among many Christian communities, who argue that the actions of groups like ISIL are nothing but Muslims being faithful to their own traditions and that these people are simply following what the Qur’an and Islamic tradition teach. This is often used in a way to show that Christianity (and by implication the Christian) is superior to Islam (and Muslims). Such Christian voices present themselves as experts in Islam, even as an authority to interpret the Qur’an. There is the assumption that by citing certain Muslims scholars, preachers, and leaders of ISIL, they are justified to make such judgments.
I have a problem with this approach. First, we should not be the ones who interpret Islam and the Qur’an for Christians and Muslims. If we interrogate this perspective, we will discover that there is no such a thing as a Muslim interpretation or perspective but rather interpretations and perspectives (in the plural). There is diversity within Islam, just as we Christians have Catholics, Orthodox, and Protestants, and Judaism has Orthodox and Reformed Jews. Today, there are many voices and interpretations within Islamic schools of interpretation, resulting in a difficulty for others to understand who and what represents true Islam. It would be ill advised, and simply wrong, to allow ourselves to be the judges and determine which of these voices is the real Islam! It is also dishonest to pick the most radical voices and appoint them as the spokespersons of Islam.
Chawkat Moucarry’s observation in this context is very helpful: “Like other religions, Islam has displayed many faces throughout its long history. Violence is one of them, certainly not the most representative of the Muslim community worldwide.”13
There are multiple voices within Islam. In other words, ISIL is just one among many. Yes, it is Islamic, but there are many other Islamic voices, many of which reject extremist interpretations of texts and read the Quranic texts in their historical contexts, arguing that the commandments to kill Christians and Jews applied to a certain historical period only and do not apply to every season everywhere.
Let me clarify my point even further. Imagine if while browsing your Facebook page, you came across a Muslim scholar reading from the Book of Joshua, where God commands Joshua and the Israelites to enter the land and basically kill the inhabitants of Jericho, who then concluded that Christianity promotes violence and holy war. You would probably react emotionally and shout, “No! That’s the wrong interpretation of the text. This is not how we Christians interpret the Hebrew Bible.” Imagine if this scholar quoted from the writings of some medieval European theologians who used these texts to justify the Crusades or even some of the extremists of Christian Zionism today who use this text to justify what happened in 1948 in Palestine. Wouldn’t we scream, “No, this does not represent Christianity!”? Or, imagine listening to a Muslim scholar interpreting the book the Song of Solomon and arguing that Christianity promotes permissibility and immorality. How would you react?
I hope you get my point. Matthew 7:12 comes to mind here: “Do to others as you would have them do to you.”

ARE WE LISTENING?
There are many Muslim voices today that seek to highlight the many verses in the Qur’an that are inclusive in nature and respectful of Christians (the people of the book). There are many that promote religious freedom, citing the famous Qur’anic verse, “There is no compulsion in religion” (Surah 2:256).
One response I often hear from Christians when Muslims speak against religious extremism is that this Muslim voice does not represent Islam, that true Islam calls for violence. This drives me crazy. When some religious Muslims commit violence, we get angry and complain that there are no moderate voices representing their tradition. And when moderate voices speak, we accuse them of misrepresenting Islam! Are we really giving Muslims a chance to represent their own tradition and truly be heard?
In the last few years, there have been some very noble and extremely important initiatives by Muslims to promote a peaceful Islamic theology, especially in relation to peoples of the other faiths. A Common Word is a Muslim-led initiative that seeks to unite Muslims and Christians through the commonalities of their faith. The Common Word letter, which was released in 2007, aimed to provide a “common constitution” for worldwide, interfaith dialogues and focused primarily on teachings surrounding the two love commandments. The letter has been signed by hundreds of top Muslim and Christian scholars and religious leaders and has been regarded widely since as an inaugural document in Muslim-Christian interfaith dialogue.14 The Marrakesh Declaration on the Rights of Religious Minorities in Predominantly Muslim Majority Communities is another monumental document that seeks to protect the rights and religious freedom of religious minorities in Muslim societies. The declaration draws on Islamic tradition and scripture, refuting violence against non-Muslims and arguing for peaceful coexistence.15 Further, A Document on Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together was coauthored by the Vatican and Al-Azhar and signed by His Holiness Pope Francis and the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, Ahmad Al-Tayyeb (the head of Sunni Islam’s most honored learning position), and has offered a call to Catholics and Muslims to seek peace and fraternity with one another, aiming to “serve as a guide for future generations to advance a culture of mutual respect in the awareness of the great divine grace that makes all human beings brothers and sisters.”16
These and the work of many religious leaders are all important initiatives that demonstrate that Muslims are truly concerned about what is being committed in their name and that they are seeking new ways of engagement with Christians and people of other faiths. When people ask me, “Where are the voices of moderate Muslims? Why aren’t they speaking up?” The answer is that they have spoken. But are we listening as Christians? Maybe we need to change the channel.
Although many Christians may not be aware, these kinds of initiatives are taking place within Islam. There is ample Muslim-Muslim dialogue occurring, part of what some have called a “struggle for the soul of Islam.” The question Muslims are asking (more than Christians) is “Which version of Islam will prevail?”
Here in Palestine, I can see this “battle” taking place in various spheres of society. There are many new and progressive voices within Palestinian society that are challenging these extreme views. Moreover, Muslims are fighting for better judicial laws to protect women and children, even challenging their own traditions. There are also challenges to the curriculum of religious education in schools. In political activism, there are growing voices within the society for non-violent resistance toward the occupation.
I recently played a leading role in establishing the Palestinian Academic Forum for Interfaith Dialogue, an initiative of Bethlehem Bible College and the Sharia Law College in An-Najah University. The initiative aims to promote civil peace in Palestine by creating real opportunities for communication between academics in Islamic law and theology to work together on changing misperceptions on both sides, strengthening brotherhood and rejecting extremism and racism, and creating a solid foundation for discussing fundamental ideas of interest to Christianity and Islam.17 During the discussions leading to the launching of this initiative, it became apparent to us at the Christian side, that our Muslim counterparts were very concerned about religious extremism and the misrepresentation of Islam by many religious groups (as they described it). The group included some very influential scholars with various political views. They were all committed to and serious about promoting a tolerant image of Islam and are already doing this in their own college of more than one thousand Sharia law students.
This diversity and “battle” is evident in other contexts. In certain Western countries, we are witnessing the rise of new Muslim movements and activists who are involved in human rights and social justice (even defending the rights of LGBTQ people!). These are all developments worthy of consideration.
We must see these voices as partners in building a better world. If we are truly concerned about combating religious extremism, we must partner with Jews and Muslims and people of other faiths and empower one another in our battle for a better world.

THEOLOGY OF MY MUSLIM NEIGHBOR
Many Christians view Islam as a rival religion and are hesitant in their approach toward Muslims. There are so many websites and books written from the perspective of Christianity being in fundamental disagreement with Islam, highlighting not just the differences but also the negative aspects of Islamic history. Needless to say, there are many foundational beliefs that Christians and Muslims agree about, just as there are many foundational beliefs that Christians and Muslims disagree about.
Yohanna Katanacho, academic dean of Nazareth Evangelical College, wrote an impassioned op-ed with the title “My Muslim Brother: Forgive Me.” In it, he calls Christians to repent of the sin of stereotyping Muslims. He then pleads that we must also repent “from the sin of distorting the image of Muslims or their faith.” He says,
Although the Bible is not compatible with many Islamic assertions, it is not accurate to think that the Bible disagrees with everything in the Quran. For example, both the Quran and the Bible accept and advocate the doctrine of the oneness of God. Both agree on several ethical and social issues such as honoring our parents. . . . Christians need to remember that due to God’s grace, there are a lot of blessings outside the church. . . . We value [Muslims’] positive contributions and their input that is compatible with our faith. Put differently, we need to reveal the whole truth about Muslims. By highlighting the negative aspects without pointing out the positive contributions of Muslims, we are distorting their image and misunderstanding their faith.18

It is true that there are many differences between Christianity and Islam on foundational doctrinal issues like the Trinity and the death and resurrection of Christ. However, if we only look at Islam through a doctrinal lens, we might miss the commandment of Jesus to “love your neighbor as yourself.” This is our theology for our Muslim neighbors, here and everywhere.
I have often heard, “We can love Muslims but reject Islam.” Though I understand the logic behind this statement, let us remember that we cannot simply divorce Muslims from Islam or Islamic culture! Furthermore, if we spend hours demonizing Islam and dehumanizing many of its followers by stereotyping what it means to be a Muslim, I doubt that we are leading ourselves and our people to “love” Muslims. Our call is to love even the most radical Muslims! Beyond merely “loving” Muslims, I also invite you to recognize some of the many beautiful elements in Islamic culture, such as hospitality, generosity, and their dedication to their beliefs and commitment to prayer and fasting, to name but a few.
Today, many Christians have built “walls” to shield them from their Muslim neighbors. Too often we operate with fear, suspicion, and withdrawal. In the Arab world today, many Christians are adopting what we might call “a minority complex”: isolating themselves from surrounding cultures and not being willing to engage with them. This is actually my biggest fear today, that we have raised a generation of Christians who fear and do not engage their Muslim neighbor. This touches the concept of what it means to be a Christian at its core.
Joseph Cummings, who spent many years living as a missionary in Somalia, and who has led many Christian-Muslim dialogues and encounters, argues that the real struggle we should be concerned about as Christians is not the struggle between Muslims and Christians, or between Islam and the West, but “a struggle within Christianity itself, a struggle for the soul of the Christian faith.”19
“A struggle for the soul of the Christian faith”—I cannot agree more. When we hate others, we have lost the battle. When we respond to evil with evil, we have lost the battle. When we dehumanize and engage with hyperbolic stereotyping, we have lost the battle. When we make the other look bad, only so that we can appear righteous and good, we have lost the battle. When we only see ideologies rather than human beings, created in the image of God, we have lost the battle.
When our testimony and witness to the world is not cross-centered, we have lost the battle.
I wonder here, How do we aspire to give testimony to our society if we look at others with eyes of fear and hatred? How can we obey the commandment of Christ and love our Muslim neighbors if we hate them and live in fear of them? How do we love our neighbor if we have judged them in advance and painted them with the ugliest images? We must fight the culture of isolation and replace it with a culture of openness and love.
In other words, how we respond to our Muslim neighbors matters! And as Christians, love toward neighbors and even enemies is at the core of what it means to follow Christ.

A CALL TO WITNESS AND ENGAGE
One of the worst things that could happen today is if Christians and Muslims chose to disengage from one another, refraining from building relationships of friendship and trust and instead constructing walls of division and separation among their communities. We need courageous and bold voices in our communities that will speak out against disengagement and fear.
As Christians, we are called to love our neighbors and be blessings to our societies. When we disengage from our neighbors and relate to them only out of fear and suspicion, we lose our opportunity to witness to them. We must engage with our neighbors. It is our call to offer a living testimony to them. To love Muslim and Jewish neighbors as ourselves is foundational to what it means to be a Christian.
During my last year as a university student at Birzeit University, word got out that I was accepted into a seminary and that I would go on to study theology. Some thought I was crazy; others thought that I was becoming a monk, which led to many interesting conversations. One day, I was called into the office of a professor from the Bethlehem area, who was a Christian.
“So I heard you are going to seminary?”
“Yes.”
“Why? Did we do anything wrong to you? Don’t waste your life!”
I thanked him for his advice and politely said that this is something I was convinced of, that I was sure of this calling.
That same day, another professor asked to see me. This time he was a Muslim from the Ramallah area.
“So I heard you are going to seminary?”
“Yes. I guess everyone knows now!”
“Good for you! I am so happy you are doing this!”
I was so confused! He then went on, “You have to promise me something; that you’ll come back and do something about young Christians leaving Palestine. Why are you guys leaving us? We need you here. And you are someone who can influence young people to stay!”
He then went on naming off the different cultural and educational initiatives in Ramallah that were started or led by Christians! “You bring a different taste to our society,” he said. This was a significant learning moment for me. And to this day I say that part of my calling in life came from a Muslim “neighbor”!
Now, we need to remember that the commandment to love our neighbors in no way negates our Christian mandate to witness about our faith; it is instead embedded in it. We must be ready and willing, using Peter’s words, to make our defense to anyone who demands from us an account of the hope that is in us (1 Pet 3:15). We do have a message about the loving and liberating grace of Jesus, a message of hope in the resurrected Jesus.
Having a positive attitude toward Islam does not and should not negate our belief in the truths of our Christian faith. At the end of the day, Christians and Muslims claim contradicting beliefs about the identity of Jesus and his crucifixion and resurrection (among other things), and we cannot both have the truth! These beliefs affect the way we understand the world and salvation. And if we are truly convinced that the gospel message can make all the difference in individuals’ lives as well as societies, then we cannot but share this message with those around us. Again, this is about being true to our convictions!
We have a message. But let us remember that as we share our message with Muslims, Jews, people of any faith or no faith, let us always do so in love and humility. Jesus, in his sacrificial servanthood and love, is our model. He spoke love and truth and embodied love and truth in his person and ministry. St. Francis of Assisi reportedly said, “Preach Jesus, and if necessary use words.” Today, such wisdom cannot be more true!
Finally, let us remember that as we build these relationships of friendship and trust, loving our neighbor also implies challenging them. As we love our Muslim neighbors, we must seek to challenge them to speak against extreme views within their own tradition (as we should expect them to do the same for us). We should use our Christian-Muslim dialogue platforms to challenge the lack of religious freedom today in most Muslim-majority countries. We should also challenge the way women are abused and marginalized in certain Islamic contexts. In other words, we must be willing and have the courage to challenge and even resist our Muslim neighbors if there are words or actions that distort the image of God in our communities. Our message to the Muslims, in the words of Kairos, “is a message of love and of living together and a call to reject fanaticism and extremism,” and it is also a call to reject the notion of any “religious state.”20

