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1. Introduction

In September 2003, the joint synod of Churches Together (SOW) accepted the policy memorandum The Israeli-Palestinian-Arab Conflict, a contribution to opinion-forming in Churches Together. On the tracks of the mentioned policy memorandum, this memorandum is intended to think further in order to advance opinion-forming within the Protestant Church in the Netherlands about questions that many, albeit in different ways, are intensely involved in.   

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict cannot be extricated from the context of the Arab world in the Middle East. Peace between Israel and its Arab neighbours is, after all, an essential element in the solution. Tension and conflict in the non-Arab part of the region (Iran) also have a direct impact on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Geo-political interests of all the big players in world politics lie behind this.

In the meantime, Churches Together (SOW) united in the Protestant Church in the Netherlands as of 1 May 2004. In so doing, three separate developments regarding the questions dealt with here, also converged. In the second half of the 20th century, the churches were initially separately engaged in the problems of the situation in the Middle East. This re-thinking took place against the background of essential reflection on the consequences for the church and theology of the holocaust, and of the significance of the return to the Promised Land and of the creation of the state of Israel. The track of this reflection in the three churches ran increasingly parallel and from the middle of the 1980s collaboration began to take over: the three churches began presenting themselves more and more as Churches Together (SOW), also in regard to the questions that are dealt with here. 

The policy memorandum of 2003 was attached as an appendix to the information document of the joint synod and is published, among other places, on the Church in Action website.
 This policy memorandum was meant to explain the position of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands and, by so doing, assist in giving a measured position of our church in respect of the conflict; and that with a view to aiding opinion-forming within the church(es). Also, a framework was created   within which new topical developments could be reacted to quickly and adequately as the occasion arose. 

The concern the Protestant Church in the Netherlands had for the escalation of the conflict since 2000 led to a delegation from the Protestant Church in the Netherlands visiting the Middle East in November 2004. A few members of the Board of the Synod and representatives of service organizations participated in the delegation. The experiences of this visit were expressed in a report of the trip. 

Developments in the last few years have led to the Protestant Church in the Netherlands again having to ask itself what its position is in regard to the conflict in the Middle East.  

The situation in the Middle East has changed drastically since 2003. The conflict between the Israelis and the Palestinians has intensified – the prospect of peace seems smaller than in 2003. More about that in Chapter 2. 

Also, inter-church developments made having to think again essential – which gave a new stimulus for broader ecclesiastical opinion. 
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The differences between the various groups within the church became more polarized.
 For a younger generation of parishioners and theologians it appeared that the theological and confessional concepts about Church and Israel that appeared in the second half of the last century were not always convincing. 

The relationship of the church with Israel comes under the auspice of the mission of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands “giving shape to its unrelinquishable solidarity with the people of Israel” (Article 1, section 7 CO – see website www.protestantchurch.nl). 

Although the initial impetus to a theological re-thinking about the significance of Israel in God’s history with the world since before World War 11 – in connection to rising national-socialism – became apparent, it was particularly the horrors of the holocaust on the one hand and the creation of the state of Israel on the other that led the church to re-think that solidarity. The Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments were re-read, and in a different light, as evidence of God’s abiding loyalty to his people. 

Recent political developments continually raise the question of how this indissoluble alliance with the people of Israel and the actual policy of the Israeli government relate to each other. It is therefore essential to state more precisely than in the previous policy memorandum what could or could not be meant by this formulation. Chapter 3 deals with this in historical perspective, and in Chapter 4 an attempt has been made to further consider a few issues.

As for the relationship with the Palestinians, this was primarily, and actually exclusively, defined in the previous policy memorandum under the auspice of the diaconal task of the church, the service of charity and justice.  

Chapter 3 also goes into this. And here also there are questions to be asked from out a new re-thinking of the significance of the ecumenical relationship between the Christian Palestinians and, broader, the churches in the Middle East (Chapter 4). 

It is also important that 2007 and 2008 (will) strongly define us in history.

In November 2007 it will have been ninety years ago that the British government issued the Balfour Declaration in which it spoke of the division of the Ottoman Empire after World War 1, and pledged support for the Zionistic pursuit of a ‘national homeland’ for the Jewish community.  Earlier this year, attention was given to the fact that Israel has occupied the West Bank and the Gaza Strip for forty years, since 1967. Moreover, on 29 November 2007 it will have been sixty years ago that with the United Nations Partition Plan, the international-judicial foundation was laid down for the creation of the state of Israel.   

There are, therefore, various reasons to investigate the questions and challenges that the current situation poses the church, to think about them in the light of the confession of the church, and to reach a broader and at the same time theologically more strongly grounded memorandum.    

In this memorandum you will find consecutively: 

1.
An attempt to describe the main issues of the current situation in the Middle East, to analyse and characterize, with attention in that to political-historical developments and to the actual role of religions. In this section we also place the current situation within the framework of International Law.    

2.
An overview of a few main issues in the way the Protestant Church in the Netherlands and its legal predecessors have expressed themselves over the last sixty years about the situation in the Middle East, in relation to the discussion within the church itself. 
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3.
A few theological principles. First a paragraph about the way in which we can and should read the Scriptures with an eye to the problems. Then, consecutively, a theological reflection on the significance of International Law, the relationship of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands with the Jewish people and with the churches in the Middle East. Then, in the framework of a few outlines in a theology from the diaconate, our involvement with victims of violence and oppression is described.   

4.
Conclusions and preconditions for the policy. It is important to note here that the form in which this memorandum is now presented to the reader is most definitely not the final version. The General Synod of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands will first have to review what is stated here.

On the basis of its own discussion, the Synod will undoubtedly ask the service organization to reconsider and/or supplement the presented points. Also, a large number of those closely involved in this theme, people, groups and organizations, will be asked to react to what is here with an eye to the final determination of a memorandum that can serve as a contribution to the opinion and as a framework for the policy of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands.  
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2 Sketch of the situation in the Middle East 

2.1 Political-historical development 

The current situation in the Middle East has complex historical roots. It is not possible in the scope of this memorandum to go into these comprehensively. A few main issues do need to be covered, however, as background for the to-be-developed policy of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands. 

In this respect, the creation of the state of Israel forms the most defining development in modern history. This fact has its historical roots in Zionism, among other things, which gained identity at the first Zionist World Congress in Basel in 1897. In this movement it is primarily about the Jewish people as a national entity rather than a religious community. The Jewish people should become a people among people, with a state among states. The objective is to establish a home for the Jewish people in Palestine, statutorily guaranteed.  

In this concept of a Jewish nation, a separation of religious and secular components is out of the question. In this respect, it is at loggerheads with Western thinking in terms of a strict separation of religion and state.

In the political sense, the realization of this pursuit took a step closer because of the Balfour Declaration of 1917 that practically coincided with the collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the end of World War 1. With that, the British government gave support to the Zionist aspiration.  

When Great Britain officially took on the mandate over Palestine in 1922, at the request of the League of Nations, it meant another step forward. 

Of course, the decisive factor was World War 11, and the Shoah or holocaust.  The superpowers supported the 1947 United Nations Partition Plan, or at least did not oppose it, by which they gave approval for the creation of a Jewish state and a Palestinian-Arab state in the mandate region of Palestine on this side of the Jordan River. 

The proposed boundaries were already controversial because, among other reasons, they would be barely defendable for either population group. Nevertheless, the Jewish community was overjoyed with the Partition Plan but the Palestinians and the surrounding Arab states refused to endorse the plan. Because of this, a deadlock existed that was broken by the declaration of Israel’s independence on 14 May, 1948. The neighbouring Arab countries attacked and the War of Independence, which lasted until the middle of 1949, was a fact. Many victims fell in attacks on Jewish Kibbutzim. The Arabs refer to this period as the ‘naqba’: the catastrophe. During the course of the war there was a flood of about 750,000 refuges. These refugees were received in camps in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan (particularly on the West Bank), and in the Gaza Strip (at that time under the control of Egypt). Hundreds of thousands were forced to leave the land that they had for many generation rightly considered their own.   

