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	I have struggled this week to write this sermon. Let me make several things very clear from the beginning. First, the series of Sacred Earth, Sacred Worth with its emphasis on our Christian call to see God’s creation from various perspectives was chosen several months ago. The Scriptures chosen for this Sunday were selected weeks ago, long before the recent atrocities in Israel. Second, I completely condemn the Hamas attacks on Israel. Atrocious murder and abduction of civilians, families, and music festival attendees is appalling, indefensible…and counterproductive. Hamas has inflicted much pain, on the Israelis and on their own citizens. The Israeli death count is over 1,500 and the Gazan death count stands at 1,300 and counting. No other outcome of this terrorist attack could have been expected. 
	Let me also be clear, that this is a sermon, not a political speech. Yet, in God’s providence, this series and these Scriptures mean that the situation in Israel and in Gaza, as well as other areas in which Palestinians and Jews live, cannot be ignored. 
“Love God with all your heart, all your being, all your mind, and all your strength, and the second is this: love your neighbor as yourself.” These greatest commandments of God are a challenge for us at the best of times. Yet this same narrative in the Gospel of Luke includes the parable of the Good Samaritan which charges us to follow these commandments even in the most difficult of times. Jesus is asked “Who is my neighbor?” In the parable a priest and a Levite – both Jewish men who are supposedly dedicated to the service of God – pass by a seriously wounded man. A Samaritan, one generally despised as a tainted Jew at best, a heretic or pagan at worst, tends to the man’s wounds. Jesus asks his questioner, “Which of these men was the neighbor?” “The one who showed mercy,” is the response. Jesus gave this example not to discredit Jews or Judaism, but to underscore the notion of being a neighbor to all. To love God, and to love neighbor are of the same cloth. Healing is needed by all God’s creation; healing needs to be given to all. 
	Jews deserve to have the freedom to live safely. After centuries of persecution and rejection Jewish people deserve to be able to go about life without fear of being killed, injured, or discriminated against. This is as true of their life in the United States as it is of their life in Israel or anywhere else. Having endured oppression under the Romans, persecution in the Inquisition, pogroms in Russia, ouster from areas of Palestine by the Ottoman Empire, as well as the Holocaust and the turning away of refugees by many countries including our own at that crucial time, Jews deserve and deserved a homeland of their own. This was the thinking of the United Nations after World War II when it decided to establish the land of Israel in 1948. 
The British were instrumental in dividing up the land in the Middle East which they had occupied as a protectorate. They had promised the Arabs autonomy if they would help Britain fight against the Ottoman Empire during WW I. The British continued to occupy much of the Middle East until the country boundaries and governments could be determined. World War II came along, and again the Arabs were offered autonomy if they would fight with the Allies. At the end of that war, Israel as a country was now part the consideration. Much of the more arable land and coastland was awarded to Israel at the expense of the Palestinians. The Palestinians were not consulted about this in any meaningful way.
	Palestinians were not responsible for the Holocaust, yet they, second to the direct victims of the Nazis, paid a great cost. Palestinians are of a variety of faiths, including many Christians. Their families had farmed this land for hundreds of years, establishing olive trees and citrus groves for generations. Christian, Jewish, and Muslim villages at times thrived next to one another – neighbors. They were supposed to be able to stay on this land. 
	Extremist Zionists refused to accept this. They defrauded villages, and sometimes resorted to violence to claim all the land for Israel, citing a Biblical mandate. 
As a result of all these factors, and more, war has broken out multiple times. Each side points out the suffering of their own people. Both resort to more violence to try to achieve stability and peace for their own kind. 
A large area of what had been designated for Palestinians became occupied territory. For the past 57 years many Palestinians have lived in refugee camps or in highly controlled areas of the West Bank and Gaza. Palestinian leadership has not always been helpful to the Palestinians, accused of corruption and incompetence even by its own citizens. Hamas has not held elections in Gaza for 16 years. Israel has co-opted some occupied land for settlements, in contradiction to U.N. decisions and international law. Palestinian homes and groves have been destroyed for these developments. 