LOVING MY NEIGHBOR
Archbishop Elias Chacour, author of the famous book Blood Brothers, often asks his audience, “How many of you were born Christian?” Usually, most raise their hands. He then surprises them by telling them that they are all wrong! None of us adopts a religion in their mother’s womb. We are not born Christians, Muslims, or Jews. We are born human beings!
This is an important reminder in a day and age when identities and ideologies clash in our world. Ideologies and religious identities are sadly seen today as mutually exclusive. The fact that we share the same humanity no longer seems to matter. Religion is being used to divide and stigmatize people groups and to create a sense of superiority over and against one another. What reality does the future hold in a world that is marked with both religious diversity and the prevalent ideology that we cannot coexist?
On one hot summer night when my son Karam was three years old, I was taking him to bed as I always do. I did my nightly ritual of reading a story, singing, and praying with him. He was then ready to sleep, and after a long day myself, I was even more ready for him to sleep. As I was singing with a whisper voice, the call to prayer began from a neighboring mosque. The breeze and the open window made the call so loud that it woke Karam up. I was furious at the fact that the call to prayer woke him up. (Fathers and mothers who put their children to bed can relate!)
Karam lifted his head up and asked, “Baba, why is this man shouting?”
That was not an easy question. In the few seconds that followed, I had to calm myself down and think of a good answer. I had a feeling that what I said would stay with him. I had to ponder and remember that what I said and how I would say it carried the potential to affect how he lives and engages with his Muslim neighbors. I prayed for wisdom, and ultimately said, “This man is praying to God, like we just did.”
Karam went back to sleep and I said a prayer for him, that he will grow to respect all people equally and that God would guard him from extremism and sectarianism.
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  CHAPTER EIGHT

  BLESSED ARE THE PEACEMAKERS

  
    The Sermon on the Mount is possibly the most well-known, yet most ignored teaching in the Gospels—especially when it comes to putting its values into practice. We love to quote it, but don’t ask us to practice it. A few years ago, I began reflecting on what this sermon meant in Jesus’ time and what it means today, and I began giving a talk to Palestinian university students that I called “Words I Wish Jesus Never Said,” most of which was from the Sermon on the Mount. And it was really hard to speak to these students about turning the other cheek and walking the extra mile. They saw this as too idealistic and even as weakness and cowardice. This remains a challenging passage for those who live under oppression today.

    Over the last few years, I have grown in my understanding of Jesus and his kingdom movement to believe that these few pages of the Gospels contain eternal truths that are what our world needs today. It is the most foundational teaching of Jesus, the constitution of the kingdom of God. At its core, this passage proclaims what it means to be a Jesus follower.

    For those of us who grew up in an evangelical environments, we learned that Jesus was primarily a “savior.” He died on the cross for our salvation. He took our sins upon himself and guaranteed eternal life for those who “accepted him as Lord and Savior.” I did this when I was ten years old. All was well after I made this life-changing decision. What I was not taught, however, is how Jesus’ teachings can actually make all the difference in our world. They are so revolutionary! And I wonder if those of us who have committed our lives to his way take him seriously enough.

    As Christians, we are called to follow Jesus. But in professing to do so, we really just prefer to take his free gift of salvation. Truly following him, however, is much more challenging. Consider the part about denying yourself or the bit about selling your possessions and giving them to the poor. And what about the thing on turning the other cheek?

    Growing up in this land was always and continues to be challenging. It is not easy living here. I grew up with many questions about life, occupation, the Bible, and the theology of the land. There was a time when I thought that I would find answers by studying prophecy, or the theology related to the land or election, or Romans 9–11. The most satisfying (and challenging!) answers I have found are the ones that surface in the Sermon on the Mount. It would not be farfetched to call this declaration Jesus’ political system. But it is likely not a way that we expected or hoped for:

    
      	
        Love your enemy

      

      	
        Stand up and face the oppressor, and turn your other cheek to him

      

      	
        Engage with the humanity of your occupier by walking the extra mile

      

      	
        Do to others what you want others to do to you

      

      	
        Avoid shallow religiosity—God is searching for the pure in heart

      

      	
        Blessed are the peacemakers

      

      	
        The meek, not the powerful, inherit the land

      

      	
        Blessed are those who are thirsty for justice, who suffer for the sake of justice

      

    

    When I was an engineering student at Birzeit University in Palestine (where I was very active in the students’ ministry), I remember meeting and sharing my faith with a fellow student named Ali. Ali was a very smart and bright intellectual, and he was a confessing atheist (which is not very common in the Muslim community). He was also very politically engaged. I remember spending hours with him and others debating the existence of God to no avail.

    One night, at a very late hour, he called my friend asking him, “Where is this stuff you have in the Bible where Jesus speaks about loving the enemy?” So, my friend told him where to find it. The next day, we saw Ali walking on campus with the Bible in his hand, like a young Christian going to a youth group meeting!

    “Ali, what’s up?” we asked.

    “This stuff is amazing,” he responded. “This is revolutionary! I cannot believe I never heard about this.”

    Later that day we saw him again in a coffee shop with his girlfriend, and he was reading the Bible to her!

    Ali discovered what I was not taught in my evangelical circles: that this stuff works! It was not until later on in my life that I came to really believe in the radical way of Jesus. Now, my wife and I are betting our two boys’ future on such a faith. We have made a decision to stay in this land as a family; despite the political tension and pressure, we have decided not to leave. And we have accepted Jesus’ political system and his way of activism, his revolutionary kingdom way!

    
      A NEW PARADIGM

      For too many years, many Christians, and many evangelicals in particular, have looked at our land and conflict through the lens of prophecy. In fact, one could argue that most Christian Zionists, and many evangelicals, are obsessed with prophecy and the end times. American Christianity is buzzing with bestselling books, movies, and prophecy experts. Some websites provide weekly updates on some sort of a “prophecy meter” or end-times watch, to monitor the signs of the end times. Prophecy update videos have hundreds of thousands of hits on YouTube. Consider the fact that Tim LaHaye’s Left Behind series has sold more than sixty-five million copies. That is tragic! How many views were shaped? How many countries and nations were dehumanized by the ideologies of superiority that his work is contingent on?

      The certainty with which some of these televangelists and even “theologians” and pastors speak is shocking to me, and it comes across simply as arrogance. They are sure they have it right! They preach as if they are 100 percent sure that their theology is right, perhaps even inspired. Who am I to dare to question the validity of their teachings? They are 100 percent sure that Iran will attack Israel, just as they were sure it was going to be Russia and then China. How many more countries and nations will be demonized before they wake up?

      And regarding this conflict, they are completely convinced that the current state of Israel is the fulfillment of prophecy and that the rapture will take place “any time soon.”

      The irony for us Palestinian Christians is that evangelicals with their overemphasis on prophecy have lost the capacity to be prophetic. You want to prove that the Bible is right? It is not done by self-fulfilling prophecies or by pointing to world events as prophecy fulfillment. That is not how you prove that the Bible is right. We prove that the Bible is right by radical obedience to the teachings of Jesus and by validating that Jesus’ teachings actually do work and can make our world better. Let us love our enemies, forgive those who sin against us, feed the poor, care for the needy and oppressed, walk the extra mile, be inclusive not exclusive, turn the other cheek, and maybe then the world will start taking us seriously and believe our Bible!

      It is important to stress at this stage that there are other Western approaches to our land that are not necessarily “prophecy oriented” but are nonetheless equally problematic. I once heard a German Catholic theologian speak about the state of Israel as a “divine sacrament.” Others speak of the divine miracle that is Israel and the special affinity God has for the Jewish people and the state of Israel. All of these approaches look at Israel and the land in a romanticized way, not aware or concerned with things on the ground.

      Over the years, Palestinian Christians have challenged the Western church to consider what it means to be the church. They have reminded them of the importance of justice and peacemaking. If our theology produces apathy to injustice, it must be re-examined. In the words of Carl Medearis, “If your end-times theology trumps the clear commands in Scripture to love neighbors and enemies, then it is time to rethink your theology.”1

      It is time Christians begin taking the words of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount more seriously, especially in relation to places with conflict and tension, such as our land. A new paradigm is needed, a paradigm that is rooted in the Christ mandate to be peacemakers and agents of God’s kingdom on earth.

    

    
    
      BLESSED ARE KINGDOM SEEKERS

      Two thousand years ago, Jesus started a movement in our land, a movement that he called “the kingdom of God.” In his life and teachings, Jesus embodied what it means when “God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven.” It is a movement and a kingdom that it is still gaining ground and challenging powers even today.

      As Christians, we need to reclaim the ethics and lifestyle of Jesus. If we claim that he is Lord, then we must live out and embody what I will call a “kingdom of meekness.” The place where this kingdom is best articulated is the Sermon on the Mount and in particular the Beatitudes. These words teach us what it means to follow King Jesus as we seek the kingdom of God on earth.

      I suggest that we read the Beatitudes as Jesus’ way of challenging power. Consider for example the qualities Jesus introduces for the people of the kingdom and how these qualities are radically different from the kingdoms of this world:

      
        	
          The poor in spirit—not the proud

        

        	
          Those who mourn—not those who live in prosperity

        

        	
          The meek—not the powerful, not empire builders

        

        	
          Those who hunger and thirst for justice—not for money, comfort, power, or fame

        

        	
          The merciful—not the powerful or the ruthless

        

        	
          The pure in heart—not those who seek a “pure” society

        

        	
          The peacemakers—not those who are indifferent to suffering

        

        	
          Those persecuted for justice’s sake—not the ones who stay in their comfort zone and do not speak the truth

        

      

      When we embody these qualities in our lives and witness, God’s kingdom comes “on earth as it is in heaven.” It is our task to engage as churches in the question, What does it mean to live out these qualities and characteristics of the people of the kingdom in our environment and context?

    

    
    
      BLESSED ARE THE PEACEMAKERS

      I mentioned earlier how Christianity Today published a discussion between two theologians on the question “Do Jews Have a Divine Right to Israel’s Land?”2 I wrote to Christianity Today, asking them for an opportunity to respond. During the several emails we exchanged, I was asked, “What two or three key points would you envision should be included in a Palestinian Christian response?” My response was the following:

      
        	
          1. I would invite the participants to come and visit Palestine/Israel. Any discussion surrounding possession of the land must be related to the reality on the ground. Theology and ethics cannot be divorced.

        

        	
          2. I would frame the central question as such: How can evangelicals promote a culture of peace and justice for both Israelis and Palestinians, regardless of one’s position on the land promises?

        

        	
          3. I would outline a theology of the land that is inclusive in nature.

        

      

      Apparently, that was not a perspective that merited being heard!

