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            For Susie, again.
            

         

      

	

    
	
		
         
            As he was leaving the temple, one of his disciples said to him, “Look, Teacher! What massive stones! What magnificent buildings!”
 
            “Do you see all these great buildings?” replied Jesus. “Not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down.”
 
            Mark 13:1–2

         
 
         
            Vox victimarum vox Dei: The cries of the victims are the cries of God.
            

         

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 1
 
            The Challenge to the Church

         
 
         Sixty-eight years ago, the Christian world stood before the ovens of Auschwitz and said, “What have we done?”
         
 
         Luther scholar Aarne Siirala wrote that “his visit to the death camps…overwhelmed him with shock and revealed to him that something was gravely sick at the very heart of our tradition. Auschwitz has a message that must be heard: it reveals an illness operative not on the margin of our civilization but at the heart of it, in the very best that we have inherited…It summons us to face up to the negative side of our religious and cultural heritage.”1
         
 
         The decades that followed the attempted extermination of the Jewish people in the heart of Christian Europe saw a determined effort to cleanse Christianity of the pernicious anti-Jewish doctrine that had poisoned the faith over the two thousand years of Christian-Jewish history. This focus on reconciliation with the Jewish people has motivated theological thinking, preaching, and church policy since that time, and it continues to this day. “Anti-Jewishness,” wrote Protestant theologian Robert T. Osborn, “is the Christian sin.”2 Notice that Osborn doesn’t call anti-Jewishness a sin of which Christians are guilty. Rather, it has taken first place. Correcting it would require a fundamental overhaul of the faith.
         
 
         The wake-up call began, not surprisingly, in Germany. In the aftermath of the war, church leaders contemplated with horror how the German church, with some heroic exceptions, had collaborated actively, even eagerly, with the Nazi regime. “How,” wrote Hans Joachim Iwand, a member of the German Confessing Church, the small group that had opposed Nazism and that included the martyred Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “can the German people that has initiated the fruitless rebellion against Israel and his God become pure? Who is going to take this guilt away from us and our theological fathers—because there it started?”3 This penitent and confessing spirit spread to America, where the work of Protestant theologian Paul van Buren in the 1970s and ’80s set the stage for a wide-ranging project of Christian-Jewish understanding and reconciliation. According to van Buren, forging a positive relationship with Judaism and the Jewish people was nothing less than the reimagining of what it meant to be Christian. “If the church stops thinking of the Jews as the rejected remnant of the people Israel,” wrote van Buren, “if it starts speaking of the continuing covenantal relationship between this people and God, then it will have to rethink its own identity.”4
         
 
         The problem, said van Buren, was that Christianity had allowed itself to be built on a foundation of anti-Judaism. He set out to correct this theological error by framing God’s covenant with the Jewish people as the basis for the Christian revelation. And this was no tweaking of some finer points of theology; this was a revolution in the way Christians were thinking about themselves. “Christianity must refer to Judaism in order to make sense of itself,” wrote van Buren. This is in the service of the “church’s reversal of its position on Judaism from that of anti-Judaism to that of an acknowledgement of the eternal covenant between God and Israel.”5 Only by deeply honoring the Jewish people, van Buren asserted, can Christians be truly Christian.
         
 
         Strong stuff!
 
         Anti-Jewishness, more commonly known as anti-Semitism, is an evil like any form of racism or discrimination. Given the huge burden of responsibility that the church bears for Jewish suffering throughout the ages, why shouldn’t it put this at the top of its list? Is it not the heart of Christianity to, in the words of the apostle Paul, “destroy the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility” between the Gentile followers of Jesus and the Jewish people from whose midst the new faith had emerged? Theologians set to work to reject the erroneous and destructive doctrine of “replacement theology” (sometimes called supercessionism), which states that the Christian Church has replaced the Jewish people in God’s love, and that as punishment for failing to accept Jesus as the Messiah, God rejected the Jews and condemned them to wander the earth until the end of time. Listen to Paul, Christians were now being instructed: he was not throwing the Jews out of the church! Rather, he was passionately committed to building one community, one ecclesia, to bring Jew, Gentile, and Greek; man and woman; slave and freeman, together in the church of Jesus Christ. “In him,” wrote Paul in his Letter to the Ephesians, “the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord” (Ephesians 2:21). Rather than promoting a doctrine that says that Christians have displaced the Jews as God’s beloved people, we must reaffirm the special relationship between God and the Jewish people. Judaism would no longer be seen as Christianity’s shadow. Instead, it would take its rightful place as the very foundation of Christian faith. In renouncing anti-Judaism, therefore, Christians were returning to the foundations of Christianity, to a mission of unity, not division; of love, not hatred. The Roman Catholic Church followed the lead of the Protestant churches with the Second Vatican Council (1963–1965), in which the Church “decrie[d] hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, directed against Jews at any time and by anyone.”6
         
 
         Generations of theologians and clergy have been educated in this revised theology. No longer would anti-Jewish ideas and images be heard from the pulpits. Offending passages from the Gospels would increasingly be avoided, or reinterpreted as applying to only one group of Jews in a particular historical context, not to an entire people. Churches and synagogues sponsored interfaith seminars. Interfaith studies began to occupy a prominent place in the curricula and course offerings in seminaries, and in graduate school departments of religious studies. Organizations to educate Christians about Judaism and help fight anti-Semitism sprang up, bringing Jewish and Christian clergy and scholars to sit together on a single dais. While still acknowledging their differences, the two faith communities were finding ways to reconnect after two thousand years of enmity and distrust. It was a meeting, all hoped, in which both communities would gain a deeper understanding of their own particular richness and would affirm their common commitment to making the world a more just, compassionate, and loving place.
 
