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 On 7 October 2015, a group of local Christians met at the invitation of the Co-Moderators of the 

Palestine-Israel Ecumenical Forum. The goal of the meeting was to assess the current situation and then 

to discern what Christians should be saying in the local context and on the international level regarding 

the situation.We anticipate that this will not be the last such gathering to discuss challenges faced by 

Palestinians, including Christians. 

 

 Our group stressed that the present conflict is between the Palestinian people and the Israeli 

occupation. In other words, the conflict will not end until the occupation ends. Many commentators are 

wondering if this is the beginning of another so-called intifada. Our group agreed that naming this 

moment or speculating how long it will endure was less important than addressing the moment’s many 

causes. 

 

 Palestinians have for several decades experienced the organized, bureaucratic, and military violence of 

Israel’s illegal occupation of Palestinian territory. The group agreed that most Israelis seem unaware of 

the occupation and its negative effects on Palestinian communities and individuals. Although strongly 

committed to nonviolent resistance, the group agreed that Israelis, and with them the world, address 

Palestinians directly only when Palestinians resist occupation through violent means. 

 

 In addition to the retrenchment of the occupation through the growth of existing settlements, the 

establishment of new settlements, the increasing development of settlement infrastructure, house 

demolitions, and forced population transfers, Palestinians have grown increasingly vulnerable to 

harassment and violence from settlers themselves. This violence was manifested most horrifically in the 

firebombing of the Dawabsheh family home in the West Bank village of Duma in late September. In 

order to protect intelligence sources, the State of Israel has decided to pursue “no legal recourse” in the 

matter despite claiming to know who perpetrated the attack.  

 

 More recently, it was made clear to Palestinians that the possibility of establishing a sovereign 

Palestinian state by peaceful means had all but evaporated. The group agreed that both the present 

government of Israel and the so-called Israeli opposition had agreed to bury the possibility of a two-

state solution. Given this closure of a political horizon for Palestinian national aspirations, violent action 

against the occupation is seen by many Palestinians as the only remaining viable option. Unfortunately, 

Palestinians have seen that resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is no longer a priority of the 

international community. President Obama’s omission of the conflict in his recent speech before the UN 

General Assembly illustrates this shift. Palestinians are left on their own, without non-violent political 

options; their choices are capitulation to their occupiers or resistance.  

 

Religious Conflict a Growing Concern  

 These political concerns are being compounded with religious convictions, leading the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict closer to religious conflict. Israeli encroachments on the Al-Aqsa Mosque Compound in the Old 



City of Jerusalem only increase this possibility. Last week saw an unprecedented closure of Jerusalem’s 

Old City to Palestinians not residing within its walls. This shocking move allowed Jewish settlers to move 

throughout the city, taunting and attacking Palestinians, all under police escort. Now, we are seeing 

moves to close certain Old City streets to Palestinians in a manner very similar to the closure of areas in 

Hebron. The Hebronization of Jerusalem is beginning despite warnings from moderate Arab leaders that 

such moves threatening the historic status quo of Jerusalem and Al-Aqsa Mosque could lead to religious 

conflict. 

 

 Palestinian Christian communities see the slide toward religious conflict—a conflict between “Islam” 

and “the West” as represented by Israel—as very dangerous not only for the region but for their own 

survival. There is speculation that the current Israeli government believes that framing the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict as a religious war will help it achieve territorial goals. Such a warwould fit the mold 

of the current multinational military struggle in Syria. This is one way to make sense of the current Israeli 

targeting of Christian properties, both in acts of arson against Christian holy sites but also in official 

government actions to seize Christian land (in, for instance, the Al-Baraka compound north of Hebron 

and the Cremisan Valley). While a religious conflict may arouse western sympathies, therefore 

minimizing political and diplomatic pressures on Israel’s occupation policies, local Christian communities 

will only experience threat and uncertainty. 

 

 Recent speeches at the UN General Assembly demonstrated that Palestine is not a top issue for the 

international community. The silence of the international community has a dual effect: increasing 

despair among Palestinians and a sense of license among Israelis. Ongoing fragmentation among 

Palestinian political factions hampers their ability to mount unified political opposition. There is a 

growing sense among Palestinians that only action from the international community can bring the 

current Israeli government under control. Israeli settlers act with impunity granted by a state that is 

granted impunity through the international community’s inaction. 