      So why aren’t many Christians today talking about and engaged in peacemaking? When Jesus said, “Blessed are the peacemakers for they shall be called children of God,” do we have any reason to believe that he did not intend for this call to be implemented into action? We ought to take this commandment just as seriously as we do any other. Remember that Jesus proclaimed this statement in a very politically charged environment. This was not simply about making peace with your noisy neighbor by inviting him or her over for a cup of tea! This declaration had profound and deeply political meaning, even then, next to the Sea of Galilee.

      Most Christians today prefer a much easier path to becoming a child of God, a path that I myself took when I was ten years old. This path is of John 1:12: “But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God.” This commitment appears unthreatening and unchallenging, especially if we are able to divorce accepting and believing in Jesus from actually following him. This separation of action from belief is an easy one to make today, freeing us Christians from our responsibility to work for peace and justice in our world. We need to teach the whole truth about Jesus and look at his ministry holistically, emphasizing this teaching that you become a child of God when you are peacemaker.

      Don’t get me wrong, peacemaking is not an easy task! It involves taking risks and listening to both sides of a conflict. It involves stepping into places that we might not feel comfortable in and meeting people who have been stigmatized by many, likely by us ourselves. To be peacemakers, we must engage the humanity of the other who is different than us. To be a peacemaker means we must cross to the other side of the wall.

      Peacemaking also involves standing on the side of justice and speaking truth to power, even when it may be that of our own people, religion, or nation. Shallow diplomacy and political correctness is not always the answer. As Jewish writer and activist Elie Wiesel said in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech,

      
        We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented. Sometimes we must interfere. When human lives are endangered, when human dignity is in jeopardy, national borders and sensitivities become irrelevant. Wherever men or women are persecuted because of their race, religion, or political views, that place must—at that moment—become the center of the universe.3

      

      We need to remember that, as my South African friends often remind me, the gospel can be offensive sometimes. It can be “bad news” to the arrogant and oppressors, as Isaiah prophesied, “Every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain” (Is 40:4), and as Mary prayed, “He has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought down the powerful from their thrones” (Lk 1:51-52). The gospel can be “bad news”!

      This is why as Christians we cannot always seek to be neutral and polite. Peacemakers call injustices out by name and call out those who are oppressors. Now this is a difficult way! Those who want to follow this path have to leave their comfort zones. It is also a path that Jesus warned would bring persecution and trouble. But this is our testimony of faith.

    

    
    
      BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO THIRST FOR JUSTICE

      Justice matters to God.4 It mattered in biblical times, and it matters today. Justice, in fact, is a central theme in the Bible. Yet sadly and in a strange way, it is a missing component from the mission, teaching, theology, and ministry of most churches and mission agencies. It is time to pause and ask deep and serious questions about how we understand the relationship between the Bible and our mission as Christians and why we have ignored this call for justice.

      Justice matters to God, and it should matter to us. In the Hebrew Scriptures, perhaps no prophet emphasized justice the way Jeremiah did. He criticized even the kings of Israel for not exercising justice. And when he commended King Josiah, who ruled justly, Jeremiah said something very profound about justice: “He judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well. Is not this to know me? says the LORD” (Jer 22:16).

      Did you catch that? Knowing God and doing justice are the same thing! They are inherently related. You cannot claim to know God while not caring for the poor. It is that simple! This is why in Jeremiah 9:23-24 we read,

      
        Thus says the LORD: Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom, do not let the mighty boast in their might, do not let the wealthy boast in their wealth; but let those who boast boast in this, that they understand and know me, that I am the LORD; I act with steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth, for in these things I delight, says the LORD.

      

      Again, knowing God and having a conscience for justice cannot be separated! Yet if we look at most systematic theology books that are produced in the West, we will discover that they do not include justice as a characteristic of God.

      As followers of Jesus, and believers in God, we should thirst for justice. Sometimes people ask me, “Pastor, don’t you think you are a bit too political?” My answer is simple: Can I see injustice around me and stay silent? I pastor the Lutheran church here in Bethlehem, and in my first year as pastor, I tried to listen to the stories of congregation and community members. And as I listened, I learned about the Nassar family, who was struggling to keep their land after Israel decided to confiscate it for the building of a settlement. I learned how this family has struggled to bring water and electricity to their land, while they have to watch their Jewish settler neighbors enjoying a comfortable and plentiful life. Yet amazingly, they continue to seek the path of peace and love, turning their farm into a “tent of nations,” a place where peace and nonviolence are taught and promoted.5 As I listened, I learned about Tony, who is separated from his Latin American wife because Israel denies Palestinians the right to bring even our international spouses to live with us, while we watch Jews from around the world immigrate to our land and have more rights than us. As I listened, I heard Ghasoub’s story of imprisonment during the first intifada for his political activism and how his wife struggled to raise five daughters alone. There were only so many stories I could listen to and hold in prayer, and there were always countless other stories to hear.

      Would Jesus stay silent in the face of injustice and oppression merely because he “does not talk politics”? What kind of a message do we send to those who are suffering from injustice if our answer to them is to say, “Sorry, we do not engage in politics.” The message we communicate when we say such things is simple: “God does not care!” or rather, “I have more important theological and religious concerns than your suffering.” In fact, our silence towards injustice is a political statement in itself; it is saying that we approve of this injustice.

      As Christians, followers of Jesus, we cannot simply claim that an injustice has nothing to do with us, or that we are too far removed to really understand or be involved. I fear that today many Christians simply do not care! Too often, we live out faiths of indifference, caring only for our own prosperity and reputation. As Christians, we are called to challenge structures of injustice, even if we are not directly affected by the injustices themselves.

    

    
    
      BLESSED ARE THE MERCIFUL AND COMPASSIONATE

      Jesus cared! He was compassionate. And he spent a lot of time, maybe most of his time, with the most marginalized and despised in society. He himself declared that the target of his ministry was the poor, the captives, the blind, and those who are oppressed (Lk 4:18-19). We should not spiritualize these words, as I was taught when I was growing up. No, we must take these words at face value! Jesus cared about the poor, the captives, and the oppressed. “The year of the Lord’s favor,” which he speaks of in Luke, is nothing but the Jubilee year, the year of liberation and freedom. In the kingdom of God, the kingdom that we should embrace and embody today as Christians, all should be equal. In Christ, there is no free or slave; we are one in Christ.

      Jesus’s life was marked by justice. He included the excluded and the outcasts of society. He empowered women. He rejected racism by embracing Samaritans and people from other nations. When needed, he confronted tax collectors and religious leaders. He fed the poor. In other words, Jesus spoke (and acted) on much more than how to get to heaven!

      How can we ignore the fact that Jesus taught in the most clear sense that on judgment day we will be judged based on how we treated the most vulnerable of our communities?

      
        You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me. (Mt 25:41-43)

      

      This is not simply about charity! This is about solidarity with the oppressed and marginalized. This is about visiting those who are in prison (and not sending them a postcard, as one pastor once commented). This is about welcoming the refugees and displaced. This is about taking a stand with Jesus himself—“Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me” (Mt 25:45).

      People will continue to tell me, “Do not talk politics!” and I will continue to answer, “I am talking about Jesus and his heart. I am talking about faith, about biblical values.” Justice matters to God, and it should matter to us.

      There is a dangerous spirituality that is creeping among many Christians today, especially in the evangelical tradition. It will not do for the church to focus only on the salvation of souls or on the sins of individuals. Let us avoid false spirituality that detaches us from the world. Can we continue to ignore the Beatitudes? Or Matthew 25? Let me quote Martin Luther King Jr.: “Any religion that professes to be concerned about the souls of men and is not concerned about the slums that damn them, the economic conditions that strangle them and the social conditions that cripple them is a spiritually moribund religion awaiting burial.”6

      One of the things that distinguishes Bethlehem from other cities in Palestine is the fact that we receive so many Christian pilgrims every day. People come from all over the world because they want to walk where Jesus walked! So, they want to visit the place where Jesus was born. Good for them.

      But is this pilgrimage? Is this walking in the footsteps of Jesus? To visit Bethlehem, one has to cross a checkpoint, drive by the ugly separation wall, and pass by one of the three refugee camps in Bethlehem. You have to try pretty hard to avoid the injustice around you. For years I have seen these pilgrims come to Bethlehem and I have always wondered, Do they care about the suffering of the Palestinians? Do they pay attention to the separation wall as they enter through the main checkpoint? Do they notice the refugee camp as they make their way to the church? Or are they mainly concerned with performing their religious duty? Or perhaps are they seeking to satisfy their love of history by visiting this ancient site?7 Or I wonder if, worst of all, they are just checking off a “good, Christian tourist” box, completely spiritualizing these “holy” sites and their contexts, all because “the Bible tells them so.”

      As Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel famously said, “The opposite of good is not evil, the opposite of good is indifference.” This same principle was captured by Jesus in his famous parable of the good Samaritan (another reason why this is my favorite parable). In that parable, Jesus challenges false spirituality. The person who asked the question “Who is my neighbor?” and the two men in the story who passed by the victim were all “religious.” Jesus here laments the apathy of “religious” people. We see again and again in the Gospels that people with prominent religious identities were merely concerned with having the right theology and right interpretation, only to become indifferent to the suffering of those around them. Just as I see Jesus lamenting in this story, I imagine Jesus lamenting so many versions of Christianity today where we continue to pass by others, unaware that our neighbors are all around us.

      Two “religious” people walked by the wounded man, looked down . . . and did nothing. They were in a hurry. Maybe they were on their way to a religious service or a Christian conference on mission. They did nothing. Today, what would you do if you were—and you are—in their place?

    

    
    
      BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO MOURN

      When President Obama visited Bethlehem in 2013, I wrote the following:

      
        I suggest that as the President enters the town, from Jerusalem I presume, that he takes a look to his right, and he will see the Separation Wall. It is hard to miss. It is that ugly concrete structure that gives you the impression that you are inside a big prison. I am sure the President will notice how the Wall is killing life in Bethlehem, cutting deep into our neighborhoods.

        As he continues on his way through the main street, I suggest he pays attention to his right, to the Azza refugee camp. I hope it reminds him of the misery of more than five million Palestinian refugees today, who are still waiting in hope for a just resolution to their suffering.

        I know that the President is planning to visit the Nativity Church to pay homage to the child of Bethlehem. If so, then I would like to remind him of a story the person he is planning to give homage to once said—and it is the story of the Good Samaritan. It is a story about mercy. It is also a story about apathy. The two men who did not do mercy were religious. They were so occupied, it seems, with the religious task ahead, that they neglected to see the suffering of the man they passed by. I mention this story because we in Bethlehem are tired of people visiting our town on a daily basis on a “religious duty” without paying attention to the plight and suffering of the people of Bethlehem.

        This is why I suggest, President Obama, and since your time in Palestine/Israel is so precious, that you visit other urgent places in Bethlehem. If this is about a religious duty, then there is nothing more religious than speaking the truth and working for justice and reconciliation. May I, therefore, suggest that instead of visiting the church of the Nativity, that you go instead to the town of Beit Jala and visit the area of Cremesan. There you will hear from Palestinian Christians how they are fighting to keep their land from being confiscated, and maybe you can join them in their weekly prayer. You will be giving, after all, homage to the child of Bethlehem, when you show compassion, and work for peace and justice. It is Jesus who said after all: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.”8

      

      Needless to say, President Obama did not do that. He visited the Church of the Nativity. He did his religious duty and paid homage to Jesus—his way.

      Pope Francis’s visit to Bethlehem a year later was different.9 Not only did he visit a refugee camp (similar to Pope Benedict before him), the most iconic moment during the Pope’s visit to Bethlehem did not take place in the Manger Square or the Church of the Nativity. It took place next to the separation wall.

      When Pope Francis stopped, touched the wall, and said a prayer, it was truly a monumental moment that made waves in world news. Pope Francis couldn’t help but notice the ugliness of this concrete structure at the heart of Bethlehem. This wall should make us all uncomfortable. To this discomfort, the Pope couldn’t help but react and reach out. By responding in this manner, the Pope touched more than the wall. He touched the ugliness of the occupation and war. He touched the depth of our suffering. With humility and weakness, he looked injustice in the eyes and challenged it.