The experience of the ‘naqba’ easily combined with the (at the very least) always smouldering forms of anti-Semitism, that were also present in the Middle East. Even now it is impossible in practice to distinguish between: 
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•
dominating dismissive political views in the Middle East about the position and the politics of the state of Israel 

•
hatred towards this state and its people based on a history of frustration 

•
cultural and religiously-fed forms of anti-Semitism  

Eventually, Israel and its neighbours succeeded in making peace. Israel agreed to a number of cease-fire treaties (with Egypt on 24 February, with Lebanon on 23 March, with Jordan on 3 April and with Syria on 20 July). Because of these, the boundaries of the actual state of Israel, the so-called Green Line, recognized by the international community, were only temporarily tolerated by its direct neighbours. West Jerusalem was recognized as the capital of the young state by the international community; East Jerusalem, including the Old City with diverse Jewish, Christian and Muslim holy shrines, was taken by Jordan. In the UN Partition Plan of 1947, Jerusalem was seen as ‘corpus separatum’ under international control, of which, five years later, the inhabitants themselves would decide under which authority it would be. 

These plans were overtaken by the tragic reality of the war. The many Arab families who lived in the area captured by Israel, had to leave. The same applied for Jewish inhabitants of the Old City. The war of 1956 did not lead to a drastic change in the situation. In the war of 1967, it was Israel that eventually attached first in an extremely threatening situation (on the side of Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Iraq). 

It seized Sinai (that was later given back to Egypt), the Gaza Strip, the Golan Heights, and the West Bank. East Jerusalem was also seized, but control of the holy places was left unchanged. 

The hostile attitude of the Arab world only changed in 1977 when Anwar Sadat, President of Egypt, went to Jerusalem. A summit meeting between Jimmy Carter, Anwar Sadat and Menachem Begin at Camp David, the country residence of the President of the US, followed in 1978. It was agreed there that Israel and its neighbours would sign a peace agreement on the basis of the UN Resolution 242 (that dealt with the return of territory occupied by Israel in 1967). However, in the years that followed, no significant further steps were taken.  

The frustration of the Palestinians in the occupied territories was expressed in 1987 with the first Intifada. The Oslo Agreement of 1993 seemed to form a turning point, and the path to peace appeared to be open. It didn’t happen, however, because, among other things, Arafat blocked the implementation of the Agreement and chose the wrong side in the Iraq-Kuwait war, and in so doing, alienated himself from many Arab states and the West. In October 2000, the second Intifada broke out. 

The actual re-occupation of the autonomous Palestinian territories by Israel followed in 2002 after a suicide attack during the Jewish Passover which killed 27 people and injured about a hundred. In the meantime, Opposition Leader and former president Ariel Sharon had won the Likud election and the government decided to hit back hard with military resources. The infrastructure (namely the road network) of various Palestinian areas was totally destroyed. There was a days-long attack on the refugee camp in Jenin from where, until then, many suicide actions had taken place. A hard dispute was carried out in the media (documented with many harrowing images) about what had actually happened in Jenin.  

The desire to reach territorial concessions and new peace agreements has decreased to an absolute minimum since 2002. The spirits of both the Israelis and the Palestinians had been broken by the events that have taken place. The peace camp was in an impasse. Even the Jews and Palestinians who until then had worked for conciliation between the two communities had little contact with each other during that period. 
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The positions of both sides hardened. The constant fear of the Israeli population for the terror of Palestinian suicide attacks led to Israel beginning the building of a separation barrier between the Palestinian areas and Israel. This heavily guarded separation barrier – that consisted, in part, of barbed wire fencing and, to a lesser degree, a several-metres-high wall – evoked a great deal of international disgust, particularly as most of it was built on Palestinian territory and not within the generally recognised boundaries of 1949, the so-called Green Line.  

In 2004, this protest led to an advisory opinion by the International Court of Justice in The Hague, in which is stated that this separation barrier is illegal in so far as it was built outside the Green Line and should, therefore, be demolished. Israel ignored this opinion. 

With the death of PLO Leader Yasser Arafat, a battle began to choose his successor which pushed a political agreement even further out of the picture. The Israeli Premier Sharon then declared himself in favour of a one-sided solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as there would be no partner for peace. To that end, Israel evacuated the Jewish settlers in the Gaza Strip in 2005. From then on, only Palestinians have lived there (especially refugees).

In January 2006, Hamas, a fundamentalist Muslim party, won the open elections in the Palestinian territories. This party refused to recognise the state of Israel and therefore forbade the international community to financially support and recognise this government. The Palestinian state-in-the-making became isolated from the West, which was partially compensated for by support from (radical or not) Muslim states like Iran, Syria, Saudi Arabia and the rich Gulf states. The new radical President of Iran, Ahmadinejad, tried time and again to unite the Muslim states by discrediting Israel in the most populist manner. In that way, Israel would be a cancer that would have to be cut out of the Arab world. He added force to his threats by further developing Iran as an atomic power. The international community has great difficulty restraining Iran in this.  

After a few Israeli soldiers were taken hostage in the Gaza Strip and shortly afterwards at the border with Lebanon, armed conflict again broke out in Southern Lebanon in the summer of 2006 between Hezbollah (a militia supported by Syria) and the Israeli armed forces. A great deal of infrastructure and many houses were destroyed. It is remarkable that Hezbollah militia were well armed and held out for an unexpectedly long time against the Israeli counterattacks finally making an attack by ground forces necessary. The Israeli army appeared totally unprepared for this task and after the war both army command and the government under the leadership of Premier Ehud Olmert seriously lost authority.   

From the beginning of 2007, Saudia Arabia exerted pressure on Hamas to form a nationally-united government together with Fatah. That happened initially, but fights broke out in the Gaza Strip between supporters of both parties. Hamas gained the upper hand. At the moment, the strings are being pulled by Hamas in the Gaza Strip (under the leadership of Premier Yismail Haniyeh) and by Fatah in the West Bank (under the leadership of President Mahmoud Abbas). Because of this, the danger exists that a to-be-formed Palestinian state will be divided into two parts. There are signs that Hamas is prepared to recognise the fact of Israel in order to break through the existing impasse. 
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Meanwhile, the ordinary people of Gaza have ended up in an intolerable situation and are held hostage by the impasse. On one side there is Israel who controls the borders, because of which no economic activity can be developed and in numerous areas shortages exist. This makes the population totally dependent on European support, but that happens only in fits and starts because Europe does not want to enter into discussions with Hamas. On the other side is a Hamas government that does not effectively take action against rocket attacks from Gaza on Israeli territory, as a result of which, sanctions against Gaza and its population are only further increased.  

Furthermore, the Hamas machinery is beginning to radically control public life, which indeed creates a certain stability, but which at the same time leaves less room for people to develop or voice their opinions. 

The efforts of the military and administrative powers in the state of Israel against Palestinian civilians contribute to the continued existence of an explosive situation. Palestinian areas are repeatedly closed off from the outside world, identity cards of many thousands of Palestinians are seized, and many houses of Palestinians suspected of activism are demolished by simple military order. Settlements seen as illegal under international law are still being built in occupied territory; sometimes they are even being expanded. Work has been made virtually impossible for Palestinian organizations in East Jerusalem. On the Palestinian side, authoritative leadership is lacking. There can be no talk of democratic decision-making while a good legal system is missing.  

There is growing concern for the consequences that the more than forty-year occupation has on the psychological condition of those living under occupation, and on those having to daily enforce the occupation, usually young Israeli soldiers. Among those living under occupation, it is leading to increasing bitterness and acts of exceptional violence – usually carried out by young people – to strike the occupier in any way possible. Among those having to enforce the occupation, it is leading to brutalization and easily also to feelings of contempt and superiority, and also to acts of exceptional retaliation.    

A very worrying consequence of the recent developments is the fact that there is increasingly less real contact between Jews and Palestinians in the state of Israel and even less in the occupied areas. Political measures, like the separation barrier and the radical restriction of freedom of movement for Palestinians, strengthen the trend to not actively meet each other again. 