         How good this has been, how healing and hopeful for the future!
 
         But there is another theme here, one that we ignore at our peril. Let’s return to Paul van Buren, the foremost Protestant spokesman for this powerful Christian-Jewish alliance. Why, asks van Buren, after eighteen centuries, should Christian leaders “turn Christian teaching on its head” with respect to the Jewish people? It was the trauma of the Nazi Holocaust of course, but just as powerful was the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, and then the Israeli victory in the 1967 war in which Israel took control of the Old City of Jerusalem that changed the way Christians began to regard the Jewish people:
 
         
            [t]he Holocaust and the emergence of the state of Israel…are what impelled them to speak in a new way about Jews and Judaism…the Israeli Defense Force sweeping over the Sinai and retaking East Jerusalem was what could not possibly fit our traditional myth of the passive suffering Jew. The result is that events in modern Jewish history, perhaps as staggering as any in its whole history, have begun to reorient the minds of increasing numbers of responsible Christians.7
            

         
 
         What a change this is from the idea of a suffering people who need to be rescued from persecution! This image of the Jewish fighter, proud and strong, no longer the helpless, servile “ghetto Jew,” was and continues to be a dominant feature of the modern Zionist movement and a central theme in Israeli culture.
 
         But let us pay close and thoughtful attention to this new theme. Listen to the drumbeat of conquest and military triumph in this passage. Notice the biblical undertone in the two words Sinai and Jerusalem. Sinai was the mountain where God descended and gave us the Mosaic code, the divine commandments that form the basis of Judaism and the bedrock of Christianity. It is a code that requires above all equality, human dignity, and compassion for the most vulnerable in society. When did the image of a people redeemed from slavery and gathered at the foot of the mountain to receive the Ten Commandments morph into tanks rumbling over desert sands in a lightning war of conquest? How is it that Jerusalem, the very symbol of holiness and hope, has now become something that is “taken” by military force? Didn’t Christians attempt that a thousand years ago, when the Crusaders set out with sword and shield to wrest Jerusalem from the infidel? Have we forgotten how Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, not with an army but with a small band of followers waving palm branches, not swords, singing Hosannah to God in the highest? This was the same Jesus who proclaimed to his followers that the temple of stone and gold would be destroyed and replaced by his body—a communion of all humankind. What happened to transform this vision of universal harmony to one of conquest and temporal power?
         
 
         The Birth of a Dream
 
         The State of Israel was the realization of a dream. It was the dream of a people who, despite having made enormous contributions wherever they had settled in the wide world, had nevertheless been driven out of many of those same societies. When allowed to stay, they were merely tolerated, often confined to ghettoes and denied the rights afforded to others. At times this condition of marginalization and second-class status intensified to outright persecution and slaughter. The declaration of the State of Israel in 1948 was the culmination of the dream of the Jewish people to return to the condition of independence, self-determination, and security symbolized by the kingdoms of Judah and Israel described in the Old Testament, a national epic that told the story of liberation from bondage, inheritance of a Promised Land, exile, and return. Although many of the original European Zionist leaders and writers were not religious, and the historical validity of the biblical story has now been questioned, the Old Testament narrative remained a powerful source of national identity and justification for Zionist strivings.8
         
 
         By the end of the nineteenth century, the ferocity of attacks against Jews in tsarist Russia had intensified, along with the increasing restrictions on their rights to live in Russian society as full citizens. Outbreaks of anti-Semitism, even in supposedly liberal central and western Europe, had also occurred, and the need to find a solution became urgent. To many, Zionism provided the answer. The First Zionist Congress—convened in 1897 in Basel, Switzerland, under the leadership of the Austrian Jewish journalist and intellectual Theodor Herzl—is considered the official birth of modern political Zionism.
 
         Zionism is a form of nationalism that maintains that Jews are a people or national group like any other, and that Jewish identity and the survival and well-being of the Jewish people depends on the existence of an independent Jewish nation-state. Although the settlement of Palestine was not part of Herzl’s original vision—several other locations for a Jewish state were proposed in the early years of the Zionist movement—the claim to Palestine (called Eretz Yisrael, Hebrew for “the Land of Israel,” by Zionists) was soon established as an essential element of the Jewish project to create a national homeland. Jews from eastern and central Europe began to come to Palestine as part of an organized project of immigration and settlement from Europe at the end of the nineteenth century, and this immigration continued into the twentieth century. Although how Jewish settlement might impact the local population of Palestine began to become apparent in the early years of the yishuv, as the Zionist settlement was called, the original Zionists did not conceive of their movement as a settler colonial project. An early Zionist slogan that identified Palestine as “a land without a people for a people without a land” illustrates the lack of awareness on the part of the early European settlers of the existence of a large Arab population in Palestine. This early failure on the part of Zionists to acknowledge and respect the rights of the indigenous people and culture set the stage for the modern political conflict.
         
 
         Jewish settlement in Palestine was facilitated by the establishment in 1901 of the Jewish National Fund, a corporation created to raise money for the purchase of land, to organize immigration, and to establish agricultural settlements. The growth of Jewish settlement was encouraged by Great Britain, which took control of the territory after World War I and provided diplomatic support for the Zionist project, famously through a 1917 document that came to be known as the Balfour Declaration, after its author, Britain’s foreign secretary Arthur Balfour. The document, which states “His Majesty’s government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people,” continues to be cited by supporters of Zionism as a primary source for the legitimacy of Zionism as a political program.
 