      What did he say in his prayer? The truth is, I don’t want to know. Some words are better left unspoken. The image of him standing next to the wall and praying will forever be engraved in our memories. For me, this image went everywhere. On my office wall, Facebook page, desktop wallpaper. For us as Palestinian Christians, this image was stored deep into our memories. And when this wall falls one day (not if, when), we might go back to this moment and this prayer as one of the key moments that led to its fall.

      At the end of the day, the Pope left, and the occupation and the wall remained. But we were left with a renewed sense of hope—knowing that we are not forgotten. We were left with a mandate to continue lamenting the current situation, to fight against injustice . . . and to pray.

    

    
    
      A NOISY CHURCH

      The International Christian Embassy in Jerusalem, one of the most prominent pro-Israel Christian organizations, hosts an annual gathering in Jerusalem to celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles. It is promoted as “a wonderful foretaste of that future time when all peoples will come up to Jerusalem to celebrate Sukkot” and “a prophetic statement that our Lord is indeed coming soon.”10 Thousands of Christians from many nations attend this well-funded annual gathering, and they march in the streets of Jerusalem holding Israeli flags and banners, declaring Christian support to Israel (which always leaves the Palestinian Christian community in Jerusalem feeling anger and even shame—being forced to explain to their Muslim neighbors that these Christians do not represent them).

      The conference also includes worship sessions and talks and seminars, usually led by famous evangelical leaders and prophecy experts, that focus on Israel and the Jewish people’s place in God’s present and future plan. It is also common for Israeli politicians, including prime ministers, to address the conference.

      Reflect with me on this for a moment. We are talking about thousands of Christians from multiple nations, hundreds of thousands of dollars (if not more), worship and prayer gatherings—not for peace or justice but to celebrate one nation! There is no serious regard for the Palestinians who dwell in this land. We are invisible to them—on the other side of the wall! Rev. Dr. Jack Sara, the president of Bethlehem Bible College, wrote passionately about his perspective as a Jerusalemite Palestinian of this event:

      
        Forgetting that there are other people who have been living here for centuries and even millennia; who also have a right to live in peace, freedom and justice in their land, these zealous converts to Christian Zionism go home and become strong defenders of the right of one single religious and ethnic group to have ownership in the Holy Land.

        They forget that the land is not owned by people, but belongs to God. . . .

        As thousands of people come to Jerusalem, a fortune is spent on renting huge arenas, buses, tour guides, and food. All of this money is spent so that the participants can go home with a hyped-up spiritual experience in Jerusalem. I challenge these Christian believers to imagine what it would look like if these thousands swamped the streets of Jerusalem to express their love for all the people, regardless of their religion, and witness to everyone they meet with the genuine love and humility of Christ and His salvation.11

      

      Gatherings like this one always remind me of the prophet Amos (who was from Bethlehem by the way), who prophetically warned about what we today might characterize as a “noisy church.” Amos spoke thousands of years ago about the false religiosity or spirituality of indifference and apathy:

      
        I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I will not look upon. Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps. But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. (Amos 5:21-24)

      

      In these verses, Amos helps us understand what it means to believe in God. What does it mean to be in covenant with God? What is true spirituality and religion? Amos here describes the essence of both false and true spirituality.

      On the issue of false spirituality, I do not personally think that the problem is rituals, melodies, or feasts and sacrifices. Isn’t God after all the one who commanded the Israelites to do these things? Is Amos here contradicting the book of Leviticus? I do not think so.

      But when these things are emptied of their meaning, and when they do not lead to a change of heart, to sensitivity toward sin and an orientation toward holiness, then the rituals become a problem, even an obstacle. More directly, when there is no compassion, when we treat these things as a mechanical formula (like magic), then there is a problem. We think that we can say certain words, or do certain things, and assume that God is pleased.

      This is a very dangerous way of life! This is the worst kind of religiosity. It leads to legalism and binaries regarding “pure and impure” food, times, and worst of all, people! Amos tells us that God hates this! We are not used to this language. “God” and “hate” do not often go hand in hand, so when they do, we must pay close attention. We must take this warning seriously where God is talking about what I like to call “false spirituality.”

      When the church is devoid of justice and loses its compassion for justice, it becomes a noisy church. Our long praise and worship sessions (where verses are repeated one hundred times), become noisy hypocrisy to God’s ears if the church does not care about justice. It’s that simple. Instead, let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.

      Many Christians today are able to remain within their comfort zones by giving to charities and donating to the poor. It makes us feel better and relieves the guilt many of us have for our own privilege. But the blame cannot simply fall on individuals; the church today is also indifferent! We must understand that working for justice is more than giving the poor. As the famous saying goes, charity is never a substitute for justice! Those suffering from injustice do not want a bandage to cover their wounds. They want the cause of the wound to disappear. Covering wounds is easy, and it feels good. And it is safe, as it does not involve challenging systems; it does not involve confronting politicians or extremists. Sadly, the church prefers covering wounds more than challenging the cause or source of the pain. The church has mastered the art of covering the wounds!

      It is common in many Christian circles to argue that rather than feeding the poor, give them a fishing rod and teach them how to fish. To me, it is not that simple. It is not enough. Many times, we need to make sure there are no obstacles preventing the poor from getting into the river to fish and that they are not taxed heavily for every fish they catch or that they are not forced to sell the fish for a cheap price, only to find it sold for ten times more the price by the rich and powerful. Real justice challenges unjust structures. As Bonhoeffer once said, “We are not to simply bandage the wounds of victims beneath the wheels of injustice, we are to drive a spoke into the wheel itself.”12

      In the face of the tragedies our world faces today, many wonder, Where is God? But I believe the question that needs to be asked in many places around the world is not “Where was God?” but “Where was the church?” This was the question that I asked after I visited the Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem for the first time. “Where was the church?” As I went through the museum and was exposed to the horrors of this prolonged violence against humanity, I continued to ask myself, “Where was the church?” When you consider the long history of apartheid in South Africa, it is easy to ask, “Where was the church?” When grappling with the historic abuse and silencing of the Dalit in India, we must ask, “Where is the church?” Similarly, when we consider seventy plus years of the Palestinian Nakba, ongoing occupation, and refugee crisis, I cannot help but wonder, “Where is the global church?”

      When I see human cruelty and war, the silence of God does not trouble me; it is the silence of the church that troubles me. We are too busy with ourselves, occupied with our “festivals,” “assemblies,” “offerings,” “songs,” and “melodies of harps.” And God says, “I hate all of this!” The church is too noisy. When will it quiet down enough to hear the cries of those experiencing injustice in our world?

      Today I ask, When the church is needed, will it be found? When the world needs us, will we act? When justice is missing, will we take a stand?

      For so long, myself and many other Palestinian Christian leaders have maintained the belief that the church in the West has been part of the problem in our conflict. It is time the church becomes part of the solution, rather than part of the problem.

    

    
    
      THE BIBLE, JUSTICE, AND PEACEMAKING

      As the pastor of the main Protestant church in Bethlehem, I receive frequent requests from secular journalists for interviews, especially during the Christmas season. And with the current widespread evangelical support of Trump, many journalists are curious to know what we make of this support.

      The Bible often finds its way into these conversations. Recently, an American journalist asked me, “What do you say to those who claim that those who believe in the Bible must accept that God favors Israel and so we must support Israel?”

      I responded to her, “I do believe in the Bible, and those who believe in the Bible must support justice and truth. In fact, if we can learn anything from the Bible, it is that God does indeed show favoritism; God favors the poor, the oppressed, victims of injustice, and those who suffer for justice.”

      Let us have faith in the God of justice and mercy. God laments and weeps over injustice! Let us have courage, and in faith cry to God,

      
        O LORD, you will hear the desire of the meek;

        you will strengthen their heart, you will incline your ear

        to do justice for the orphan and the oppressed,

        so that those from earth may strike terror no more.
(Ps 10:17-18)
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  CHAPTER NINE

  LAMENTING IN HOPE

  The Nakba Continues

  
    The year 2019 marked seventy-two years since the Palestinian Nakba—our catastrophe. For us Palestinians, we do not simply remember the Nakba; we continue to live our Nakba every day. The refugees have not returned. The West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza are still under military occupation. Palestinians in the state of Israel continue to feel like strangers in their own homeland, especially with the nation-state law that blatantly discriminates against them. Land continues to be taken from Palestinians by force. We are still being crushed and displaced, dehumanized and discredited. Our Nakba continues today.

    Despite all the promises, endless summits, UN resolutions, religious and lay leaders’ callings, we Palestinians are still yearning for our own freedom and independence while seeking justice and equality. Humanly speaking, we have reached a dead-end.

    No other place illustrates the tragedy of the Palestinian people more than the Gaza Strip: a small territory of 365 square. kilometers with a population of almost two million Palestinians, making it one of the most densely populated areas in the world. The Gaza Strip was part of the occupied territories of 1967, and when Israel ended its military and settlement presence from the strip in 2005, it kept control of all its borders. It is important to note that 70 percent of Gazans are refugees from the 1948 war.

    The Islamic militant group Hamas took control of Gaza in 2007, first through winning Palestinian elections over the Fatah party and then through armed force. Since then, Israel (with the help of Egypt) has imposed an air, land, and sea blockade on the Gaza Strip, which effectively isolates it from the rest of the world. The United Nations and the International Committee of the Red Cross, among others, have characterized Israel’s blockage policy as “collective punishment” and have called for Israel to lift its closure.

    Gaza today is almost entirely isolated from the world. Israel controls the import of goods and food, while preventing any exporting. Fuel shortages have led to power cuts of up to twenty hours per day, which affects all aspects of life. More than 95 percent of the water supply is undrinkable. Unemployment numbers have reached almost 45 percent, and 80 percent of Gazans depend on some sort of aid. UN reports today speak of an “unprecedented humanitarian crisis” caused by the Israeli blockade, alongside an internal Palestinian divide and the restrictions imposed by the Egyptian authorities on Rafah Crossing.1

    And since the blockade, there have been three major operations by the Israeli military on Gaza, in 2008, 2012, and 2014. Israel said that these operations were in response to the missiles launched from Gaza, but the response by the Israeli military was disproportional and inhumane, with no regard for civilian life, especially innocent women and children. These three wars have killed more than 3,500 Palestinians, including many children, and caused massive destruction to the infrastructure. Thousands lost their homes, becoming refugees yet again, and more than ninety Israelis were killed as well.

    In March of 2018, the Gazan people launched a series of weekly marches that they called “Great March for Return.” Thousands marched to the fences blocking Gaza to call for an end to the siege and to attempt to return to their pre-1948 homes. They had no weapons. They acted out of desperation. Hundreds of these protestors died and thousands were injured during these marches, which lasted for months. These are precious human beings. And we talk about them as mere numbers and news headlines.

    The hypocrisy of the Christian world is so telling when it comes to its silence and even opposition to the right of return of these refugees. On the one hand, they celebrate the “return” of Jews two thousand years later to “their land” while denying the right of return to Palestinians who were expelled from their homes seventy years ago, many of whom still hold the keys to their houses.

    After more than seventy years of being displaced and twelve years of blockage, the tragedy in Gaza—the largest open-air prison in the world—which seems to have no end, has been created. God weeps over Gaza. God mourns the continuation of the Palestinian Nakba.

    So, we ask, is there hope? And if so, where can it be found? Like the refugees in biblical times, we cannot help but lament,

    
      Remember, O Lord, what has befallen us;

      look, and see our disgrace!

      Our inheritance has been turned over to strangers,

      our homes to aliens.

      We have become orphans, fatherless;

      our mothers are like widows. . . .

      Why have you forgotten us completely?

      Why have you forsaken us these many days?

      Restore us to yourself, O LORD, that we may be restored;

      renew our days as of old—

      unless you have utterly rejected us,

      and are angry with us beyond measure.

      (Lam 5:1-3, 20-22)

    

    
      BEFORE HOPE, LAMENT

      Have you ever considered why we have a whole book in the Bible dedicated to lament? And why we have so many psalms of lament as well? Though they might not appear as such for many, the book of Lamentations and the many similar psalms have often served as a source of comfort to those going through difficult times, especially when it seems God is silent. They certainly helped the Israelites in biblical times dealing with their crisis of displacement, their own Nakba, to find hope in God.