2.2 The terms of International Law

An important element in the discussion about the situation in the Middle East involves International Law. Actually, there are two questions under discussion here

a. 
legal/analytical: what is the situation in the Middle East like at the moment in the light of International Law?; and

b. 
evaluating: what significance does this analysis have for defining an ecclesiastical position.  

The second question is dealt with in Chapter 4. The existing situation is described as well as possible here first. 
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The state of Israel came into being by decision of the UN General Assembly. 

According to International Law criteria, this involves a state as any other, of which the right to exist is not under discussion. Israel was immediately admitted as a member of the United Nations in 1948, and with that was internationally recognised as a state. In peace agreements, Egypt and Jordan have also now recognised the state of Israel; the neighbouring countries of Syria and Lebanon – in common with other Arab League countries not mentioned here – have, however, not yet done so. The actual boundaries of Israeli-controlled territory deviate from the boundaries of the state as they were established at the cease-fire in 1949 and remained until the Six-Day War of 1967. Then Israel occupied the Gaza Strip, the Sinai (which was given back to Egypt at the peace treaty), the West Bank and the Golan Heights. At a later stage, Israel annexed East Jerusalem. As far as Israel is concerned, the definite status of the Golan Heights ought to be settled in a peace treaty with Syria. 

The Palestinian National Authority (PNA) is a semi-autonomous state organization that officially governs the Palestinians in the West Bank and in Gaza. It was established in 1994 as a part of the Oslo Agreement between the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) and Israel (1993). The PNA is internationally recognized as an organization that represents the Palestinian people, and it has monitoring status and even the right to speak at the UN. In the terms of a hoped-for definite treaty, the PNA will form the basis of an independent Palestinian state. By virtue of International Law, Israel is bound to what was agreed in the Oslo Agreement. 

All states involved in the tension in the Middle East have bound themselves to the United Nations’ Charter and to the Geneva Conventions. The PNA is however not yet a party to these international treaties. It is party to the Oslo Agreement negotiations and therefore bound to this agreement.

The General Assembly and the Security Council of the UN have given a ruling in numerous resolutions on the developments in the Middle East. In these resolutions, among others things, the following have been laid down: 

-
Palestinian refugees have the right to return; 

-
Israel should withdraw from the occupied territories, i.e. the Gaza  Strip, the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, to, as far as the boundary between Israel and Palestinian territory is concerned, the so-called Green Line, the actual border that came into being with the cease-fire of 1949; 

-
The Israeli settlements in the mentioned occupied areas are illegal; 

-
Unilateral actions of Israel to change the status of Jerusalem are illegal and invalid; 

-
The PNA should keep to its undertaking to bring those responsible for acts of terrorism to justice; 

-
Violations of human rights in the occupied territories are contrary to International Law; 

-
The ‘separation barrier’ is, in as far as it has been/is built within occupied territory, unjust and illegal and should be dismantled. 

Article 25 of the UN Charter says: “The Members of the United Nations agree to accept and carry out the decisions of the Security Council in accordance with the present Charter”. In as much, Security Council resolutions are legally binding. Ratification of the Charter implies that all involved states are obliged to comply with Security Council resolutions. 
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Enforcement of these resolutions is, however, extremely restricted. In certain cases, the Security Council itself binds sanctions to its decisions, but this demands agreement between permanent members. The International Court of Justice is not able to enforce compliance on the complaint of one of the parties. But it is obvious that the UN Resolutions have achieved important political status and that they
 hold the key to any peace agreement. 

2.3 Christians and Churches in the Middle East

About 12 million Christians live in the Middle East. Some of the churches in this region trace their history to the beginning of Christendom. There are churches of the Oriental Orthodox tradition, like the Syrian Orthodox Church that always uses Aramaic, the language Jesus spoke, in the liturgy. Old names like Damascus and Antioch emerge when talking with representatives of these churches. In addition, there are churches of the Eastern Orthodox tradition represented, like the Greek Orthodox Church. The Roman Catholic Church is there, as are churches with Eastern Orthodox rite, like the Greek Catholic Church, that have allied with Rome and recognize the primate of the Pope. Finally, churches of Protestant tradition (Lutheran, Anglican, Calvinist, and Presbyterian) have built local Palestinian churches.     

There is a Christian minority among Palestinians, mainly Greek Orthodox and Greek Catholic. In the Palestinian territories, Christians have a recognized position (it is stipulated by law that Bethlehem has a Christian mayor). In Israel, about 9% of Palestinians are Christians. In Gaza and the West Bank the number of Christians is declining because of emigration. If it was still 5% in 1970, it is now 2% at the most. Many Palestinians seek refuge in the West, far from the repressive atmosphere in occupied Palestinian territories. Christian Palestinians have somewhat easier access to the West than many of their Muslim countrymen; but whether they live in the West or in Israel or in occupied territory, most Christian Palestinians feel Palestinian first and then Christian.

The churches in the Middle East are part of international ecumenicity and, among others churches, the orthodox churches are members of the World Council of Churches. Our brothers and sisters from these churches reproach western churches for abandoning their brothers and sisters in their fight for justice in their region. It is not only Palestinian Christians who think that, but also many other Christians in the Middle East. And it is true: in the Western view of the conflict between Jews and Palestinians often too little attention was given to what the Palestinian brothers and sisters had to say. Their story was barely heard or told in the West for years. Palestinian Christians are often confronted with a wall of ignorance and obstinacy.

Because Western churches and Christians seldom speak up for Palestinians, they are seen by many Muslims as supporting the politics of Israel and the United States. Arab Christians are suspected by Muslims of that and are often grouped together with Western Christians as collaborators with the West. That complicates the relationship between Muslims and Christians in the Middle East. The minority position of the Christians in relation to Islam, in combination with a political situation in which civilian freedom is under great pressure, does not always make it possible for them to express themselves freely. Possible implications for those speaking out in public and for the Christian community as a whole, always have to be considered. However, that must of course not be a reason for churches in the West to cast doubt on their integrity in advance and ignore their voice.
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Now churches in the Middle East, especially in Israel and the Palestinian territories, are searching more than before for a clear role and position. They are emphatically supported in that search by the World Council of Churches. In the current development (2007), churches in the Middle East can – better than the European churches with their holocaust-contaminated past – play a role; a role that is in one respect moderate, but also prophetic; a role whereby honest questions about justice for the threatened, the outcast, the poor and the oppressed Israeli and Palestinian against the powers, may not be pushed aside. In that, the churches in the Middle East are seeking international alliance. They are doing that, among other ways, via the Palestinian-Israeli Ecumenical Forum of the World Council of Churches (set up in Amman in June 2007). They appealed to the partner churches in the Amman Call, which was set up on that occasion. In the conflict between Palestinians and Israel, the Protestant Church in the Netherlands, as partner church, was called to account on its ecumenical competencies. More than ever in the past, the Protestant Church in the Netherlands wants to be called to account on its ecumenical solidarity with churches and Christians in the Middle East, and in Israel and the Palestinian territories in particular. The programme Mission of Church in Action, which is part of the working organization of ICCO and Church in Action, feels called to do something about it – within the terms of existing policy. 

2.4 The conflict and the role of religion

With religion, the individual defines his or her relationship with reality (nature, fellow man, and the non-empirical reality): the individual forms an answer to the questions posed to mankind.

Religion helps man give his existence meaning, sense and direction in that reality.

People derive rules of behaviour and practices from it that help them move in that reality in a way that they experience as adequate. At the same time, it’s about profound relationships and deeply-felt bonds that evoke intense emotions. It is about the Holy One. That traces deep grooves in someone’s soul.