         Although relations between Jewish settlers and the indigenous Christian and Muslim Arab population of Palestine were initially peaceful and amicable, trouble began in the early twentieth century. By the 1920s, Palestinians had begun to understand that the hardworking, idealistic settlers arriving from Europe since the 1880s, seeking to escape from marginalization and outright persecution, and who were followed by successive waves of immigration in the twentieth century, added up to a colonial project aimed at displacing the existing Palestinian society of farming communities, rural villages, and bustling cities. Conflicting British promises to both Arabs and Jews following the awarding of the mandate for Britain to govern Palestine at the close of World War I further fed the growing conflict between the Zionist push for a Jewish state and the desire of Palestinians for political autonomy and self-determination. After World War II, as the world reacted in horror over the near destruction of the Jews of Europe by the Nazi regime, the concept of dividing the territory between a Jewish and Arab state gained increasing support.
 
         The United Nations decision in November 1947 to partition the territory into two states, one Arab and one Jewish, was a watershed event. The plan allocated 43 percent of Palestine for the Arab state and 57 percent to the Jewish state, with Jerusalem as an internationally administered zone. The Zionist leadership accepted this arrangement, and the State of Israel was declared on May 14, 1948, by David Ben-Gurion, head of the World Zionist Organization and the Jewish Agency for Palestine. Palestinian leaders, supported by the governments of the neighboring Arab states, rejected the plan, arguing that the allocation of land violated the rights of the majority Arab population of the territory. (At the time, Jews accounted for 20 percent of the population and owned 6 percent of the land.) What followed was an armed conflict that ended with an armistice and the establishment of cease-fire lines that became the de facto borders of the State of Israel until 1967.
 
         Conflicting Narratives
 
         Here, again, mythology and historical facts clash. The Israeli narrative of the founding of the State of Israel, almost completely accepted by the Western world, is of hugely outnumbered Jewish forces prevailing against the massed power of five Arab armies who invaded the day the state was declared, determined to “push the Jews into the sea.” But this picture does not match the reality of a well-prepared, well-armed Zionist military force prevailing against poorly equipped, disorganized, and inconsistently motivated forces from neighboring states. (There was no Palestinian state, hence no army, only local defensive militias in the individual villages, no match for the well-organized and professionally led Jewish forces.) This “David and Goliath” picture, with Israel as the young shepherd armed with only a slingshot and his faith against the Arabs, depicted as violent, powerful bullies determined to smash the small, brave, freedom-seeking nation, lends powerful support to what Jewish theologian Marc Ellis has described as the belief in Jewish innocence.9 In this image, well supported by popular books, movies, and the media, Israel’s war of 1948 was a war of self-defense—I grew up knowing it as both “the War of Independence” and the “War of Liberation”—rather than the campaign of conquest and ethnic cleansing that Israeli historians have now documented.10
         
 
         What we Jews have called our war of liberation served as a way to carry out a carefully designed project by the Zionist movement to banish the indigenous Palestinians so that a Jewish state could be established. Records unearthed by Israeli historians reveal that the campaign to “transfer” the Palestinian population to make way for a Jewish state was in the planning by Zionist leaders as far back as the 1930s, and that the 1948 hostilities provided the opportunity to carry out this campaign of ethnic cleansing. In fact, actions by Jewish forces designed to expel Palestinians from villages throughout Palestine had been put into operation months before a single Arab soldier crossed into Palestine after the declaration of the State of Israel in May 1948. It resulted in the destruction of more than 500 Palestinian villages and the expulsion of 750,000 Palestinians from their villages and cities before the cessation of hostilities in March 1949.11
         
 
         It is indisputable that the well-organized Jewish army that would go on to become the military of the State of Israel protected the Jewish population of Palestine from hostile Arab forces. Jewish soldiers fought courageously to defend their communities and their families, and Jewish losses were considerable where the army encountered stiff opposition, particularly in battles in and around Jerusalem. More than six thousand Israelis died in the 1947–48 hostilities, a huge number when you consider that this constituted 1 percent of the Jewish population of Palestine at the time. The deaths were not confined to combatants: two thousand of the Jewish dead were civilians. But it is also true that the conflict resulted in the dispossession and displacement of fully one half of the Palestinians living between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea, whose descendants are now estimated to number ten million. Denied the right to return to their cities and villages, they now live in neighboring Arab countries and on every continent, with close to one and a half million remaining stateless, residing in refugee camps in Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip.12
         