      We must allow the lament and anguish of Jeremiah and the many psalms of lament to challenge us today. We live in a world that has become numb to death and suffering. We hear news of a suicide attack as if it is normal. There is no regard for human lives from the war lords. Some people kill to make political statements, leaving families and loved ones on the other side of the aftermath in tears and despair. This reality has become so normalized that such events cease to move us.

      Although it is important to take care of our well-being and that of our communities, we cannot be satisfied with the reality of our broken world today. We cannot be satisfied with the pending reality of death for the most vulnerable in our world. We who know the power of resurrection must be the ones who lament death more than anyone else! Jeremiah teaches us the value of this act of lament and the importance of tears. You see, if there are no tears, then we have accepted our reality; we are fine with the idea that death, injustice, and pain are the norms of our world.

      No! We cannot be satisfied with such a retreat. And if we want things changed, then we must begin by lamenting the realities of violence and oppression in our world.

      I do believe that lamenting and grieving are the first steps toward change. Such acts move us closer to the divine as we cry out to God in our anguish and pain. But they also move us toward action. Ironically, our lamentation of death will become the source of movement toward newness and life. Only when we embrace the reality of pain and reject it can we move toward life.

      Walter Brueggemann’s powerful and monumental work on prophetic imagination has been very influential in my life, and it is how I have come to understand the prophets and their ministry and, in turn, the prophetic ministry of the church today. Speaking on the role of grief and lament, he writes, “We do know from our own pain and hurt and loneliness that tears break barriers like no harshness or anger. . . . The insight of biblical faith is the awareness that only anguish leads to life, only grieving leads to joy, and only embraced endings permit new beginnings.”2

      Two years ago, I led the Bible studies at a conference for East Asian students as part of the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students movement. The conference theme was from the book of Jeremiah, and I spoke one morning on Jeremiah’s prophetic lamentation. That evening during the main plenary session, something took place that left a great impression on me.

      The leader of the evening session, Annette Arulrajah, who is an incredibly strong, female Malaysian leader, led the more than seven hundred participants in a session of lament. She encouraged the students, who came from eighteen countries, to cry out to God and lament brokenness in their regions, countries, cities, and neighborhoods. What happened next was profound, as microphones were handed out, and one student after another began lamenting specific issues in their contexts. It went something like this:

      
        	
          I lament the corruption in my country.

        

        	
          I lament human slavery in my country.

        

        	
          I lament religious persecution in my country.

        

        	
          I lament how women are treated in my country.

        

        	
          I lament the silence of the church in my country.

        

      

      It went on like this for more than thirty minutes. This was by no means an exercise of self-pity. These young men and women were not satisfied or comfortable with the brokenness of their world. They wanted to see things transform into a better reality. They wanted to see God’s kingdom manifested in their land as it is in heaven. They were not content merely with their own “personal salvation.” Their lament was their committing to the kingdom, to being agents of change in this world.

      This incredibly vulnerable time of lament was all the more meaningful for me because it was led by a woman who has likely experienced much discrimination, oppression, and opposition in her life (especially as a female leader in the evangelical world). If such an exercise had been led by a male leader, I am not sure it would have carried the same sense of authenticity, given that in most of our world today, males are able to enjoy a great deal of privilege and transcend particular suffering (this is another reality to lament). From my sister in Christ, I learned the importance of listening to and following the lament of those who have likely experienced more suffering than myself.

      Let’s be honest, this experience was not your typical evangelical mission conference, where it is more common to sing in joy and celebrate the expansion and growth of our ministries and marvel at how “awesome” God is. I once attended a mission conference by a major international mission organization. The conference took place in India, where we met in what seemed like a fifty-star hotel (hotel staff at some point wanted to carry my handbag!), which was located in the middle of a devastatingly impoverished slum. Inside our hotel, we simply celebrated our work and heard mission reports. I left the conference depressed about the poverty I saw around me and how neither it, nor the Dalit struggle for equality, was addressed during the conference. But I left even more dejected about the numbness of the church.

      However, the student conference I attended seemed to be the complete opposite of this experience. We lamented, vulnerably and authentically together, and it was precisely for that reason that I left the conference with a strong sense of hope.

    

    
    
      LAMENTING WITH CHRIST

      My prayer for the church in Palestine, and around the world, is that God moves our inner spirits to cry and lament the things that are wrong and broken in our communities, nations, and even in our churches.

      The week of my ordination as a pastor in the Lutheran church, a friend of mine sent me an old Franciscan prayer, and it was his prayer for me. I still think of this prayer often.

      
        May God bless you with holy anger at injustice, oppression, and exploitation of people so that you may tirelessly work for justice, freedom, and peace among all people.

        May God bless you with the gift of tears to shed with those who suffer from pain, rejection, starvation, or the loss of all that they cherish so that you may reach out your hand to comfort them and transform their pain into joy.

        May God bless you with enough foolishness to believe that you really can make a difference in this world so that you are able, with God’s grace, to do what others claim cannot be done.

      

      This quickly became my prayer for myself and for the church today.

      It is important for us to remember that Jesus himself actually wept and lamented his context. It brings me great comfort to know that in the face of death, he wept. John 11:35 is known primarily for being the shortest verse in the New Testament, but it is also one of the most powerful verses in Scripture. The Son of God, God incarnate, weeps over the reality and pain of death.

      When Jesus entered Jerusalem for the last time before his crucifixion, he wept over it! “As he came near and saw the city, he wept over it, saying, ‘If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes’” (Lk 19:41-42). This happened while the city of Jerusalem welcomed him in huge jubilation and joy and was ready to crown him king! What a contrast!

      The irony here is that I do believe if Jesus were to visit Jerusalem today, he would be welcomed again in a huge march, in jubilation and joy. He would be welcomed by Jews, Christians, and Muslims. Each community would probably line the streets separately, branding themselves with their own flags and religious symbols. Each would claim him as their own. And I believe he would weep again.

      Jesus still weeps over Jerusalem. He laments the injustice and inequality that exists between its dwellers. He laments the division and discrimination that prevails in a city proclaimed to be “holy.” He laments the reality of walls and the actual, physical wall that separates Jerusalem from Bethlehem. He laments the shallow religiosity that exists in our land, how religion is used to dehumanize whole peoples and justify killing and oppression. He laments how we are fighting over things in a way that only further fractures us while not recognizing another way that would lead to peace.

      Jesus understood the message and heart of prophetic lamentation. And that is why he proclaimed, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted” (Mt 5:4). If we are not ready to lament the brokenness and death within our world, we will not be comforted and we cannot receive new beginnings.

    

    
    
      PROPHETIC IMAGINATION

      Our lamentation is not the final word. Lamenting is our gateway to restoration, just as the cross is our pathway to the resurrection. The cross teaches us hope just as much as it does lamentation. Yes, Jesus died on the cross. But that was not the final chapter. He died so that he and his followers might live again. His death paved the way for a new life and new beginning. His crucifixion and resurrection serve as an example that life from death is possible. The cross reminds us that Friday and Saturday, times of mourning and waiting, must come before Sunday! Without the grief and tears of Good Friday, and the mysterious waiting of Holy Saturday, there can be no celebration and resurrection on Sunday.

      And so today we lament in hope because we believe in the God of resurrection and hope. And we know that one day this world will be redeemed, that one day God “will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more” (Rev 21:4).

      This is a lesson that was learned from exile in biblical times. The prophets spoke of restoration and renewal from the midst of destruction and chaos. It was from Babylon that they spoke of restoration and from the recently destroyed Jerusalem that they spoke of a New Jerusalem being rebuilt. The message of the biblical prophets was that an alternative reality was possible, that God would speak it and it would exist.

      To usher in these possibilities and to help the people imagine that new reality, the prophets painted artistic and poetic images inspired by God. Sometimes images speak much louder than words. In biblical studies, we understand this kind of vivid depiction of future events as “apocalyptic literature.”

      In a class I teach at Bethlehem Bible College on prophetic literature, I conduct an exercise of imagination with my students to help them better understand some of these difficult passages. I ask them to close their eyes and use their imaginations to draw images. As they close their eyes, I read the following:

      
        There are a lost people in the desert—refugees—and they are tired. They have escaped the horrors of war, and survived. These people are now found, embraced, and loved by a passionate and loving God. They receive mercy and are delivered.

        There are houses that are destroyed, complete neighborhoods desolated and burnt to smoke and rubble. But now, these houses are being rebuilt, renewed, and renovated.

        A cheating wife, in her shame and fear, disgraced and rejected, is embraced by her husband. She is forgiven. She is loved and accepted again. And there is celebration and other women come and join. They dance and sing together.

        An empty and desolate land, once filled with thorns and snares, is now an amazing and fruitful vineyard with workers.

      

      I then ask my students to open their eyes and try to describe the images they just drew in their minds using one or two words at most. Usually, the answers include “healing,” “renewal,” “joy,” “forgiveness,” “inclusivity,” or “restoration.”

      This is what the prophets did. They created hope by drawing these divinely inspired images. And because these images are coming from God, there can be hope; we can find motivation and renewed energy to not give up in our fights.

      The prophets dared people to hope in something entirely different: a new and alternative reality made possible by God speaking it into existence. As Brueggemann puts it, “It is the task of the prophet to bring to expression the new realities against the more visible ones of the old order. Energizing is closely linked to hope. We are energized not by that which we already possess, but by that which is promised and about to be given.”3

      And with this renewed sense of hope, the future breaks into the present and the divine into the human. This is one of the most important features of prophetic hope. Let me say this again so that we really understand this revolutionary possibility: the future breaks into the present and the divine into the human! Would such a reversal not change everything about our reality?

      The prophets spoke about divine acts that correct the wrongness of this world. It is not merely about the future, but it is more about what God does in the future to establish a new and better reality within this present world. When the eternal meets the finite, change happens. When the divine meets the human, change happens. When the future meets the present, eternity begins and the kingdom of God is enacted here. This inbreaking future into the present brings hope, freshness, redemption, and restoration.

    

    
    
      PROPHETIC IMAGINATION TODAY

      I believe that it is our prophetic task today to create similar visions of lament and hope for our communities, in a way similar to what the Hebrew prophets did. We need to help our world imagine a better reality, a reality that is in stark contrast to the darkness we encounter today. Palestinian theologian Yohanna Katanacho expresses this in a powerful “dream” he shared at one of the Christ at the Checkpoint conferences. He drew an image that is the exact opposite of our reality in the Middle East. By doing so, he helped us lament the brokenness of our world, while reminding us of the possibilities that await those who lament, hope, and work for this vision. I will share his “prophetic imagination” in its entirety:

      
        I dream of a Middle East in which I have my breakfast in Jerusalem, my lunch in Beirut, and my dinner in Syria. I ride my car and drive to Iraq, to the Gulf, and I enter into Africa in the same car.

        I dream of a Middle East in which people choose their own religion without fear. I dream of a Middle East in which there is no bigotry, radicalism, and hatred. I dream of a Middle East in which all human beings are equal; the ones who wear a Hijab and the ones who put on a Keffiyeh are equal.

        I dream of a Middle East in which Jews love Arabs and seek to uphold their rights, a Middle East in which Arabs love Jews. I dream of a Middle East without poverty, hatred, wars, and massacres of human beings.

        I dream of peace, peace with God and with all of our neighbors, peace with self and the angels.

        I dream of a Middle East without weapons, without traffic jams, without pollution, without discrimination because of sex, religion, age, or weight. My dream is not an illusion but a step forward as I follow Jesus Christ, the prince of peace.

        My dream is not something that can be fulfilled in a moment, but it is a celestial kingdom that comes through many generations and many sacrifices, prayers, and tears. Before the dawn there is darkness; before joy there is the victory of sadness; before laughing weeping dominates; before the dominance of the Kingdom of God the kingdom of the devil dominates.4

      

    

    
    
      IMMANUEL—GOD WITH US

      The book of Daniel is not merely a story of trial by fire but rather of God’s sustained presence in a time of tribulation.5 Although many consider the important messages of Daniel to lie within the prophecies in the second half of the book, I have always found comfort and guidance in the stories in the first part of the book. The way I read the book of Daniel, it is a story that speaks about life as a marginalized community under the influence of a powerful and oppressive regime and how to respond to such oppression. This story offers us guidance in how we might be faithful as a community in difficult times.