These intense emotions for customs, life regimes, places and rights lead somewhat to claim behaviour. Religious claims are often translated into exclusive rights and end up as an exclusive view of right and justice. Usually these claims fit very well with certain social, political or financial self-interests. This self-interest often runs parallel with ethnic interests or interests of certain classes and social positions. When religious claims are entwined with self-interest and a one-sided view of justice, a dangerous mix is created that easily leads to extremism. Politicians manipulate that mix and use it for political ends. The history of mankind is full of them, not least in the ‘Holy Land’ itself.
   

Despite their differences, Judaism, Christianity and Islam share a dream of justice and peace, a dream of a reality in which the poor come into their own and everyone is free to develop their talents. Jews speak of Halacha, ‘the way to go’ following God’s commandments.

Christians speak of following Christ and searching for the Kingdom of God.

Muslims speak of the Sharia, the path, the way to the ultimate source of justice, God. 
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In the Christian tradition, this striving is quite often spiritualized. Theology after World War 11 opened the eyes of Christians to the message that salvation and justice also relate to this reality. Just as with Jews and Muslims, Christians have to give shape to reality here and now in a way that is good in the eyes of the Eternal One; to shape a world of peace and justice. 

These tendencies exist in many religions, from on the one hand the movement towards exclusion of the other, to the movement towards peace and justice for all, together, and on the other. You could speak of a dialectic relationship. We have to take this dialectic relationship into consideration when we talk of striving towards a just peace in the Middle East. 

This ‘Holy Land’ has special significance for Jews, Christians and Muslims. As the land that was promised to Abraham, it has eschatological splendour. It is connected to their history, their prophets, and miracles. Numerous places and place names are connected with stories from their traditions; stories they hold sacred and which lead the way. Partly the same stories, partly others, partly the same stories with different people, but all equally precious and equally strongly connected with this strip of land. Take the stories of Abraham, Isaac and Ishmael, for example. 

As patriarch, Isaac is especially important for Jews. Ishmael and his mother, Hagar, play an important role for Muslims (ceremonial offering and the Hadj).    

Under the influence of this solidarity, religiously-inspired violence takes place on both sides. Young Palestinian Muslims who carry out religiously-inspired suicide attacks with many victims in Israel, are honoured with posters as martyrs of the faith in the streets of Ramallah. In Hebron, in the middle of the Palestinian territory, are the graves of the patriarchs. This place plays an important role for Muslims and Jews, and the mosque and the synagogue have formed one complex building together for centuries. In spite of that, because of the graves, a group of Jewish settlers in Hebron regard the city as exclusive Jewish heritage that God intended for Jews only. A settler who opens fire on Muslims praying in the mosque of the patriarchs is therefore honoured as a hero by the group and his grave is set up as a memorial.  

So there is religiously-inspired violence as much among Muslims as among Jews that is connected to religious claims on ‘holy land’; not legitimized by governments, but not suppressed either; and sometimes this violence even takes place under their protection.  

But as important as the Holy Land is, it is nothing compared to Jerusalem itself. Jerusalem is the city where David ruled and Solomon built the temple. The city and the temple symbolize the fate and the history of the Jewish people, as much in the political sense as in the religious; sovereignty to exile, from closeness to God’s temple to the destruction of it. No wonder that prayers are said daily for the end of exile and the rebuilding of the temple. No wonder that the Jews themselves, wherever they are in the world, literally turn towards Jerusalem when praying.   

Jerusalem also had this central function for Jesus of Nazareth and the disciples. The temple still existed in those days and that is why he, like thousands of Jewish pilgrims, went there, probably three times a year, for the three pilgrim festivals (Passover, Shabuoth and the Feast of Tabernacles). He died in Jerusalem; he was raised from the dead in Jerusalem.    
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The Holy Spirit was poured into his pupils in Jerusalem. The Church originated there, even though it later moved its centre westwards, to Constantinople and Rome.

Jerusalem also has special significance for Muslims; they call it ‘Al-Quds’, the Holy. It is the place from which, according to Islam, Mohammed journeyed to heaven, and it is therefore the place where God’s heaven and the reality of mankind are joined together. It is the place to which (before Mecca) Muslims directed their prayers. After Mecca was appointed the centre of Islam, Jerusalem became the third most holy city after Medina. At the place Jews and Christians refer to as Temple Mount, lies the Al-Harem Al-Sharif, one of the most holy places for the whole Islamic world. It covers fourteen hectares (one-sixth of the walled old city) with fountains, gardens, buildings and domes, including the Al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock from where Mohammed rose to heaven, and is regarded in its entirety as a mosque. 

For Jews and Christians, Jerusalem represents hope for God’s future of peace and justice. Jerusalem is an eschatological benchmark for the three religions. Jerusalem – city of peace – forms an important element in their religious identity.  

And with that, Jerusalem has become a bone of contention, and that religious and historical significance of Jerusalem leads, for many followers of Islam, Christianity and Judaism, to exclusive claims. 

Coupled with a tangle of interests, these claims lead to large and deep conflict. Because of these claims, Jerusalem itself is one of the reasons why the conflict between Jews and Palestinians is so difficult to solve. These claims lead people to extreme thoughts and actions. These claims cramp each attempt at peace. This cramp offers extreme elements free rein to suffocate attempts at reconciliation with verbal and actual violence. They are easy to employ and to manipulate in numerous political questions. They lead to extreme thought among certain groups of Jews and Christians and lead to alliances between like-minded movements among them.  

Despite their enormous diversity, what happens in Jerusalem, as far as Muslims are concerned, touches them all. This can evoke intense reactions, as was proved when Israel began excavating near the Wailing Wall in 2007. Everyone claims Jerusalem for themselves, and by so doing, burdens every peace process.  

But Judaism, Islam and Christianity share a dream of people living together in peace. It is from this point of view that the church leaders in Jerusalem repeatedly speak out for a shared Jerusalem with a separate status, in which each religion has a part. The World Council of Churches supports this view. Muslims and orthodox Jews also see much in it; at least, as long as their religious connection with Jerusalem and the holy Temple Mount is treated with respect. The church leaders in Jerusalem are very important for all Christians in the Middle East and they enjoy much prestige among neighbouring peoples. Maybe, together with Jewish and Muslim religious leaders, they can help Christians, Jews and Muslims escape the crippling cramp of the claims. 
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3 The Protestant Church in the Netherlands and the Middle East

This Chapter attempts to sketch in general terms the policy of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands and its legal predecessors with regard to the Middle East. The policy with regard to Israel, the diaconal policy abroad, the policy memorandum of 2003 and the conclusions of the visit of a delegation from the Protestant Church in the Netherlands to the Middle East in 2004 will be consecutively examined.

3.1 A few main points of the Churches Together policy with regard to Israel 

Because an explanation of the words ‘unrelinquishable solidarity’ appear to be of great importance for current discussions within the Protestant Church in the Netherlands, this part of the memorandum concentrates on the realization and the background of this expression. 

3.1.1 The Reformed Church speaks about Israel since World War 11

The first study that the Netherlands Reformed Church (NHK) published about the theological significance of Israel came out in 1959 and was entitled Israel and the Church. In the framework of an opinion about Israel’s self-understanding and religious tradition, the state of Israel is also brought up in the Chapter ‘Israel in the Present Day’. The word ‘sign’ is used here three times: the state as ‘a sign of our lack of power’ (few Christians have fought for Israel in the true sense of the word when the bare existence this people was threatened); as a sign of God’s loyalty (despite the disloyalty of our people); and as a sign that this people were set on a new path by divine providence. God gives his people the opportunity to prove its election and to recognize its Messiah.  

The relationship of the people of Israel to the land, concentrated on the state of Israel, forms the subject of the synod guide Israel, People, Land and State from the NHK in 1970. In the introduction to this document, of which Professor H. Berkhof and Mrs. E. Flesseman-van Leer were the most important authors, the word ‘verbondenheid’ appears in the first paragraph: “The church has the task of proclaiming its faith in God, and part of this proclamation is its solidarity with the people of Israel.” From there the question is asked if the state of Israel has a special religious dimension for Christians. Even internationally, this was the first time that a church had given an opinion in an official document about the significance of the state of Israel. German churches and others (Swiss, for example) were to follow later (1980: the declaration of the Rijnlandse Church about the “Renewal of the relationship of the Church with the Jewish People”). The question of the significance of the state of Israel is placed, differentiated and finally endorsed in a historical and theological context in the report of 1970. 