 
         Occupation
 
         The cessation of hostilities in 1949 left Israel in control of 78 percent of the territory of historic Palestine, with the West Bank of the Jordan River, including East Jerusalem, under Jordanian control and the Gaza Strip administered by Egypt. In June 1967, Israel attacked Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. As a result of its victories in these campaigns, commonly known as the Six-Day War, Israel occupied the Syrian Golan Heights, the Gaza Strip, and the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, which had been under Jordanian control.13 Over the next three decades, negotiations over return of the occupied territories were unsuccessful. Once in control of these territories, Israel began almost immediately to establish settlements for the exclusive use of Jewish Israeli citizens.14 As the pace of Jewish settlement building increased, Palestinian frustration and anger grew, resulting in the First Intifada (in Arabic, “shaking off”), a largely nonviolent uprising that was met with brutal repression by the Israeli military. As settlement activity accelerated, with settlements growing from small outposts to large blocs today totaling over half a million people, the urgency to find a negotiated peace based on the creation of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza gained momentum. In 1993 the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was formally recognized as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, and the process was set in motion toward the creation of a Palestinian state. The 1993 Oslo Accords, or “Declaration of Principles,” brokered through international channels, was the first agreement between Israel and political representatives of the Palestinians. It was meant to be the first step toward an autonomous Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, and to normal relations with Israel. The Accords created the Palestinian Authority (PA), which would exercise various degrees of control over a portion of the area occupied by Israel. The Accords established three geographical zones: Area A, under complete control of the PA; Area B, under Palestinian civil control and Israeli military control; and Area C, completely controlled by Israel. Area C consists of Jewish-only settlements and “security zones,” off-limits to Palestinians. Today, Area C is situated to the west of the separation barrier, encompassing the settlement blocs and effectively annexed to Israel. In Area B, under the military control of Israel, Palestinian movement and commerce are increasingly restricted, with the inhabitants of many villages undergoing transfer into the urban centers that make up Area A. Area A, amounting to about 11 percent of all of Palestine and consisting of separated enclaves surrounded by Israeli-controlled territory, is where the Palestinian population is increasingly concentrated.
         
 
         A Peace Process Falters
 
         The Oslo Accords, symbolized for many by the iconic photograph of PLO chairman Yasser Arafat shaking hands with Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin on the White House Lawn under the beaming gaze of President Bill Clinton, were the cause of great optimism, especially on the part of Palestinians. But by 2000, the mood had changed, as the pace of land-taking, the proliferation of illegal settlements, the construction of Jewish-only roads, and restrictions on movement increased. Palestinians began to realize that they were farther from, not closer to, sovereignty and self-determination. Instead of withdrawing Israeli troops and taking steps toward the creation of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, it was clear that Israel was using the military and civil control ceded in the agreement to increase its outright annexation of Palestinian lands and to build an extensive infrastructure of political and economic control over the remaining territory west of the Jordan River. The occupation was not ending; it was deepening.
 
         The Al Aqsa Intifada (or Second Intifada) in September 2000 is generally understood as having originated from the Palestinians’ deep frustration over the failure of the Olso Accords to achieve their promised goals. It was also a reaction to the enormous growth of Jewish-only settlements throughout the West Bank and Gaza and to the increasing restrictions imposed on Palestinian society. Although violence against Israel took many forms, the most well known were suicide bombings carried out by militant Palestinian resistance groups against civilian and military targets in Israel and in Gaza and the West Bank. These occurred at the rate of 2 to 5 per year between 1989 and 2000, and increased dramatically, to a total of 127 attacks at their peak for the period 2001–2004. Israel responded to these attacks with military incursions into the West Bank and Gaza Strip, in addition to erecting security checkpoints, conducting mass arrests, and imposing strict curfews for civilians in urban areas. In 2002, Israel began construction of the separation barrier, a twenty-eight-foot-high militarized concrete wall (in some areas it consists of parallel metal fences running along each side of a patrol road) that runs north to south through the entire West Bank, in effect creating a new border that incorporates large areas of existing and planned Israeli settlement development and extends deep into Palestinian territory. In 2005, Israel removed its six thousand Jewish settlers from the Gaza Strip. However, it still has authority over the northern, eastern, and, through control of the seacoast, western border of Gaza; maintains tight control over movement in and out of the Strip; and places restrictions on food, medical, and building supplies. As a result, Gaza suffers from cripplingly high levels of unemployment and a steady deterioration of physical infrastructure and overall living conditions. It has been compared to an open-air prison housing over one and half million people.
 
         A False Note
 
         A stalled peace process and a Jewish society that was intended to be a democracy ruling over a captive population of Palestinians is hardly the heroic picture drawn by van Buren. Conquest, sadly, is conquest. What do we make of a theology that links the colonization of a Middle Eastern territory by European settlers and the military actions of a modern nation-state to biblical prophecies and concepts of divine promise? The new theology about Jews, Judaism, and the role of “the land” that has dominated Christian beliefs and attitudes since World War II has come to support a program of conquest and dispossession. It is taught in the seminaries and in departments of theology and religious studies and is promoted in books and journals. Until very recently, nothing challenging the actions of the State of Israel or raising the issue of Palestinian suffering has been heard from the pulpits; nor has this discussion been permitted in the academy.
 
         Not only fundamental Christian principles of equality and social justice are at stake here. The historic and ongoing injustice toward the Palestinians by the State of Israel presents a dire threat to the Israeli dream of a secure homeland and a vibrant, democratic society, because conquest is the fundamental barrier to peace. The dispossession of the Palestinians has created four generations of refugees and untold suffering and loss. Far from creating a “blessing” to the Jewish people, taking possession of the land is isolating Israel in the community of nations and poisoning its society. This is the grim reality I have seen with my own eyes, one that has become painfully apparent to a growing number of Americans who have visited the region and seen what is to be seen.
 
         I know it’s confusing. Given the shameful history of Christian persecution of Jews, isn’t it incumbent on Christians to give the Jews the benefit of the doubt and to bless their national homeland project? Doesn’t the Holocaust change everything? Isn’t the creation of Israel and the seemingly miraculous picture, as van Buren writes, “of the Israelis holding out and winning their war of independence against the combined forces of five national armies” a miracle of heroism and rebirth that must be celebrated as evidence of God’s blessing? In light of such momentous events of tragedy and triumph, should we not, like van Buren, support this redemption of the Jewish people, rising out of the ashes of the death camps? Evangelical as well as mainline American Christians believe that the Bible conveys the Jewish people’s right to the land through God’s promise to Abraham in the Book of Genesis, and furthermore that the New Testament tells us that the Jewish possession of the land, and of Jerusalem in particular, presages the End Times.
 