      What I love about the stories in Daniel is that God did not simply deliver Daniel or his friends from their imminent death by fire or the lions’ den. God was present with them, and in the case of Daniel’s friends, he was standing alongside them in the fire! In fact, this is a very important biblical principle—namely, that God will be present with us in our trials and tribulations: “When you pass through the waters, I will be with you” (Is 43:2 emphasis added). “Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me” (Ps 23:4 emphasis added).

      I am not convinced that most Christians truly understand the weight of this assurance. The promise is not simply that of deliverance but of God’s presence with us. It is that God will be with us in the valley, in the fire, in the water. God will be with us. That is the promise. This is what we can all be sure of today, that in the most difficult of times, God is with us. He walks with us. And this is better than deliverance.

      “Where was God?” It is in the moments when we utter these words that our faith is tested. It is in moments like these that we often have nothing to say and no explanations to offer but to surrender to the sovereignty of God. As hard as it is to believe even in the midst of such despair, Jesus is still Lord. We have to believe that God is in control, even though we cannot see or understand it. It is not always easy to remember the presence of God in the midst of such chaos and tragedy. The Middle East, for example, is on fire these days. It is crazy and unstable, the furthest thing from a situation where we might imagine God’s hand is at work. But we must remember and keep faith that God is in control and that Jesus, too, endured suffering during crazy times.

      There are many leaders and prophets in our midst who have held fast to lament and a hope rooted in God. Kayla Mueller was a young, brave American girl who spent many years in the Middle East defending the oppressed and advocating for justice. As a human rights activist, among many other things, she labored for justice for Palestinians, African refugees, and Syrian refugees. She witnessed so much suffering and pain in her young life. In a letter from the Middle East to her father in 2011 she wrote, “I will always seek God. Some people find God in church. Some people find God in nature. Some people find God in love; I find God in suffering. I’ve known for some time what my life’s work is, using my hands as tools to relieve suffering.”6

      Kayla discovered God revealed within those who suffer. Two years after she wrote these words she was kidnapped by alleged ISIL members while working for Syrian refugees. She was tortured, raped, and eventually killed. We might consider her one “of whom the world was not worthy.”

      Palestinian pastor and theologian Mitri Raheb, who pastored for many years in Bethlehem and has seen much suffering, destruction, and pain, also experienced God’s silence and presence in the midst of hardship. He wrote the following moving words on God, the God of the land as he has called him:

      
        The God of this land is different than other gods. . . .

        His land is plowed with iron. . . . His temples are destroyed by fire. . . . His people are trampled by feet . . . and He does not move a finger. . . .

        The God of this land is invisible. You look for his trails but cannot find them. You wish that He comes down from heaven to see, to hear, to have compassion, to save. . . .

        His people shout, “Where are you, God? . . . Why do you disappear from us in times of despair?”

        His women cry out: “We have no one but God” . . . but he remains unaware, as if he is sleeping . . . or dead . . . or busy. . . .

        The God of this land does not fight the invading armies but instead shares the same fate with his people. . . . His house is destroyed. . . . His son is crucified. . . . But his mystery does not perish . . . and from the midst of ashes he arises . . . and we find him walking with refugees. . . . And in the darkness of the night he causes fountains of hope to burst.7

      

    

    
    
      THE CROSS—HE WALKS WITH US

      We live in a day and age full of religious extremism, where many suffer at the hands of religion and power. During the Easter season in Palestine, I always remind my congregants that Jesus himself died as a victim of religious violence and intolerance. We often forget this, that the crime Jesus was convicted of was blasphemy. I also remind them that the religious institution needed the political institution—the Herods of our world today—to achieve its purpose. It was the unholy marriage between religion and politics that ultimately killed Jesus.

      The cross shows us that Jesus suffers with us. He is no stranger to religious extremism, nor to political tyrants. Just like he walked with Daniel’s three friends in the furnace of fire, today he walks with us in our hardships. He suffers with us and gives us strength. And when Jesus was on the cross, he embraced his death, for he knew that this death would bring us life. On the cross, Jesus also experienced the silence of God. He cried, “My Lord, my Lord, why have you forsaken me?” Is it not the same question that the land of Palestine has been crying out over the years—“God, where are you?”—that Jesus asked when he was on the cross? “Where are you, God?”

      The cross reminds us that God is in solidarity with the oppressed, with the victims of religious violence and state violence. In Jesus, God walked in solidarity and suffered with those rejected and pushed to the other side. And in the cross, we remember that we are not alone. God walks with us in our own “valley of the shadow of death.”

      Lebanese writer and poet Khalil Gibran, in his famous book Jesus, the Son of Man, envisions an insight into the mind of Simon the Cyrene, the one who carried the cross of Jesus. Gibran imagines Simon saying,

      
        And I carried His cross.

        It was heavy. . . .

        And Jesus looked at me. And the sweat of His forehead was running down upon His beard.

        Again He looked at me and He said, “Do you too drink this cup? You shall indeed sip its rim with me to the end of time.”

        So saying He placed His hand upon my free shoulder. And we walked together towards the Hill of the Skull.

        But now I felt not the weight of the cross. I felt only His hand. And it was like the wing of a bird upon my shoulder.

      

      After Jesus dies, Simon says,

      
        Now, the man whose cross I carried has become my cross.

        Should they say to me again, “Carry the cross of this man,” I would carry it till my road ended at the grave.

        But I would beg Him to place His hand upon my shoulder.8

      

      As we walk in the valley of the shadow of death till the end of our road today, we pray and beg to experience Jesus placing his hand upon our free shoulders.
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  CHAPTER TEN

  LETTERS OF HOPE

  
    In addition to a very good salary, we will give you a car and a nice apartment.”

    This was a tempting offer: to leave Palestine and venture into a new experience pastoring an Arab congregation in Canada, where there are no checkpoints, walls, or conflicts. I was still single, and moving abroad would have made much sense. My taking that offer would not have been much different from the many young Palestinians who are leaving the land to look for better opportunities and to live in a place where they will be treated with dignity.

    But for me personally, that was never really a viable option. I have always felt a strong calling to stay here and even serve here. I remember as a teenager teaching in the evangelical church I grew up in about staying here, arguing that if God wanted us to serve in Australia or the United States, then we would have been born there. As long as I can remember, I have made a commitment to God to never leave this place.

    To live in hope is not an easy choice in Palestine, especially when you consider the number of restrictions and setbacks Palestinians encounter on a regular basis. It is much easier to give in to despair when it is customary to wait pointlessly for four or five hours at checkpoints. It is much easier to despair when the army bulldozes your farm and uproots thousands of trees that you planted in your land, as in the case of the Nassar family farm (Tent of Nations)1 and many other Palestinian families.2 It is much easier to despair when your spouse’s visa is revoked or rejected by the Israeli authorities on the basis that she or he is married to a Palestinian. It is so disheartening to see one family after another forced to leave Palestine because they are not able to secure a visa for their spouse. There are thousands of Palestinian families who are caught in this dilemma.3 Recently, we lost two Palestinian faculty members at Bethlehem Bible College because of this struggle. Neither of them have given up on returning to Bethlehem, and they are knocking on all doors. This is when hope becomes a choice.

    
      GOD INVESTS IN US 

      The parable of the talents has been a source of inspiration to me. There, we see God investing in us! A talent was worth more than fifteen years’ wages of a laborer. That is a lot of money. To me, it is an incredible, humbling, and empowering concept that God trusts us and invests in us this much. And rather than thinking of the talents as resources, skills, or education, I believe than the single most precious thing he has given is his trust in us! This is so humbling . . . and empowering!

      In the same parable, we read that the master gave one servant five talents, another two, and the third he gave only one, “to each according to his ability” (Mt 25:15). This left each of them with simple choices, choices that we all face today. We can compare what we have—our circumstances, abilities, and resources—with what others have . . . and complain! To a Palestinian, this is a very likely choice, given our circumstances! Or we can be content with what God has given us. The parable, I believe, introduces us to something that is better than simply being content. It calls us to have faith and trust in God’s wisdom and choices.

      So how do we understand these talents? To me, the one who received five talents is the one who received a more challenging calling and mission—the one with a heavier cross. I’ve always thought that serving in Bethlehem is like receiving the five talents, not the one! Palestine is a place of many challenges and this needs a bigger investment! To me, if God wanted me in the United States, he could have chosen that I not be born in Bethlehem!

      Like most Palestinian Christians who have decided to stay in the land today, we do not take lightly the fact that we are continuing a two-thousand-year Christian presence in the land, in the place where our tradition began. We feel the weight of history upon us to persevere and remain in this land and to be faithful witnesses to the message of love and grace that came to the world from our “little town of Bethlehem.” Our dwindling numbers will not hinder us; it is our faithfulness and presence in this land that history will judge us by.

      Yet the reality remains that our Christian presence is dwindling. Our numbers are declining. We are no longer 12 percent of the total population of Palestine, as we were in the days of the British Mandate in the beginning of the twentieth century. The latest figures show that Palestinian Christians make up around 1.3 percent of the total population of Palestine and Israel. Many who originally lived here were forced to leave and became refugees in the wars in 1948 and 1967, while others have felt compelled to leave because of the bad political and economic situations. To put it in simple terms, the quality of life for Palestinians under the occupation is not a good one; this manifests in countless ways such as restriction of movement, lack of opportunities, controlled and scarce water, a dismal economic reality, high unemployment (especially among young graduates), and a rising religious extremism among Jews and Muslims.

      As a pastor, there is hardly a month or sometimes a week that passes without me talking to a family or a young man considering emigration. It is a daunting task to try to convince people to do what seems illogical by human standards—to remain in a place that is cutting off your life. From a perspective of human welfare, well-being, and flourishing, it would make much more sense for people to simply leave.

      Is hope possible behind the wall? Can we imagine a new reality behind the separation wall while it still exists to contain and cut off Palestinian life? Can we find hope in the midst of this broken world? The answer from various biblical traditions is a resounding yes. Simply put, to be a Christian is to hope. With God, hope is always possible. Moreover, if there is any land that knows about miracles, it is our land. And if there is any land that knows about divine visitation, it is our land.

    

    
    
      BETHLEHEM—GOD HAS VISITED US

      Christmas is a very special season in Bethlehem.4 While our city is being celebrated by much of the world, we are bombarded with pilgrims, tourists, and journalists from all over the world. There are so many religious and political events that take place in the city that there is usually “no place in the inn” in Bethlehem during Christmas. For a short season, we forget about the wall.

      But there have also been many times where we have celebrated Christmas in Bethlehem amid conflict and turmoil, when the streets of Bethlehem were “dark” in many aspects. During times where there are violent clashes, the city becomes quiet and desolate. Memories of the second intifada, when the city was besieged and the construction of the wall began, are still fresh in the minds of most Bethlehemites.

      But Christmas has always been a season in which we are reminded that God has visited us. This historic (and present) visitation gives us hope.

      Jesus was born in a time of desperation when many were harboring expectations of all kinds. Palestine in Jesus’ day was a place of turmoil. The people were occupied and oppressed. The empire was strong and active. No matter how many times the people of the land of Palestine tried to revolt and gain their freedom, they were always subdued. The empire was ruthless in the way it defined the reality people experienced.

      The land was also a place of strong religiosity. Religion was the fabric of society. There were always discussions about the right worship, tradition, or interpretation. It was assumed that if the Jewish people got religion right, they would achieve liberation from the Romans. This created an environment of religious pride, self-righteousness, and control of the other. Sadly, some things never change!

      But the land was also a place of expectations. The people of the land were expecting that God would interfere with our world and make it a better place. There was hope that God would return to Jerusalem and establish a kingdom that would stand against all other kingdoms and empires. There was anticipation by many that the Messiah would be here at any time to deliver his people and bring judgment against the enemies of the people of God. He would bring justice and peace—at least according to those who expected his coming.

      The birth of Jesus brought this time of waiting to an end. God visited a suffering people in the humble body of Jesus.

      
        Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,

        for he has visited and redeemed his people

        and has raised up a horn of salvation for us

        in the house of his servant David. (Lk 1:68-69 ESV)

      

      Amazingly (or maybe not so amazingly), circumstances here when Jesus was born were not so different from today. His context also included an empire, occupation, checkpoints, interrogations, corruption, disparity between the poor and rich, military violence, walls of hostility and hatred, intifadas, destroyed cities, refugees, obsession with end times, religious violence, and death.