But the discussions about it were intense and severe. The synod finally accepted the piece in its last draft with 38 votes to 10. 

In 1988 the synod decided on a continuous rethinking of the relationship of Israel - people, land and state.  

In that, God’s loyalty to his people should be taken for granted, but at the same time, “the voice of Christians in the Middle East should also be heard”. 

The Intifada of the Palestinian people had broken out; their call for self-determination and an own state was heard worldwide. 
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The thus adjusted commission, which consisted of members from Church and Israel and World Diaconate circles, produced an interim report in 1992 and a final report in 1995. In this report, apart from a number of Bible studies, an aspect of the history of the development of Israel which had been underexposed in our churches until then was recorded: the question of Palestinian refugees in the period 1947-1949. The comprehensive views of two Palestinian liberation theologians are also recorded, namely the Anglican theologian Naim Stifan Ateek (later founder of Sabeel, the centre for Palestinian liberation theology) and the Lutheran theologian Mitri Raheb, clergyman in Bethlehem.  From this, it is shown that the church was also paying attention to the Palestinian Christian voice at that time.    

The problem of the continuous rethinking in 1995 was that no visible consequences were linked to the report. The objectives that were set down in the decision-forming were unfortunately never realized. Objectives like: making the report available for consideration in the congregations, and seeking discussion about it with the Council of Churches in the Middle East and with the Jewish community in the Netherlands. Possibly embarrassment about the ambivalence of the report was so intense that all those from Church and Israel and the World Diaconate who should have further worked on this, considered themselves unable to do so. The two lines are thus described in the last chapter: ‘One line of thought talks about a (even after Christ) fundamental distinction between the Jewish people and other nations. The other line of thought goes more towards the actual unity of Israel with the nations. People willingly speak here of Israel as a witness to God’s holy purpose for all nations. It goes without saying that both these lines of thought effect the way of dealing with the question of Palestinian Christians discussed here (p.76). In short: Israel and the people or Israel with the people? In this one-word difference lies a world of different emotional charge that will be clarified in the following chapter on the basis of the dilemma ‘Israel: notion or nation?’

3.1.2. The role of the Evangelist Lutheran Church in the Netherlands 

Dutch Lutherans have played an important pioneering role, especially in regard to the Lutheran World Federation (LWF), in the debate about mission among the Jews. Eventually, the LWF rejected this. Besides which, the LWF distanced itself from the anti-Jewish writings and statements of Martin Luther. In the Lutheran European Commission for Church and Judaism (LEKKJ), the Dutch delegates were pioneers in the 1990s in the debate about ‘Israel - people, land and state’. Because of division among the member churches of this commission, the prepared report of that was never approved.  

3.1.3. Brief history of the term ‘unrelinquishable solidarity’ 

In regard to the relationship with the Israeli people, the church should be aware of the historical context wherein certain ecclesiastic phrases are used. These can change extremely quickly, as a result of which the relevant phrases should also be tested for their ecclesiastic tenability. A clear example of this is the church-order formulated mission of giving expression to the ‘unrelinquishable solidarity with the Israeli people’ which was a major subject in the discussions around the defining of the new Church Order for the Protestant Church from 1992. Time and again, the question is asked about the precise content, meaning and consequences of that phrasing. Because of that, some information about the historical background of it follows first.     
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The final Church Order text (set down in 2003) reads: 

The Church is called to give expression to its unrelinquishable solidarity with the Israeli people. As a Christ-confessing community of faith, it seeks dialogue with Israel concerning the understanding of the Holy Scriptures, in particular as regard the coming of the Kingdom of God. (Article 1-7) 

When was the term ‘solidarity with Israel’ first used? And when was the emphasizing word ‘unrelinquishable’ added to it? That is quite easy to trace. The phrasing began, in as far as it relates to official synod phrases, in Reformed Church circles, and from there it became a trusted – and at the same time discussed - expression in the entire Protestant Church in the Netherlands.  

The term ‘solidarity with Israel’ was first explicitly used in Reformed circles in 1973, shortly after the Yom Kippur War in a situation of great embarrassment. Rabbis in the Netherlands had sent a telegram to the Board of the General Synod of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (GKN), in which they voiced their disappointment that the churches had not in any way voiced their condemnation of the ‘carefully prepared mass aggression’ (of Egypt and Syria). ‘Omitting a condemnation gives the impression of silent endorsement of this attack on the existence of Israel. Because of this, earlier expressions from the churches about the right of the Jewish people to their own state have lost much of their credibility.’ 

The Chairman of the Synod proposed, ‘out of embarrassment’, taking notice of this telegram. The Synod agreed. A commission was given the task of formulating a reaction. The Chairman of the Delegation for Church and Israel said, with words that are still topical today: “Israel rightly looks to us and it expects something from us. But it is not enough to be for this one and against the other. So what should we do, especially if we remember what Abel Herzberg says: ‘that the tears of the Arab mother and of Arab children are as important as those shed on the Jewish side’. Exact answers are difficult to give, but as Christians we cannot do anything but voice our solidarity with the Israeli people because both our existences are interwoven in the most intense way. 

But we are not finished there. Rather, the problems have just started.”  

At the end of that Synod meeting an answer to the rabbis was formulated in which, in the first paragraph, the word ‘solidarity’ again appeared, namely:

‘The General Synod of the Reformed Churches declares out of faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, its solidarity with the Jewish people now that their existence is again being threatened.’ 

At the end of this text, the Synod acknowledges with shame that Western Christendom is partly responsible for the existence of the present situation, and that is why it will contribute where possible to the peace between Israel and the Arab states, and prays that both parties, with us, will concern themselves with the fate of the Palestinians.  

The word ‘unrelinquishable’ can first be found in a pronouncement from the Reformed Synod in 1979, after the series Holocaust had been on Dutch television. In this, the fortunes of a Jewish family in Nazi-Germany were portrayed in a realistic way. This series evoked thousands of reactions. In the Synod, more attention to the upcoming anti-Semitism was urged. The Synod therefore said: ‘Congregations should, especially in the proclamation of the Word, be directed towards the unrelinquishable solidarity of the Church with the Jewish people, and to the testimony of that.’ The direction is therefore clear: from the church to the Jewish people. 
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This statement was to be repeated at following synods and eventually gained a definite place in the Reformed Church Order in 1991: Churches are called to give expression to the unrelinquishable solidarity of the community of Christ with the people of Israel, and to search for the opportunity for Jews and Christians to be each others witness (article 88a). 

Two different aspects of the relationship of the church with the Jewish people therefore play a background part in the historical development of the ‘unrelinquishable solidarity’: 

1. 
The growing understanding of the church, in any case since 1967 (creation of the “Post Jeruzalem” of the Dutch Reformed Church) and 1973 (Yom Kippur War), that the state of Israel constitutes a real part of Jewish identity worldwide, and that this state’s existence was being threatened at that moment. 

2. 
The church’s growing sense of guilt about the Christian part in the Holocaust, even via the role of silent on-lookers. Because of the film Holocaust (1979) and because of the standard work of Hans Jansen, Christian Theology after Auschwitz (1980), the theme of Christian anti-Semitism, and also attention for Judaism as a living tradition of faith, remained high on the church’s agenda for years. 

Concerning this second point, the sense of guilt on the Christian side: it makes clear in any case that an exclusively ethical approach to the state of Israel is not sufficient for a Christian approach to the matter. Western Christendom’s own historical position as a directly involved partner in the conflict remains then wrongfully behind the scenes. If churches really want to talk and act contextually, they should be aware of their own subject position, of their own role as much in the creation of the problem as in the continuation of it, and of their joint responsibility to contribute where possible to a solution. The Israeli writer Amos Oz sees both sides in the conflict between Israel and Palestine as victims of the same cruel parent, Europe, and as victims who see the image of that parent projected in the other and hate them because of it.