         But this is precisely how this revised theology has gotten it wrong.
 
         Yes, given the tragic history of Christian-Jewish relations, there has been a compelling need to break down the walls of hostility, to build a new house where all are equal in God’s love. But instead of a new building, a new gathering, a congregation called ecclesia dedicated to love and compassion “for the least of these,” the Church in the United States—albeit unwittingly and in good faith—has, in its uncritical support of the State of Israel, embraced conquest and the triumph of military might. “We trust violence,” writes theologian Walter Wink, lamenting how committed we remain in our society to physical force to cope with our fears and to settle conflicts, “Violence ‘saves,’” he writes. “It is ‘redemptive.’”15 As Christians rush to undo their sins against the Jews through an unconditional endorsement of the Jewish national homeland project, something precious and fundamental to Christianity has been lost, a legacy that is at the heart of Jesus’ ministry and the timeless message of the Gospels. Reclaiming this legacy is what holds the key to peace for Israelis and freedom and self-determination for Palestinians.
         
 
         Reclaiming a Precious Legacy
 
         To understand how this is so, we need to look at the context of Jesus’ ministry.
 
         The Palestinians of Jesus’ time were suffering horribly under the heel of the Roman Empire. Rome’s method of domination was to replace the agrarian, community-based society of its colonial subjects with a system based on tribute to the empire. In the case of Galilee and Judea, devotion to the God of Abraham was to be supplanted by worship of the emperor. The Mosaic law that governed the everyday lives of the farmers and tradespeople of first-century Palestine—a civil code based on social equality, forgiveness of debts, and, most important, protection of the most vulnerable—was being pushed aside by the ancient equivalent of a national security state. Under this system, “peace”—the so-called Pax Romana—was secured by an army of soldiers and civil servants charged with maintaining an order that, through crushing taxation and overwhelming military force, secured wealth and power for a minority elite at the expense of an increasingly impoverished agrarian and urban population.
 
         In his childhood in Galilee, Jesus saw popular revolts against Rome and its client rulers brutally suppressed. Villages were burned, people enslaved, and thousands of insurgents crucified. Jesus’ ministry can be seen as a direct response to the cruelty of imperial rule, which included the client king and priestly class installed in Jerusalem to administer it. It was precisely this system that Jesus was challenging when he stationed himself in the temple courtyard after entering Jerusalem with his followers on that final week recorded in the Gospel accounts. Jesus’ mission was to support his suffering people by reminding them that faithfulness to the enduring values of their tradition—rather than armed resistance or capitulation to the power structure—was the key to their survival. It was the original message of nonviolent resistance, based on keeping faith with God. “Do not trust in princes!” says the psalm (146:3), and to this Jesus adds: Or similarly transgress against God by taking up arms against them, for “All who take the sword will perish by the sword!” (Matthew 26:52). In so doing, Jesus was operating very much in the prophetic tradition by speaking the truth of God’s law to the idolatry of earthly power. What sets Jesus apart from the prophets was that he was not a lone voice challenging the structures of authority, but a leader and a builder of community. Jesus not only confronted the powers but also presented an alternative way of living. And after his ultimate sacrifice, he sent his followers out to the ends of the earth to work for the creation of that kingdom, that alternative order: His church.
 
         And that is why the Christian endorsement today of yet another earthly kingdom is a betrayal of that mission. There is much that is right about a revised theology that rejects Christian triumphalism and renounces hatred of Jews. But in their haste to help the Jewish people overcome oppression, Christians have enabled the Jews to fall into the very same sin from which Christians have tried to liberate themselves, by granting the now rehabilitated Jews the right, and the means, to seek their own redemption at the expense of another people.
 
         We are not speaking here of the right of the citizens of Israel to live in peace and security—this is indisputable. But it is a tragic and startling irony that when you visit the Holy Land today, you see what Jesus saw. You see land taken through the imposition of illegal laws and the tread of soldiers’ boots. You see attempts to destroy community and family through the disruption of the economic and social basis of village life. It was precisely this type of desperate crisis that motivated Jesus’ message of compassion for the most vulnerable in society and his protest against the abuses of power. A similar crisis is unfolding in the story told in these pages. It’s the story of Palestinian mothers and fathers nonviolently resisting the loss of their land and the theft of their children’s future. It’s the story of courageous Israelis calling their own society to account for its historic and present-day crimes against the Palestinian people—Israelis struggling heroically to rescue their country from the sickness that threatens the future of its own children. We are looking at a society very much like that of two thousand years ago: on the one hand, stricken by the illnesses brought on by the addiction to power; and on the other, blessed by the presence of prophets.
 
         This book is my testimony as a Jew, passionately devoted to my tradition and to my people. It is written with an anger that burns at the injustice being suffered by innocent people on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian divide. The Palestinians have lost their land and live under daily, crushing humiliation. The Jewish citizens of Israel live behind a wall of soul-killing racism. They do not know that this “enemy” is the best potential friend they have, if they can only learn to trust and to join the neighborhood to which they fled from a murderous and inhospitable Europe. I have also written this book in deep sadness—sadness over how my people have fallen into sin. We, even we, with the memory of our own persecution so fresh, so seared into our consciousness and our very identity, have become the tyrants. It’s the story of how I, a Jew born at the midpoint of the twentieth century and heir to the legacy of vulnerability and of the deep sense of victimhood that now drives us, have by the grace of God crossed over to the other side of the wall my people have built to protect us from this “enemy.” It is the story of how I, like Jacob reunited with Esau, have seen in the face of my estranged brother the face of God.
 