      It seems that this land has never known peace! The people of this land and this region have continued to cry out over the centuries, Wainak Ya Allah?! (Where are you, God?)5

      Amazingly, it was here, and it could only be here, that God chose to become human, to join our struggles as humans and become part of this mess. Have you ever wondered why God chose to come to Bethlehem? Palestine? The Middle East? Well, if there is a place that desperately and constantly needs to see the “mighty brought down from their thrones,” or “the hungry filled with good things,” as the Virgin Mary prayed, it is this place. If there is ever a place that desperately and constantly needs to hear the words of the angels proclaiming, “Peace on earth,” it is this place.

      If there is ever a place that desperately needs a divine visit, a visit from the God who is love, mercy, and compassion, it is this place! The incarnation had to take place here.

      And when God became one of us, it was in the form of a baby—the ultimate symbol of new life, beauty, and simplicity, while also a symbol of weakness, vulnerability, and innocence. This is how God became human.

      He did so through a poor and humble family. “For he has looked on the humble estate of his servant,” Mary said (Lk 1:48 ESV). Christ came into a family that was homeless at the time, with no place to sleep. And that family later became refugees; they traveled away from their homes in search of safety and shelter.

      And, when Jesus was born, there was a terror attack against the children of Bethlehem, a terror attack by the state no less! This attack had a political rationale (self-protection or safety) and was executed by Herod’s soldiers, the agents of the empire.

      Christmas reminds us that God has visited us and that God continues to dwell with us today. I think too often we miss God, not expecting to see the Creator of the world dwelling in humility and poverty. Most of the time, we are probably looking in the wrong places: in fancy palaces and temples, in the power of armies, among the rich and powerful, and perhaps in lavish and successful churches as well. “Surely God is with them!” we think.

      Christmas reminds us that we must look in unexpected places to find God.

      If you want to find God in the midst of our troubled and messy world, look for God in a cave with a homeless family. Look for God in the midst of refugees. Look for God in places where there is suffering, terror, and death. Look for God in warzones. Look for God behind the wall.

      If you want to find God in the midst of our troubled world, you will find God on a cross, suffering with and for us. You will find God beaten, humiliated, and dying as a victim of religious and state violence so that we could have life in abundance.

      This is why the message of Christmas is one of comfort for us! Isaiah’s famous words echo in hope today as they did thousands of years ago: “Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God” (Is 40:1). Why? Because God is coming! “Prepare the way of the LORD!” (Is 40:3).

      God has visited us, and we are not left without hope. We are not in despair. Furthermore, Christmas reminds us that God takes sides! God chose to suffer with us. God became part of our messy and ugly world, and he sided with the oppressed, the weak, the humble, and the poor.

    

    
    
      SOURCES OF HOPE

      When people visit us in Bethlehem and see the difficult situation and the separation wall, they ask me, “How do you find hope?” For me, to be a Christian is to hope. There are countless resources in the Christian tradition that help us recognize signs and sources of hope today, even in the midst of extreme difficulties. In Palestine today, I have hope.

      I have hope because I believe in the God of the resurrection. When asked about hope, I always answer by pointing toward Jerusalem. Beyond that ugly wall, there is an empty tomb, which reminds us that life will overcome death, light will overcome darkness, and love will overcome hate. The empty tomb is our prophetic word that gives us hope today. This is not merely wishful or positive thinking. The resurrection is real, and therefore our hope is real. Because of the empty tomb, we can hope.

      I have hope because we believe in a good and just God. The nature and attributes of God—who God is—are my source of hope. “God is good” and “God is just” are more than cliché terms. As the saying goes, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” It is in this spirit of assurance that I have hope.

      I have hope because I know for a fact that there are good people on both sides of the divide; there are Jews, Muslims, and Christians who are committed to the cause of just peace, human dignity, equality, and reconciliation. I have hope in the grassroots movements growing in Palestine and around the world that are speaking truth to power and standing in solidarity with different oppressed communities, including the Palestinians, and who are paying heavy prices in some cases, putting their careers and reputations at risk.

      Moreover, the many prophetic “voices crying in the wilderness” and within the church of Christ today continue to give us hope. I have been personally blessed over the years by the teachings and ministry of many godly people who have taught me to persevere and hope through their examples of pursuing justice and striving for peace. People like Michel Sabbah, the former Latin Patriarch in Jerusalem, who is wisdom personified—a man who challenged the church in Palestine to speak prophetically; people like Naim Ateek, who taught me about the God of justice and liberation; people like Munib Younan, who championed the Palestinian cause around the world and advocated love of our neighbors; people like Bishara Awad, who started Bethlehem Bible College; theologians and leaders like Alex Awad, Salim Munayer, Yohanna Katanacho, and Jack Sara, who devoted their lives to the cause of a just peace, bringing Palestinians and Israelis together, and who taught me to love the Bible even more and to use theology for the cause of peace and love; and people like Mitri Raheb, my dear mentor and friend, who taught me to put faith into action, to challenge empires, and to believe in the potential within the Palestinian youth, as well as my own. What Mitri Raheb taught me the most about hope is that “hope is what we do today”—a statement that he always repeats and that has become the motto of his work at Dar al-Kalima University College, training young artists and cultivating creativity in the least expected places. And there are countless others I could name who have been collaborators and coconspirators in this work of hope!

      The global voices advocating for justice and the many who have written about us and visited us over the years are all sources of hope. In some of the most difficult times, we have received a lot of support and encouragement from those willing to step onto our side of the wall and stand in solidarity with us. Many have challenged their own traditions and suffered a great deal because of their solidarity with us. Their stand gives me hope.

      In a recent gathering of global church activists for peace and justice that took place in Bethlehem, I met Indian activist and Dalit theologian Vincent Manoharan, who came to Bethlehem to show his support for our community. He is a humble, soft-spoken, yet very articulate man who is passionate about issues of justice and inequality. I invited him to join our Sunday worship so that I could interview him briefly during the service about his community and his activism. What was supposed to be a five-minute conversation ended up being a sermon-length discussion on the “untouchables” in India and Vincent’s struggle to challenge the injustices and discrimination against this community in the church and the society. We were all overwhelmed (I did not deliver my prepared sermon that Sunday), and I was overcome by the fact that this man, despite (and perhaps because of) all the struggles and discrimination his community faces, was determined to be with us and stand in solidarity with us. People like Vincent give me hope.

      And the steadfastness of the Palestinian people is in itself a sign and source of hope. I agree with Kairos Palestine that “one of the most important signs of hope is the steadfastness of the generations, the belief in the justice of their cause and the continuity of memory, which does not forget the Nakba (catastrophe) and its significance.”6 We are indeed a resilient and hopeful people.

      Over the centuries, the church in the Holy Land went through all forms or troubles and tribulations. When one considers all the historical factors and circumstances, one can’t help but conclude that the church survived here by God’s grace! Our mere presence is a testimony to God’s faithfulness. And so, every time I read another report about the disappearance of Christianity in the Middle East and Palestine, I remind myself of the sovereignty of God and his faithfulness—and it is in that I have comfort and hope.

      For all of these reasons, I have hope, which I will continue to cultivate on this side of the wall.

    

    
    
      SHARING THE LAND

      What we hope for is, at the same time, what we are working toward.7 Hope is not an exercise of waiting while doing nothing. What we hope for in our communities, nations, and world should shape our activism and actions within them. To repeat Mitri Raheb’s words, “Hope is what we do today.”

      So what do we hope for? What is it precisely that we wish to see in our land? What should our work today be?

      I believe God’s ultimate vision for “the land” is that it will be, in the words of Patriarch Sabbah, “like the garden of Eden, a dwelling place for God with humanity, and a homeland for all the children of God.”8 That is why Palestinian Christians reject any exclusive claim to the land. The land belongs to God, and as such, it is a land for all. Palestinian Christian theology has historically understood this premise as the main principle that should be the foundation for any political reality in the Holy Land:

      
        The land belongs to God, not to any nation, ethnicity, or religion.

        We all belong to the land—God’s land.

      

      
        
      

      In light of this biblical and theological tradition, I call for a theology of a shared land, which means that all the dwellers of the land must share it and its resources equally. All should enjoy the same rights, regardless of their ethnicity, nationality, or religion. A shared-land theology emphasizes that there are no “second-class” citizens in this land. No one is marginalized in God’s vision of the land.

      A shared land is not simply an option; I believe it is the only way forward. Building walls of separation (then arguing about where they were built) and saying, “This is your territory,” and, “This is mine,” and that each side should stick to theirs without needing to engage with one another (while dehumanizing the other side to our sides)—this cannot bring peace nor is it the biblical vision for peace and restoration.

      Sharing the land is the biblical vision we see in the Hebrew Scriptures and thus must be the prophetic vision of the church in this land and all around the world. The reality on the ground is that of “walls,” yet what is needed is a vision of “bridges.” Palestinians and Israelis must think collectively in terms of a common future in which they cooperate with one another, not a divided future in which they are separate. I echo the words of the Kairos Palestine Document, “Our future and their future are one. Either the cycle of violence that destroys both of us or peace that will benefit both.”9

      For many years, the political discussions centered on the idea of a “two-state solution,” in which Palestinians and Israelis divide the land, carving it up and handing out portions like pieces of pie. The practicality of this solution is now debated, since it has become more and more impossible to define the borders of each side’s territory as a result of the ever-developing Israeli settlements. Might this be a divine moment? Could it be that such a solution did not work because it was not just to begin with? Isn’t it time to conclude that walls and separation are not the best way forward? Isn’t it time to admit that might is not right?

      Many activists, religious leaders, and academics today are calling for some sort of “one-state solution,” with some variations. Some have talked of a confederate, others of a state with two governments. Let us leave such proposals to the imagination of politicians. Our role is to create visions where such courageous suggestions of peace are accepted. And if the people still choose a two-state solution, and it is important to allow the people to choose, then so be it, as long as it will be based on justice, restitution, and acceptance of the other. Our message should be that, regardless of which political solution is adopted and implemented, the vision and ideals of God’s justice, dignity, freedom, and equality should be realized in the land, indeed in any land.

    

    
    
      THE OCCUPATION MUST END

      For any viable solution to become a reality, the occupation must come to an end, and all forms of structural injustices must come to an end, especially the Nation-State Law. And Christians around the world must work tirelessly to achieve this through means that honor God. Establishing peace and reconciliation must remain our end goal, but we must emphasize that this can be accomplished only after justice is achieved.

      Today, Israel seems at peace with the occupation. In fact, it is a profitable occupation! Israel is a rich country that has benefited over the years from massive financial support from different countries. Over the years, the United States alone has provided Israel with $142.3 billion in bilateral assistance and missile defense funding. In 2016, the United States, under the Obama administration, pledged $38 billion over the next ten years.10 In other words, Israel is not paying for the occupation. As Omar H. Rahman wrote in Foreign Policy, “As long as Israel is benefiting from the present state of affairs, it is unreasonable to expect Israeli politicians to dramatically alter the current situation in exchange for what may likely be large-scale upheaval.”11 For Palestinians, it is the exact opposite. From an economic point of view alone, according to a UN report, the estimated revenue loss by Palestine from 2000 to 2017 due to occupation is a staggering $48 billion.12

      Things are beyond urgent. The current status quo in the land is not sustainable. My fear, and I hope that I am wrong, is that we are on the verge of a tragic collapse. To simply assume that life under occupation will become the norm is delusional. No people group will accept living under such conditions. And to further propose that peace can be achieved by pouring money into the region and creating economic plans while ignoring the core of the problem—the occupation—is insulting to Palestinians. We need dignity and equality, not charity. An innocently jailed person will not care for a better bed or better food in his or her prison cell. What he or she wants is freedom and justice.

      Today, we stand in front of an impasse and we have reached a deadlock. What we have in the land is basically a one-state that controls all keys of power. It is disturbing that the world and the church worldwide continue to deal with Israel as if the situation were normal, ignoring the reality of occupation and discrimination. This is no time for shallow diplomacy. We need to challenge the occupation and call it as it is: “a sin against God and humanity.”13 And if we are to follow the path of South African Anglican archbishop, anti-apartheid activist, and Nobel Peace Prize recipient Desmond Tutu, then we should call Israel an “apartheid state.”14 In fact, most South African leaders who come here and view the reality on the ground make this equivalence with apartheid. A few years ago, a United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia report said, “Israel is guilty of imposing an apartheid regime on the Palestinian people.”15 Regardless of what we call it, it must end. But again, our goal in this struggle is not simply to end the occupation. Ending the occupation is certainly a necessary and urgent first step, but it is not our ultimate goal. Our hope and dream is that, one day, we share the land.