The choice for the qualification ‘unrelinquishable’ should be understood in all this against the background of a centuries-long history in which the church severely estranged itself from its roots in Israel, with all the disastrous consequences that that entailed for Israel and – in another way – also for the church. By this choice of words, it has to be underlined that the church has come to a fundamental insight: it can no longer, never again, think itself free of Israel. It can never give up that solidarity. In itself, this statement only says something about the relationship with Israel; it was never the intention, implicitly or explicitly, to characterize other relationships that the church has as being of less importance. 

In the last phase of the Reformed Church Order alteration, the question about the meaning of being a witness for Israel is central to the discussion. 

It is clear that the relationship between church and the Jewish people may no longer be characterized by reform pressure but by a position of dialogue between two equal partners.
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It is remarkable that a terminological shift from ‘people of Israel’ to ‘Jews’ can be seen in the Church Order article. The former emphasizes the bond with the Biblical use of language and with the political reality; the latter particularly evokes the association with the Jewish community in our midst.

It is also remarkable that this solidarity is not acknowledged as a given, but as a calling. Where the Church Order speaks of the calling of the church, it always concerns actual questions of identity. 

The church can then be called to account by Israel. At the same time, it remains a challenge to give shape as concretely as possible to the calling. This phrasing therefore assumes an ecclesiastical conversation about the concrete interpretation thereof; a conversation that touches the identity of the church and many of its members. It is precisely because of this that talks are still being held, often with great dedication and fervour. 

In the word ‘solidarity’, associations with the words bond, relationship and connection resound. Even with the word alliance; that is linguistically incorrect, but it is correct in respect of word association. The ‘allied powers’ were allies during World War 11: one in their objective to fight, also in the military sense, the enemies of freedom and democracy.

There is no similar solidarity between Israel and the nations. Is Israel actually allied to the nations, to the church? That is still to be seen. It is clear that the church unilaterally speaks about solidarity with Israel and founds this in the past and the present: ‘out of faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’ (as the Reformed Church in the Netherlands synod said in 1973) and ‘both our existences are interwoven in the most intense way (according to the chairman of the “deputaatschap” Church and Israel in 1973). 

These thoughts are further elaborated on in Chapter 4 of this memorandum, and the question of in how far the expectations for the future of the church come into play is also raised. People think of Article 1-1 of the Church Order, where the church describes itself, among other things, as ‘sharing in the expectation granted to Israel’ and – therefore – ‘looking forward to the arrival of the Kingdom of God’.

It is clear in any case that the church is only talking about itself here; it cannot go on without this solidarity, while Israel has a self-awareness, of which the church does not necessarily constitute a part in the same way. The relationship between Israel and the church is therefore an asymmetric one. 

3.1.4. Church Practice 

Both the Netherlands Reformed Church (NHK) and the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands recognised at a certain point that ecclesiastical dialogue with Israel should also be sought in the state of Israel. During the period 1967-1992, the NHK had an advisor in Jerusalem (Dr. J. Schoneveld from 1967 to 1980 and Dr. G.H. Cohen Stuart from 1982 to 1992). From the beginning, the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands had a close bond with the international Christian settlement Nes Ammim in West Galilee, meant as a sign of bringing about reconciliation. From 1974, they took on financial responsibility for the minister in Nes Ammim. Reformed Church ministers already stationed there formed a good link between Israel and the Dutch Churches (Together). 

The two mentioned theological advisors, as well as Nes Ammim and various Reformed Church ministers who served there (of whom Dr. Simon Schoon was the first), have occupied themselves with the theological consideration of the state formation of Israel and the conflict arising from that with the Palestinians and surrounding Arab countries.  
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It has, however, taken a long time for real cooperation with world diaconal officials of the churches to come about. It has always proved difficult for Churches Together churches to bring the different stand points together in talks.  

3.1.5. Conclusion 

The Church Order article deals implicitly with the relationship of the church with the state of Israel.

In the first place it deals with the position of the church to the people of Israel worldwide. If the church wants to take a position in the nearly sixty-year old conflict between the state of Israel and its neighbours (as much the Palestinians as the neighbouring Arab states that have not yet signed the peace), then it cannot avoid further qualifying how it sees the state of Israel. This matter is raised again in chapter 4.  

3.2 Outline of World Diaconal Policy

At the same time, the church is called to account for its diaconal qualities. At the request of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands and its ministers, the World Diaconate and later Church in Action have always, according to its vision and mission, concerned themselves with the questions of peace and justice, power and lack of power, fought against discrimination and oppression, and fought against the effects of poverty and hopelessness. They do this in various countries. The choice of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands to concern itself with a country, via Church in Action, is connected to all sorts of historical and pragmatic considerations. Because of the involvement of our churches with Israel and the history of the Jewish people, interest for the Holy Land went without saying. 

Besides that, the World Diaconate wanted to work on justice, reconciliation and charity without making a distinction between more or less friendly parties. Distinction is made on the basis of the need itself, the possibility of Church in Action being able to something, the position and possibilities of the victims – and of involved governments – to do something themselves, and the question of who else is helping or can help. Justice without regard to people is, after all, pre-eminently an Old Testament concept (Deut. 16: 18-20). In the case of the state of Israel, the position of Palestinians in Israel and the position of Palestinians in the occupied territories, Church in Action did not want to work any differently there than in other areas. Seeing the nature of the diaconate and the situation in Israel and the Palestinian areas (needs and rights), the attention of the World Diaconate was especially focused on the problems experienced by the Palestinians. That occasionally brought Church in Action in conflict with those who wanted to make an exception for Israel, and it led to much discussion, also within the church. Sometimes, under the influence of those discussions, time had to be marked. At the same time, many Palestinian Christians felt recognized and acknowledged by that attitude. 

It is also the question in how far the service of justice can be executed by (international) judicial mediation, or if it is also about a wider perspective of peace and justice; a process in which you have to involve each other. It is a question that is posed in other situations in different parts of the world (East Timor, Ambon, Northern Ireland). This question of cooperation becomes more insistent and more difficult to answer if you are also calling each other to account on divided religious roots and, in addition, also have a history of violence with each other (the holocaust).  
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A history from which Western Christians emerged virtually unharmed, as onlookers and sometimes as offenders, and one in which the Jews were indeed victims of unbridled violence. The question is experienced differently in the churches than it is in secularized Dutch society as a whole. 

How closely it listened in this area was shown in the discussion that arose around United Civilians for Peace. As a result of this discussion, further information was given to the synod members. This information is again reproduced here whereby it is established that the synod determines the policy of the Church in Action (in outline): 

The participation of Church in Action in United Civilians for Peace (UCP) ended on 1 January 2007. For years, Church in Action has worked via various channels for peace, reconciliation and justice in the Middle East. UCP was one of the organizations with which Church in Action cooperated for the work in the Middle East. UCP sent observers to the occupied Palestinian territories and provided a broad stream of information about the situation there. That is valuable and important. In addition, UCP took responsibility for lobbying for a just peace.

UPC therefore became the mouthpiece of the participating organizations, including Church in Action and thus also the Protestant Church and other churches participating in Church in Action. However, phrasing used by UCP on behalf of the participating organizations was not necessarily in agreement with the way Church in Action would express itself. Evaluation revealed that the lobby activities were less effective because of the image that UCP gained over the course of time. Taking into account the fact that both working time and finances are less available (because a co-worker has been sent to Sabeel), it has been decided to end the participation. In recognition of the importance of UCP, Church in Action has therefore withdrawn from being a participant in UPC. The policy of Church in Action in the Middle East remains unchanged. Church in Action will itself continue the lobby for peace, reconciliation and justice, and will voice the concern for all parties in the conflict.  

Efforts for peace, reconciliation and justice in the Middle East will continue unabated by Church in Action in line with the policy that is set down
 in the memorandum “The Israeli-Palestinian-Arab Conflict”. In that, and among other things, the diaconal task that the church has in respect of the poor and people in trouble comes under discussion. Concern for peace and justice, caring for those in this conflict who become oppressed, are spearheads in the work of Church and Action.