         This book is also the story of the church, forged in the crucible of the worst evil the world had ever known, created to bring a message of hope and God’s love to all humankind. The church affirmed this legacy in the twentieth century by giving birth to the civil rights movement in the United States and by playing a critical role in the struggle to end apartheid in South Africa. We will delve into the lessons learned from these earlier struggles for freedom and human dignity as we consider how the church is summoned once again to fulfill its calling—to strive, in every age, to confront tyranny and injustice, to renew itself and be reborn. We are now, as we are in every historical era, standing with the man from Nazareth, ready to answer the prophetic call:
 
         
            The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
 because he has anointed me
 to bring good news to the poor.
 He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
 and recovery of sight to the blind,
 to let the oppressed go free,
 to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.
            
 
            (Luke 4:18–19)

         
 
         This book is about voices. Voices of women and men called to discipleship, unfurling their own scrolls of Isaiah, proclaiming that this is the year, this is the time. Voices crying out from their pain, their faith, and their hope. It is these voices that fill these pages. The rest, as a great rabbi once said, is commentary.

      

	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter 2
 
            The Wall in My Heart

         
 
         It wasn’t going well. The people entering and leaving the building were not happy about our presence on the street outside the National Conference Center, in Washington, DC. No one would accept the printed information we were offering, and all efforts to engage anyone in conversation or even a brief verbal exchange failed—unless you count the occasional accusation of “Shame on you!” We were standing outside the annual conference of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee, more commonly known as AIPAC, or the “Israel lobby.” We were protesting our government’s massive, unconditional military aid to Israel and its blanket diplomatic protection of the Jewish state in the international arena.
         
 
         My fellow protesters and I were arguing that, although we supported Israel’s right to live in peace and security, the United States should call Israel to account for its human rights violations and its flouting of international law in its treatment of the Palestinians. In our printed flyer, we pointed out that changing U.S. policy of unconditional support for Israel was not only the right thing to do, but was in our self-interest: its support of Israel’s oppression of the Palestinians was isolating the United States globally, as awareness of and sympathy for the Palestinian cause was growing and awareness of Israel’s human rights abuses was drawing increasing attention not only in the Arab world, but also in Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Since 1974, Israel has received $3 billion a year in direct aid from the United States, in addition to assistance for specific armament projects. It has been the largest single recipient of foreign aid since 1974, despite the fact that the United States has officially objected to many of Israel’s policies in the territories occupied since 1967. Since 1972, the United States has exercised its veto in the case of twenty-nine United Nations resolutions and fourteen UN Security Council resolutions critical of Israel.
 
         I had staked out my position outside the convention center that day in 2008 as a Jew who was heartbroken about and, frankly, horrified by Israel’s actions and by the policies of a state that purportedly existed to keep me safe in a world that for millennia had persecuted my people. But I was also standing there as an American objecting to my country’s failed policy in the Middle East. It had failed because rather than addressing the root cause of the Israel-Palestine conflict, which was the dispossession of the indigenous Arab population to make way for the Jewish state, the United States had supported and perpetuated the injustice. Since the founding of Israel in 1948, the United States has backed Israel diplomatically and financially, ignoring the plight of millions of Palestinians made refugees through the establishment of Israel; abetting the continued taking of land; and sanctioned these abridgements of human rights by blocking United Nations resolutions and appeals to the Geneva Conventions by the international community. I have a deep attachment to Israel: I lived there as a young man, I speak the language, and I have deep family roots in Jerusalem. But I could not be quiet in the face of such behavior. I knew that the path to peace would be found not through military force, the seizure of land, or walling out the Palestinians. The only way to secure peace was to share the land with the people who were already living there when the Jews of Europe, seeking a haven from persecution, began arriving in the late nineteenth century. I had been taught from an early age that the conflict that had plagued the Jewish state for its entire history arose out of the eternal hatred of the “Arabs” for the Jewish people. But I had just traveled to Israel and had met the Palestinians, and I knew that they didn’t hate me.
 
         In my hands that day was a stack of copies of a recent Los Angeles Times opinion piece in which a Palestinian American professor made an eloquent, balanced appeal for Palestinian rights. My goal was to get people entering the conference center to accept the handout and, even better, engage with me in conversation. After hours of having no luck on either score, I was considering giving up and going home when a well-dressed man on his way into the conference walked up to me, looked me in the eye, and said, “I’ll take one.”
         
 
         “Great!” I said, and handed it to him. Taking it, he tore it into shreds, threw it in my face, and walked off without another word.
 
         How, I have often asked myself in recalling that day, did I get here?
         
 
         A Wall in Jerusalem
 
         In the early spring of 2009, I was seated in the office of Lana Abu-Hijleh, in the city of Ramallah in Israeli-occupied Palestine. The country director for an international development agency, Lana is a Muslim woman from an old, respected Palestinian family. Like every Palestinian living under occupation, Lana has a story. She told me about the morning in October 2002 when her mother was gunned down by Israeli soldiers as she sat on the front porch of their home in Nablus, one of the largest and oldest cities in Palestine. “More tea?” she asked as she told me about this tragedy. These stories are not told for sympathy or to shock. They simply make the point: We are Palestinians. This is our life. Lana told me that she lives in Jerusalem now, commuting to Ramallah, a short drive if you don’t consider the checkpoints. The twenty-eight-foot-high separation wall built by Israel—along the road dividing the northern suburbs annexed by Israel that will be part of Jewish “Greater Jerusalem” from what will remain, presumably, the Palestinian West Bank—accompanies you on the five-mile journey. One day, Lana’s eight-year-old daughter, sitting with her in the car, turned to her and asked, “Mommy, why do they make the Jews live behind that wall?”
         