 

The Christian Witness 

 Given this analysis, we must ask: What is the voice and witness of Christians in the present moment? 

What should the churches, church-related organizations, and individual Christians be saying and doing 

on the local and international levels? 

 

 Christians are bound first and foremost to bear witness to the truth. Christian communities in Palestine 

are calling attention to changes taking place in the current moment. Since Israeli leaders changed rules 

for the use of lethal force in Jerusalem and the West Bank, we have seen more Palestinians—especially 

young Palestinians—killed by Israeli security forces, both military and paramilitary police. Even unarmed 

Palestinians in Hebron and minors in Aida Refugee Camp have not escaped these new policies of 

shooting to kill. In contrast to these Israeli policies, approved at the highest levels, most Palestinian acts 

of violence have not been planned by organizations. For the most part, they have resulted from the 

personal reactions of individuals after seeing our people killed in cold blood and seeing Muslim and 

Christian holy sites desecrated by settlers. The current violence is an asymmetrical struggle between 

sides with vastly different levels of power. While Palestinian Christians lament when violence is directed 

at any of God's children, they reject the assumption that Palestinians are inherently more violent than 

Israelis. 



 

 Locally, our group identified three strong priorities for the Christian voice: 

 

1. Christians are an integral part of the Palestinian people, sharing all national aspirations and strongly 

supporting the struggle for justice and liberation from Israeli occupation. Because we are 

committed to “creative resistance” that is nonviolent in character, we are involved at every level of 

the struggle. 

 

2. Palestinian Christians urge the churches to strengthen the call for national unity in Palestinian 

politics. Even as we empower our grassroots, the churches should be tending to our national 

political vision. In this way, we can contribute to the steadfastness (sumud) not of Christians alone 

but the entire Palestinian community. 

 

3. The present phase of the struggle could last months, even years. We therefore need to begin 

developing plans to prevent a wave of Christian emigration. We offer a hopeful alternative, even as 

we encourage our people to remain steadfast, staying in their homes, not selling their land. For this, 

we need a holistic, church-based approach where our leaders focus on strengthening Palestinian 

identity, providing jobs and income, and developing new forms of constructive relationships 

withChristians worldwide. 

 

 We additionally identified five priorities for the international voice of the churches, including the WCC: 

 

1. The churches globally must call on the international community to hold the State of Israel 

accountable for its continued support of its illegal occupation of Palestinian territory. The present 

wave of violent confrontation can be halted. Any action from the international community to 

decrease Israel’s impunity will indicate to Palestinians that non-violent political means can bear 

fruit, thus decreasing the despair of the present moment. The present violence is being allowed to 

continue as a reward for Israel’s false opposition to the Iran nuclear deal. Something must be done 

to create a political horizon. Silences on this matter are unacceptable.  

 

2. Jerusalem must be emphasized as a city of two peoples (Israelis and Palestinians) and three faiths 

(Judaism, Christianity, and Islam). The churches should call strongly for maintaining the historic 

status quo of all holy sites in Jerusalem, not allowing the sites to become part of the political 

struggle. As Christians, we stand with Muslims seeking to protect the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound 

from provocative incursions and with the many Jews who warn against unnecessary provocation. 

We have never before seen the gates of Jerusalem closed for Palestinians. Such actions must never 

be allowed. 

 

3. International protection for Palestinian civilians has emerged as a key need in this present phase of 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. We call on the churches globally to invoke the “responsibility to 

protect” doctrine as it applies to the intentionally disempowered and defenseless Palestinian 

population living under military occupation.  

 



4. We call on the churches globally to increase economic pressures on the State of Israel, both through 

the movement of boycott, divestment, and sanctions and through rule-based approaches affecting 

international commerce.  

 

5. Challenging Christian Zionism and all other forms of Christian theology that provide justification for 

Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territory and disregard for the Palestinian people. The call for 

justice in the present moment is also a call for Christian unity. 

 ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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