Church in Action wants to promote a just peace between Israelis and Palestinians by stimulating people into recognizing each others’ rights in order to develop solidarity with Israel-Palestine. For that, recognition of each others’ history, each others’ rights, an honest solution for Palestinian refugees and a Jerusalem that is shared by both is necessary.

Absolute conditions are that International Law and human rights are respected by both parties; violence and impunity stop, and racism, superiority and hostility are broken through. Then the land can offer space for both the Jews and the Palestinians. That is what projects of partners that support Church in Action are focused on.
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The natural partners for the work of Church in Action are churches and religious organizations in the region. Church in Action is an important partner of the Middle East Council of Churches (MECC). Furthermore, Church in Action is also associated with the World Council of Churches programmes. In the second instance, partners are all organizations and individuals, Israeli and Palestinian, who sincerely strive for a peace that does justice to both nations. Church in Action wants to give voice to their vision and support their lobby work. Church in Action also wants, together with them, to give humanitarian help to the most vulnerable groups. The starting point of all the relationships is the necessity for the mutual recognition of the aspirations of both nations and the wish to be called to account on that. 

Together with its partners, Church in Action also wants to appeal to societies in Western countries and to the churches. For that, Church in Action wants to present itself as pro-peace, pro-dialogue, pro-human rights, and prevent the suggestion of partiality. It feels the need to communicate that clearly in church and in politics, and for that it wants to be able to make free use of information offered by UCP and others. 

It regularly happens in the work of Church in Action that relationships with partners end after a few years. Sometimes that happens because the project is completed, sometimes also because on the basis of available resources and other opportunities, new choices are made. The latter was also the case for the ending of the UCP membership. Church in Action remains, however, willing to participate in separate UCP projects on a project basis. 

The decision to no longer participate takes nothing away from the recognition     of the efforts and integrity of UCP, which remains important as a knowledge centre for the reality in Palestinian territories. Church in Action resigning from UCP is not a break from the policy for peace as it has been pursued until now. It is a choosing for an own wording of the problem. The recent sending of a co-worker to Sabeel, an ecumenical institute in the Palestine territory that devotes itself to peace, justice and reconciliation, is proof of undiminished attention to the situation in the Palestinian territories.   

This also means that Church in Action has to account for the way it plays this role; to the Protestant Church in the Netherlands – its members and its synod - and also to its partners in Israel and the Palestinian territories themselves. 

Actually, diaconate will lead to multifarious interventions. It involves, for example, cooperation with organizations working on a special need, like blind children or the elderly, who are not sufficiently promoted by a government and are also insufficiently helped by others. It has to be a method of working that offers the target group perspective and/or serves as an example for other organizations moving in the same area. In addition, this means supporting organizations in the Palestinian territories and in Israel that organize and promote awareness and lobby both Israeli society, government and representatives of the people and Palestinian society, Palestinian Authority, government, parliament and/or those in power for peace and justice (also human rights). This means support for programmes that help Jews and Palestinians – Muslims and Christians – work together for peace and justice.  
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Because Church in Action totally rejects violence as a tool, this means that choices have to be made: not every random organization automatically qualifies for cooperation.

Just as there are special needs among Palestinians for the relief in which Church in Action can play a role, the same applies among Jews. For the latter we are thinking, among other things, of programmes that can help overcome the trauma in the lives of people who are victims of attacks, or who have had to commit violence as a part of their job in the army. YMCA (a partner of ICCO) does a lot of such work in the Palestinian territories. The need is also great in Israel, but we have to find the right partners. Church and Israel has some experience in this field (with the partner Bereaved Parents for Peace, The Parents’ Circle).

If there is one diaconal territory (a “healing ministry”) where Church in Action could present itself on both sides of the border, this is it. Our own conflict about this heart-rending problem could also have a place in that. 

From its ecumenical mission, the Protestant Church in the Netherlands has chosen to support churches and Christian communities in the Middle East so that they can play their part for a just peace in the Middle East. The story of these churches about the situation and their struggle also has to resound in the Protestant Church in the Netherlands. In addition, the Protestant Church in the Netherlands itself, from its calling to diaconate, also wants to work on change by, together with a broad scale of Palestinian and Jewish organizations, giving concrete expression to the service of reconciliation and community, the service of justice and the service of charity. With that, it takes into account the unequal balance between the ‘players’ in the conflict as far as power, opportunities, and the possibilities of overcoming problems are concerned.  

In the service of justice and reconciliation, it does not want to restrict itself to the judicial side of justice, but also wants to pay attention to building bridges. Church in Action has the task of carrying out this policy, in combined effort with Church and Israel, by means of the working organization of ICCO & Church in Action.  

3.3 Ecumenical Policy

In as far as the churches and Christians in the Middle East have played a role in the ecumenical policy of Churches Together that has, for the greater part, been behind the scenes. Contacts were there, but chiefly via the World Diaconate and via international ecumenical organizations, especially the World Council of Churches.

Over the last fifteen years, moreover, three joint conferences of the Council of Churches in the Netherlands with the Middle East Council of Churches (MECC) have been held, in which in-depth theological discussions about the significance of Israel for church and theology were also pursued. It became more and more apparent, however, that the ‘replacement theology’ – that proposes that the church has completely taken over Israel’s place in God’s redemption – was widely held in churches in the Middle East, so much so that the Dutch emphasis on the existing theological significance of the Israeli people was not recognized. People were even less able to appreciate the associated conclusions of that for the land and the state. Churches Together churches were always well represented in the delegations.    

During the 1990s, a Middle East Commission operated within the Reformed Church in the Netherlands (GKN), in which, apart from delegates of Mission and World Diaconate and delegates of Church and Israel, Ecumenical delegates were also involved. The intention was to involve everyone as much as possible, from their own perspective, in the preparation and internal harmonizing of the policy of GKN with regard to the Middle East. 
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In the transition to one working organization for Churches Together/Protestant Church in the Netherlands, this commission was disbanded.    

Furthermore, there was for some considerable time talk within the Ecumenical delegation of the possibility of beginning a bilateral relationship with one or more of the churches in the Middle East, in addition to the relationship maintained by the Council of Churches with MECC. A recommendation in the delegates’ closing report to their own synod with the aim of still going down this path in a broader connection, was indeed taken on by the Reformed Church synod, but did not lead to the desired result – especially as strict priorities in the policy of the MDO department (missionary and diaconal work and ecumenical relations) were necessary, and it was almost impossible to take on new tasks at that time.

In Amman in June 2007, the Palestine-Israel Ecumenical Forum was set up from out the World Council of Churches. Representatives of almost all the churches in the Middle East were present, and there were also ecumenical representatives from all over the world. The Protestant Church in the Netherlands was also present in the person of the secretary of the Church Council, Dr. B. Plaisier. There were also representatives from ICCO and Church in Action. Those representatives of churches and ecumenical organizations present declared that with the setting up of this forum they wanted to work together for a just peace in the Middle East. It led to the Amman Call, in which attention is collectively requested for a number of issues that are important for a just peace. The setting up of this forum may be seen as the Protestant Church taking a step in a process of renewing and strengthening its ecumenical involvement in the situation in the Middle East.  

3.4 The 2003 policy memorandum 

This memorandum at hand is, as has already been said, a continuation of the much briefer – eight-page – September 2003 policy memorandum The Israeli-Palestinian-Arab Conflict. In that, expression was given of hope and concern regarding this conflict, coupled with a short analysis of the conflict.