 
         I knew that wall. It had been built to “protect” the Israelis, but this little girl understood that it was the builders of the wall, not the Palestinians, who were the prisoners. I agreed. My experience was that the Palestinians—trapped in their ever-shrinking walled-in enclaves; cut off from their farmlands, markets, and families; and forced to undergo humiliating and unpredictable delays at every turn—have not lost their dignity or even their hope. In contrast, the great majority of the Jewish citizens of Israel are prisoners of their own fear, fear created by their failure to know their Palestinian neighbors for who they truly are. When I stood before the wall for the first time, on a ruined street in East Jerusalem in the summer of 2006, dwarfed by its height and overwhelmed by its ugliness, something big turned over deep within me. I knew that wall. It lived inside me.
         
 
         Group identity is a powerful force. It shapes national, ethnic, and organizational culture—and it has a dark side. Samuel Huntington, who published his theory of the “clash of civilizations” in 1993, wrote that “culture and cultural identities…are shaping the patterns of cohesion, disintegration, and conflict in the post–Cold War world.”1
         
 
         Citing Huntington, Douglas Johnston of the International Center for Religion and Diplomacy notes that “a conflict becomes intractable when identity is involved and takes the form of defining one’s self in opposition to someone else.”2 Today, nations, religious communities, and ethnic groups, especially during periods of stress and change, continue to build and reinforce their identities by emphasizing the categories of “us” and “them.” For Jews, a profound feeling of separateness and vulnerability has been a part of our collective experience for two thousand years. Forged over millennia of persecution and marginalization, and buttressed by a religiously based sense of being a special, chosen people, our strong sense of group identity has helped us survive as a people.
         
 
         This self-image profoundly colored my upbringing and early experience. I was born into the safe, prosperous context of mid-twentieth-century Jewish America. I swam in the deep, protecting waters of an old and majestic tradition. My early life was enriched by beautiful rituals, splendid holidays, a monumental literature—and, perhaps most of all, the claiming of an illustrious history. As Jews, we feel well-deserved pride for having survived and, over the course of three thousand years, having made extraordinary contributions to civilization. But this upbringing had another side, and it was one with which, as I began as an adult to step out of my insular Jewish world, I grew increasingly uncomfortable. It was a paradox: growing up in the open, if rather bland and racially segregated culture of eastern metropolitan America in the 1950s, I never experienced anti-Semitism—but then, I never ventured very far into what I had learned to call the “non-Jewish world.” The “dark side” of growing up Jewish was that I was taught to avoid and to fear the “goyim”—as my grandmother, born in Europe, and even my own American-born parents called the society surrounding the Jewish bubble in which we lived. Goyim, from the Old Testament Hebrew, means simply “the nations.” They were “the other.” But throughout the centuries, and right into mid-twentieth-century America, the word became freighted with a darker meaning. Although it was not always made explicit, one fact about the goyim was particularly clear to me: they were dangerous.
         
 
         That’s why we had Israel.
 
         Having come into the world only three years after the end of World War II, and in the same year as the establishment of the State of Israel, I was raised in a potent combination of Rabbinic Judaism and political Zionism. I was taught that a miracle, born of heroism and bravery, had blessed my generation. The State of Israel was not a mere historical event; it was redemption from millennia of marginalization, demonization, and murderous violence. The legacy of this history was a collective identity of brittle superiority: we were special for having survived, despite the effort, “in every generation” (so reads the prayer we recite every Passover) to eradicate us. In order to survive in this hostile, murderous world of the goyim, we had to remain ever vigilant, mistrustful, and—in a not always obvious but nevertheless profound way—apart. Whether justified on a biblical basis by religious Jews or, as the Zionist founders of Israel claimed, simply by virtue of our history of suffering, the State of Israel existed to ensure our safety and to underscore our unique identity in a world that could never be trusted. So I treasured the miracle of the new State of Israel. It represented the end of our history of insecurity and suffering, a solution at last to our eternal vulnerability. My religious faith was completely bound up with this new political reality. Was not God surely at work here, fulfilling the promises made so long ago? In the words of our daily liturgy, the State of Israel was “the first flowering of our redemption.” The story of the birth and survival of the young state spoke of our legacy of separateness, vulnerability, but also of our specialness. I embraced this legacy.
 
         Until I saw the occupation.
 
         The journey began for me in the summer of 2006. I found myself in Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories with Interfaith Peace-Builders, an organization that brings North Americans to the region to meet with Israelis and Palestinians and to see the “facts on the ground” firsthand. I had signed up for the trip because of a feeling that would not leave me alone: that there was another side to the story that I had been told as a Jew growing up in postwar America. I had assumed, since I wanted to connect with both Israelis and Palestinians working for peace, that my outlook was progressive, even “left-wing.” I was not prepared for how much even that perspective was to be tested.
 