    

    
    
      CHALLENGING THE CHURCH

      When it comes to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, the international community, and to a large extent, the global church, are part of the conflict. They are not innocent, neutral bystanders. In fact, I wish they were. From the point of view of Palestinian Christians, the global church has been part of the problem and have over the years made things worse for Palestinian Christians. The political and financial support Israel receives from Christian Zionists, which is in itself harmful, has been a source of embarrassment for Palestinian Christians and has heavily influenced the way our Muslim neighbors perceive us and the Christian faith in general. Church leaders in Palestine and the Arab world were forced over the years to issue one statement after another denouncing Christian Zionism. Many times, evangelical and Christian Zionists have ignored the cries and positions of church leaders in the Middle East when it comes to their governments’ foreign policies. When the United States invaded Iraq, many evangelical leaders voiced their support for the invasion in contradiction to the pleas of church leaders in Iraq and the Middle East. We all know how that war almost ended the Christian presence in the Iraq. Similarly, evangelical leaders supported the move of the American embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem against the pleas of church leaders in Jerusalem. To make things worse, these same evangelical leaders hold conferences in Washington to support persecuted Christians! If they truly cared, they would take our positions more seriously.

      My challenge to you, my readers today, and to the entire church of Christ, is to begin listening to the Christians of the Middle East and Palestine. In particular, my challenge has to do with this concept of a shared land that I have just articulated above. And I have three simple questions:

      Does your theology promote a shared land?

      Do you pray for peace for all in the land?

      Are you working toward the implementation of justice in the land?

      So far in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, it pains me to say that the Western church, and to a lesser degree the global church, has been part of the problem more than it has been part of the solution. And the church’s theology is a big part of the problem. Theology matters. And if any theology trumps the ethical-biblical teachings of Jesus on love, equality, and justice, then we must rethink our theology. It does not matter what type of theology it is; if that theology produces privilege and superiority, then there is a problem!

      And if theology ignores an entire community and is satisfied with them being pushed behind walls, whether physical or invisible, then there is a problem with such a theology. There can no longer be a theology of Israel without a theology of the Palestinians! And when it comes to the context of the land, all theologies should serve the causes of justice, peace, and reconciliation.

      It is time for the church to revisit its theology and take theology from this side of the wall, a theology birthed from displacement and checkpoints, more seriously.

      The way we pray also matters. How many days, weeks, and entire conferences are dedicated to pray for Israel? My request here is simple: Can we Palestinians get some portion of those prayers? When you “bless Israel”—can Palestine be included in that blessing?

      I once spoke at a church conference in Ireland, and there I met a wonderful old lady who looks like anyone’s loving grandmother. The title of my sermon was “Pray for the Peace of Jerusalem—But How?” And it was this title that drove her to come to the church to listen to me. After the service, she approached me and confessed that for fifty years, she had prayed every single day for the peace of Jerusalem, but she never mentioned the Palestinians. This broke my heart, as I seriously believe in the power of prayer. At the same time, I was immensely grateful that she would now pray for both peoples. I had become her neighbor.

      And finally, my challenge to the church is to reconsider its involvement here and to be actively involved in advocating for peace and justice. When I think of the billions of dollars invested over the years in settlement projects and supporting the Israeli army and financing Jewish immigration to the land—it really breaks my heart and evokes anger. What if this money has been invested in peace and reconciliation initiatives, or in empowering the church, or in building schools and hospitals?

      I think here of the millions of pilgrims who visit the Holy Land every year; the vast majority of them spend at best two to three hours on the other side of the wall. And they cross only to visit the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. It is safe to say that if the Church of the Nativity were not on our part of the wall, these pilgrims would not even cross to our side and be exposed to Palestinians. Bethlehem to them is an old historic side and more affordable hotels. For most pilgrims, the Holy Land is a large-scale fairyland. They are here only to walk where Jesus walked and enjoy the boat ride in the Sea of Galilee and visit the notable Jewish sites. To them, the land is empty. History stopped in the 70s CE.

       I think of the study tours that ignore us. Thousands of students and future pastors and clergy visit annually on study tours, to study biblical archeology and Jewish history, and get almost no exposure to the Palestinian narrative. I think of the many study and theological centers, even the ministry centers that many churches have in Jerusalem and Galilee—the vast majority of them have next to no involvement with Palestinians or the cause of peace. We could do things better!

      It is time to be seriously and actively involved in bringing an end to the Israeli military occupation of our people and land. This occupation is indeed, as Kairos Palestine put it, a sin against God and humanity. And it has lasted for way too long.

      It is time for the church to be part of the solution. In fact, I am willing to go as far as to say that unless the global church changes its attitude, theology, actions, and prayer, we cannot be very optimistic about the prospects of peace and justice in Palestine. I say this with gratitude to the many churches, organizations, and leaders around the world who have over the years taken positions for peace and justice, positions of costly solidarity.

      It is time for the church to commit itself to keeping a strong Christian presence and witness in the Holy Land today—for can there be a Holy Land without its living stone?

      It is time for the church to be the church! It is time for the church to produce a theology that is a blessing to both peoples in the land. Promote a culture of peace. Be peacemakers yourselves. It is possible! Empowered by the Spirit and by our radical obedience to the teachings of Jesus, we can make a difference. Be radical in your love and peacemaking. Be prophetic in speaking truth to power. There is no hope in the world, and the political situation in this part of it looks darker than ever. The world is in desperate need of crazy and radical people like us, who hope and work for a better reality and who preach peace and good news.

    

    
    
      DIVINE INTERVENTION OR CALL FOR ACTION

      Hope is not simply waiting for divine intervention; it requires our committed action and work. Let me repeat, hope is what we do today.

      Over the years I have had many conversations with visitors to our land about politics. After a long conversation about politics and life here, the conversation usually ends with a statement like, “Well, we know there will never be peace until Christ returns!” I must confess that as a teenager I loved this statement because it made Jesus look like this superhero who will come and rescue us. Yet today, and as I grew in my faith and actually read the teachings of Jesus, I no longer believe in this. Furthermore, I have two young boys and I cannot simply sit and wait. In fact, I might sound heretical, but I do not wait anymore for divine intervention; rather, I believe in God’s call to action! And if God is going to intervene today, it has to be through us! Mitri Raheb puts it this way,

      
        Christians need no longer wait for direct divine intervention, because the intervention has already taken place. The Messiah has come, and there is no need to wait for another. He said what needed to be said and he did what needed to be done. God did his part. The ball is now in the court of humankind. . . . The transformed faithful are to engage the world, challenge the monopoly of power, and live the life of an already liberated people.16

      

      The Intervention has already taken place. Get busy working!
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    EPILOGUE

    THE OTHER SIDE OF THE WALL

    The Story Continues

    
      My ancestors have been living in this land for hundreds of years. For me and my family, the Holy Land is “home.” We belong to this land, and we have been part of its story. The reality I grew up in is one of conflict and oppression. My family has lost land, and I have seen loved ones emigrate from the land and witnessed others forced to leave. I have at the same time seen Jewish people immigrate to this land freely from all over the world and call it home and have more rights than those who lived here for centuries. At the same time, there are many others, including some of my relatives, who wish to return to their homeland, the place where they were born, but are not allowed. Palestine today is fractured by settlements, walls, and checkpoints. It is also plagued by religious extremism and violence. Will this land I call “home” become a place where God can be experienced? Can it become a place where the justice and peace of God reign? Can it become a place where Jews, Muslims, and Christians share the land and its resources, have the same rights, and embrace each other as fellow human beings and be reconciled with one another?

      This book was written with the conviction that we have a message for the world—a message from the other side of the wall. My voice as a Palestinian Christian might as well be that of many marginalized and rejected communities around the world, victims of the injustice of empires and religions, those who were cast out to the other side of the wall because “the Bible tells me so.”

      Today more than ever, this message is crucial and desperately needed. It is the message of the cross and God’s solidarity with the oppressed—that God dwells “with those who are contrite and humble in spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the heart of the contrite” (Is 57:15). It is the message of grace, the unmerited love of God. We have a message of love, forgiveness, and mercy. We have a message that loving God and loving neighbor are expressions of one another. We have a radical message with radical implications about loving and humanizing the enemy.

      The message from behind the wall is a challenge to all matrices of power and control. It is a challenge to the misuse of the Bible and religion to create division from a position of self-righteousness and pride. It is a challenge to any theological ideologies that promote superiority and prejudice. It is also a challenge to the mentality of might and wealth and an invitation to follow our crucified servant and humble king. It is about a kingdom of meekness that challenged and continues to challenge the Herods and Caesars of this world.

      This book was written from behind the wall. It is about experiencing God’s liberating and affirming presence in the least expected places. It reflects my people’s sorrow and lament, our faith in the living God, our commitment to the dignity of all human beings, and our commitment to love all of our neighbors. It is at the same time a statement of defiance, resilience, and hope. With the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish we proclaim, “There’s on this land what is worth living.” And with Paul, and from behind the wall, we declare,

      
        We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed;

        Perplexed, but not driven to despair;

        Persecuted, but not forsaken;

        Struck down, but not destroyed;

        Always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies. . . .

        Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day. (2 Cor 4:8-10, 16)
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Gary M. Burge, professor of New Testament and dean of the faculty at Calvin Theological Seminary, author of Whose Land? Whose Promise? What Christians Are Not Being Told About Israel and the Palestinians
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“Munther Isaac’s deeply moving The Other Side of the Wall tells his story as a Christian growing up in the Palestinian town of Bethlehem over decades of violence, war, and occupation. The reading of Isaac’s Palestinian narrative in no way negates Jewish ties to the land but rather tells an often-unheard side of the story. Isaac’s experiences of dehumanization and wrestling with God’s purpose for the Palestinian people is one with which Christians around the world must contend. Not only that, Christians often contribute further to the suffering of the Palestinian people by elevating one people group over another. The Other Side of the Wall is a must-read, that even in the midst of great suffering and loss and decades of ongoing occupation Isaac continues to hold onto hope in Christ. He reminds us that our faith can move mountains, elevate justice, and prepare a path to a better world for Palestinians and all people in the Middle East and the world.”
Mae Elise Cannon, executive director of Churches for Middle East Peace, author of Social Justice Handbook and Beyond Hashtag Activism
 
“Here is a passionate cri de coeur from a Palestinian theologian addressed to the worldwide church—and especially to those who call themselves evangelicals. Unlike those who write about Israel from the safety of their ivory towers outside the Middle East, Munther Isaac has lived all his life under occupation on the West Bank and understands the history and politics the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The book is full of memorable personal experiences and biblical exposition that is grounded in serious scholarship. It is well documented, thoroughly up to date, and amazingly readable. I can’t think of a more powerful and moving account of what it means to live out the Sermon on the Mount in an impossibly difficult situation. In the end we are presented not just with spiritual insights but with a realistic vision of how this seemingly endless conflict could actually be resolved.”
Colin Chapman, visiting lecturer at the Arab Baptist Theological Seminary, Beirut, author of Cross and Crescent
 
“The distinct suffering of Palestinian Christians needs to be heard, felt, and lifted up, not least before the minds and hearts of many American evangelicals. The pain some American Christians have added to the lives of Palestinian Christians has further ravaged the dignity and value of our beloved Palestinian brothers and sisters. Munther Isaac’s clear, passionate, honest rendering of this ignored and distorted narrative of Palestinian Christians is a powerful antidote.”
Mark Labberton, president of Fuller Theological Seminary, author of Called
 
“This is a voice that must be heard. As an evangelical biblical theologian and church leader, Munther Isaac speaks on behalf of sisters and brothers in Christ whose story and very existence is ignored and marginalized in the West. A wealth of historical and personal experience, including his own, authenticates the educative challenge of his biblical and theological perspectives. The Other Side of the Wall helps us appreciate the other side of an argument that is all too often assumed to have only one legitimate side for Bible-believing Christians.”
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