	Before we are too judgmental of Israel for their actions we must also admit that the land on which all of us live also once belonged to other people, people who were pushed off their land, the land on which their ancestors had lived for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. These were lands from which they and their ancestors received sustenance and shelter. When they fought back, they were moved to lands, not of their choosing, which had little of either. Treaties were often broken for the benefit of the new settlers. All this was done at the hands of Christians and with the blessing of the Church through the extremely flawed theology of the “Doctrine of Discovery.” We are just now beginning to admit how unjust and cruel this practice was. In addition much of the early wealth of this country was built on the backs of slaves, another despicable practice once sanctioned by the Church. 
	We cannot change the past, our own or that of the Middle East. We cannot, and should not, try to erase any part of the past. We can, and should, acknowledge and lament certain significant parts of our past, and do whatever we can to ameliorate the damages caused by past actions, our own or those from which we benefit. In the name of Christ, we need to call on all parties to any unjust system or situation to consider the pain and suffering on all sides of conflict. This is not an excuse for the outrageous and horrific attack by Hamas, nor for any attacks on people in any country because of the color of their skin, their nationality, religion or identity. We are called to act, and to respond, in ways that seek healing.
There is no easy answer for this complicated situation in the Middle East which has so many injuries and injustices on both sides. I certainly do not have one. However, the methods, approaches, and atrocities so far clearly indicate that what has been tried is not working. Terrorist attacks, shutting off water, electricity, and food from civilian populations, and massive retaliations of bombings have done nothing but exacerbate the animosity and hatred between peoples and compounded the pain on all sides. 
The Defense minister of Israel has declared the retaliation this time will be of such magnitude that it will be remembered by the Palestinians for generations. How sad, that he cannot recognize that the Palestinians, like the Jews, already know generational trauma. And yet, it is so often the response we make: “I will make them pay!” “I want them to know the hurt I have felt!”  “I made it through tough times myself, they can too! It is my turn to get something!” How much further from loving your neighbor as yourself could this be? 
	What if more Israelis could acknowledge the suffering of the Palestinians over the last 75 years; acknowledge what the Palestinians lost that Israel might gain a homeland? I say more, because some Israelis already do. What if more Palestinians could acknowledge the suffering of the Israelis – both the suffering for which they bear no responsibility, and the suffering of the multiple wars and terrorist attacks of the last seventy-five years? Again, some do. What if more of the rest of us could acknowledge and lament the role of our own culture in not addressing antisemitism, racial and gender discrimination – both in the past when signs were in windows saying “Jews need not apply; Irish need not apply; or Whites Only”, and today when people still shout in the streets, “Jews will not replace us” and synagogues, mosques, and churches are targeted for shootings and bombings? What if more of us placed love of God and love of neighbor at the center of our lives all the time? What if we went even further, remembering Jesus gave an additional teaching, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven, for God makes the sun rise on the evil and on the good and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. ...”  (Matthew 5: 43-48)? 
	Almost every world religion has some version of “love your neighbor.” Almost every world religion has also, at one time or another, tried to limit neighbors to those of their own kind, including Christians. Yet if we are faithful to Christ, reading the whole Bible, all of Christ’s teachings, we do not have that option. Jesus is very clear. Jesus does not expect us to be passive regarding abuse of ourselves or others. That is not loving God, ourselves or others. Jesus is expecting, commanding, us to embrace a love which sees the world from other peoples’ perspectives, to see their pain and suffering, as well as our own. We are also called to share our perspective, to be vulnerable in expressing our suffering, so that we can each be neighbors to one another, good neighbors who care for each others’ welfare. We are to look for ways to resolve differences, heal suffering, without inflicting further harm. This is not capitulation or appeasement. Healing and just reconciliation is the intention and purpose of God. What is impossible for us, is possible with the grace and power of God. The resurrection of Jesus Christ declares God’s power to defeat evil. The power of the Holy Spirit to transform lives of people and nations is revealed when we lament, repent, and seek God’s will, when we share one another’s suffering and ease one another’s pain.	 
	As the psalmist says, “Let us pray for the peace of Jerusalem.” Let us also pray for the safety of Israelis and Palestinians, for the hostages and those confined by the siege of Gaza. Let us work for peace in our own communities, our own country, in the world  - to be a light to the world, Christ’s healing and reconciling light in the world. Love God with all your heart, mind and all your soul; love your neighbors, all neighbors, as yourself. Be a force for healing. This is God’s way in Jesus Christ. Amen.	 