         As I toured the West Bank, meeting the Palestinians living under occupation and the Israeli soldiers who enforced it, and speaking with the courageous people from both sides working nonviolently to break the spiral of violence and mistrust, I experienced at close range the damage inﬂicted by the occupation on the Palestinian people and on Israeli society. I witnessed Israel’s separation wall snaking through the West Bank on land taken in clear violation of international law; the humiliating checkpoints restricting Palestinian movement; the network of Jewish-only highways; the massive, continuing construction of illegal Jewish-only settlements and towns on Palestinian land; the vicious acts of ideological Jewish settlers destroying Palestinian orchards and physically assaulting farmers, housewives, and schoolchildren; and the destructive impact of militarization and ongoing conﬂict on Israeli society. I realized that a humanitarian crime was being committed, and that the role of occupier was leading Israel toward political disaster and the Jewish people down a road of spiritual peril.
 
         As I stood before the huge barrier of concrete and steel, the grim consequences of our national homeland project became agonizingly clear to me. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand “the hope of two thousand years, to be a free people in our own land,” as expressed in the Israeli national anthem, “Hatikvah.” I felt it to my core. But my confrontation with the occupation of Palestine was pushing me to question the very concept of the Jewish state. I was beginning to understand that we had to move on, toward a renewed Jewish identity, where freedom from fear meant walls being dismantled, not built higher. On that day, the wall inside me began to come down.
 
         A Divided City
 
         That summer, I traveled daily between two worlds. I woke up every morning in the home of my uncle and aunt in the German Colony section of West Jerusalem, a neighborhood of stately homes that, until 1948, housed well-to-do Palestinian families, now displaced and living in the West Bank or abroad. The neighborhood is one of the most fashionable in West Jerusalem, and it is peopled entirely by Jews. None of them ever ventures into Arab East Jerusalem, except for the occasional shopping excursion to the Arab marketplace in the Old City or for a religious pilgrimage to the Western Wall, near the site of the Jewish temple destroyed in 70 ce. Between 1948 (when the Jewish forces retreated from the walled Old City and the eastern half of Jerusalem in the face of the Arab Legion) and 1967 (when the Israeli army recaptured the eastern side in the Six-Day War), a Berlin-type wall divided the city. That wall of wood and mortar that had bisected the city was now gone, but the ethnographic barrier remained. Every morning, I left Jewish West Jerusalem and walked to the east side for a day of meetings with Israeli and Palestinian organizations devoted to activism and education. I crossed the street that once marked the boundary wall and, in one step, as in a cinematic special effect, left the Jewish west side and entered Arab East Jerusalem. In contrast to sedate, devout, manicured, and ordered West Jerusalem, East Jerusalem was riotous in color and tempestuous in emotion. Daily, I experienced the contrast between the two cultures. On the one hand, there was the indigenous Palestinian society: passionate, industrious, wise, connected deeply to the land. On the other was the new Israeli civilization: transplanted from Europe, carved into the ancient landscape, marvelously creative, hardworking, and hungry for life—and ignorant of the people it was displacing. One day, I stopped a distinguished-looking man in traditional Arab dress to ask for directions and almost began to address him in Hebrew. I had forgotten that I had crossed the invisible barrier that separated Jew from Palestinian.
         
 
         I had visited Israel many times in the course of my life to that point, including living on a kibbutz for a year after college. But I had never before crossed the line that separated Jew from Palestinian. That summer, traveling in the West Bank—witnessing the separation wall, the checkpoints, the network of restricted roads (two sets of license plates: one for Jews, one for Arabs!), the house demolitions, the evictions of Arabs from their villages and neighborhoods, and the massive, continuing construction of illegal Jewish settlements and towns—words such as apartheid and ethnic cleansing sprang to my mind, unbidden but undeniable. Even though I had considered myself sympathetic to the Palestinian cause, I had always squirmed when I heard Nakba, or “catastrophe,” the term the Palestinians use for the expulsion of three quarters of a million people from their cities, villages, and farms in 1948. I experienced this combination of fear and defensiveness not because I rejected the idea of a catastrophe for Palestinians, but because I thought it discounted the Jewish reality: Was not 1948 a war of self-defense, a war to prevent yet another slaughter of Jews? Hadn’t they attacked us? Hadn’t they rejected the 1947 United Nations plan partitioning the territory into a Jewish state and an Arab state, and by so doing, brought the catastrophe upon them themselves? Wasn’t Israel there to protect us from the eternal, implacable hatred of our enemies? But when I began to learn the other story, the narrative of these so-called “enemies,” I realized that our own actions had started the cycle of violence.
         
 
         As I made this daily crossing, eastward in the morning and west at night, an extraordinary thing happened: I began to feel increasingly out of place in West Jerusalem, among my people, where I spoke the language and understood the traditions. In contrast, I felt increasingly comfortable in Arab East Jerusalem, among Muslims and Christians, in the midst of a culture that was new to me and where I didn’t even speak the language. On the east side of town, I was welcomed into Palestinian homes, sat at their dinner tables, and learned about their history. They shared their sadness about the losses they had suffered, their dreams for the future, and their deepening despair. The language and cultural differences seemed to melt away. One day it dawned on me that it was in the east side that I was feeling at home, on the east side where I wanted to be. I was profoundly disturbed by this. What was happening to me?
 
         What was happening was that I was encountering the “other” from which I had been walled off for my entire life. And this was not an exercise in cultural tourism or a research project to understand the roots of conflict. This was an urgent, painful journey of self-discovery, a search for the part of myself I had always felt was missing. What was ironic—and really quite wonderful—was that this journey was taking place in the midst of the very people I had been brought up to believe were my mortal enemies. What was happening, the miracle for me, was that the wall that had been installed in my heart, that same wall built from fear and mistrust that has sliced Jerusalem into a Jewish half and an Arab half and that represented the single greatest barrier to peace in this precious land, was crumbling. Stone by stone, section by section, the wall inside me was coming down.
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