The most important policy positions were the following:

o According to international law, this is a matter of a conflict of rights between the state of Israel and the Palestinian people.

o The [..] conflict cannot be solved by the use of violence – the ‘right’ of the strongest - but only along the path of negotiations that has to lead to a two-state-solution in some form. In that, recognition has to be given to the right of Israel to an independent national existence and safety on the one hand, and on the other hand, the right of the Palestinians to self-determination – an independent national existence and safety.

o Claims to the land [..] based on religious convictions and religiously-charged battle cries back and forth increase the fanaticism and obstruct the view of the binding and reconciling role that Judaism, Islam and Christianity could play in this conflict. 

o As far as the Temple Mount is concerned, it would seem advisable to maintain the current status quo as much as possible, namely Islamic control because of the presence of Islamic holy shrines, with limited military/police Jewish-Israeli presence with an eye to the protection of the square at the Western (Wailing) Wall as the holiest of places in the Jewish religion.

o [In regard to the refugee problem], focus may be directed to the significance of the right of return or (internationally funded) compensation for these Palestinians. 

o ‘Israel’ is a complex reality that has religious, ethnic and political aspects. The church tries here to respect the way in which Israel sees itself.  

The Israeli-Palestinian-Arab Conflict - 1 October 2007 Page 27 van 42 

o That the bond with the people of Israel is called unrelinquishable does not preclude that there may also be criticism for the way in which Israel actually presents itself. Solidarity implies the possibility of a critical attitude as one of the characteristics of a real relationship.

o The churches see their diaconal mission in regard to the Palestinian people in exile, within the state of Israel and in the occupied territories, as the standing up for the rights of the Palestinian people, namely the right to a national home and the right to return, or alternatively compensation. 

o It is better to no longer use the word loyalty, or double loyalty, if it concerns the in itself fully justified standing up for the rights of the Palestinian as well as defending the rights of the people of Israel.

o Support for those on the Jewish-Israeli and the Palestinian sides who continue to work for peace and reconciliation: that path, directed towards reaching justice for Israelis and Palestinians, is one we wish to continue walking, while at the same time we must not forget acts of charity.

In this policy memorandum, the relationship with the Palestinian people was raised exclusively from the diaconal perspective; the ecumenical involvement with Palestinian Christians and churches was not mentioned.  

3.5 The visit to the Middle East

In November 2004, a delegation from the Protestant Church in the Netherlands paid a visit to the Middle East. The reason for it being the concern the Protestant Church in the Netherlands had regarding the intensifying of the conflict since 2000. The delegation included synod members Dr. B. Plaisier (secretary) and Rev. Mrs. I Fritz, as well as representatives from Church in Action and ‘Church and Israel’ circles.

In a summary of the travel report the following, among other things, were noted:    

•
The delegation was impressed by the desire for peace of so many discussion   partners on both sides, and by the hope that – because of current developments – a breakthrough could be possible at the moment. In addition however, the delegation also sensed the fear that moderate leaders are again being taken in by extreme forces. 

•
Discussions about a possible way out of the conflict confirmed the view of the Protestant Church that a two-state-solution offers the best opportunities for the future. The hopeless situation of the Palestinians in Lebanese refugee camps shocked the delegation. A final solution to this problem can only be found in a political settlement between Israel and the Palestinians. 

•
The delegation experienced that the occupation of the Palestinian territories is increasingly leading to a degrading situation. The youth, in particular, are losing perspective on personal development and on normal life. The building of the wall, the innumerable checkpoints and economic isolation are increasingly disrupting Palestinian society.

•
The continuing violence is making people on both sides desperate. The delegation again pleaded for an end to the violence by both parties and a return to the negotiation table. Meetings between Jews and Palestinians have to create a basis for this. The discussion partners saw a role for the Protestant Church in the Netherlands in this.

•
The conflict, whereby two nations feel equally connected to the same land, is typified as being of a political nature. Religious streams within the involved religions that exclude the other are an obstacle to peace. The Protestant Church in the Netherlands seeks dialogue with the involved religions in order to collectively promote justice and peace.

Demonising Islam – not only in the Middle East – does no justice to this religion, and it brings society into danger. 
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•
Furthermore, the delegation was impressed by how much the churches of the Middle East increasingly become the victim of conflicts in this region. As a minority, they should be able to play an important role between East and West, between Judaism and Islam. 

•
Solidarity with the people of Israel and solidarity with the Palestinian people for which the Protestant Church wants to stand, turned out to strengthen rather than weaken the possibilities of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands. From here, understanding could be asked for the position of the other. 

The delegations recommendations were concentrated on at a later stage at the request of the synod. The following points are noted here:

1. 
The delegation recommends arriving at the development of collective policy criteria for Church for Action and Church and Israel as soon as possible. 

The choosing of two tracks, whereby one standpoint neutralizes or negates the other, should be prevented. [..] As difficult as it is, the Protestant Church will have to liberally and lucidly make clear what it means to have the mission of giving shape to unrelinquishable solidarity with the Israeli people on the one hand, and on the other chooses, from a deep solidarity with the Christians in the Middle East, to give help and support to those who are victims and have no other helpers.  

2. 
Diaconal choices that are made in the Israel-Palestine area will have to be clear in regard to solidarity with the Israeli people and what this actually means for specific relief projects. [..] In addition, in the choice of Church in Action projects, the diaconal view must not be at variance with the position formulated by the church in regard to Israel. That we as the church identify ourselves with only one side in the conflict, whether that be with the Palestinian victims or with the Jewish population in Israel, should be prevented.

3. 
The delegation recommends that the church and the service organization make clear what solidarity with the Israeli people means. 

4. 
It is important that a good analysis is given of the large problem areas: Christian Zionism – Messianism – “message of redemption for the Palestinians”. This should be rendered in clear lines of policy.
 

5. 
The delegation recommends arriving at the formulation of a practice in which the fore-mentioned aspects are expressed and can be effective for the integral service organization. 

6. 
The delegation is of the opinion that careful consideration must be given to the way in which internal debate can be carried out. 

The synod agreed these recommendations. Subsequently, the recommendations were included in the preparations of this policy memorandum about the conflict in the Middle East. 
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4 Theological Basics 

4.1 The Scriptures read with an eye to the problems

In the discussion within the church about the relationship of Jews and Palestinians, Biblical concepts and often also specific Bible texts play a large role. That is a fact of being a church: the church repeatedly orientates itself, according to ability, on the Word of God. It is exactly because of this that this theme also repeatedly makes clear that very different interpretations have taken root within the church.   

Opinions about the weight of Old Testament or New Testament promises, of prophetic visions and apostolic expostulations, quickly divide.

The Protestant Church in the Netherlands cannot, in any case, restrict itself to the binding together of a selection of Bible texts in order to directly derive the policy that is required of the church.

For the church, the significance of the Scriptures lies first and foremost in the way it places human history into perspective. In order to say more about that, a brief sketch of the on-going lines in Paul’s letter to the Romans are probably useful.  

It is indeed especially chapters 9 to 11 of this book of the Bible that played a decisive role in the church’s conviction of the continuing loyalty of God to his covenant with Israel. 

It is even more important not to take these chapters out of the context of the whole of this letter, or to interpret them as a sort of intermezzo within the letter, but to place them in the broader context. 

The first chapters of the letter to the Romans played an important role in the (re) discovery of the Gospel of God’s grace, particularly at the time of the Reformation. 

People are justified ‘through faith alone’, ‘through grace alone’, ‘through Christ alone’; that is what is being said in every possible way in the first seven chapters. But it doesn’t stop there. To say it in theological terms: justification brings with it sanctification. From chapter 8, it deals with life through the Spirit. “All who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God” (8:14). 

It is remarkable how the perspective then immediately broadens. It is not exclusively about the individual person in his or her relationship with God; it is about nothing less than the whole of creation. That creation “waits in eager expectation of the children of God being revealed” (8:19). It groans as if in childbirth, victim to the futility and in the tension of hope.

That is the great framework in which the ‘children of God’ stand. They are, however, not themselves directly the answer to the groaning of creation, but it begins with them sharing the groaning of creation. Life from the Spirit begins in the Kyrie, in the call to compassion in which the congregation identifies with suffering creation. More concretely towards the theme of this memorandum: caring for the victims of violence and injustice – in the diaconate – begins in identification with the victims, in the sharing of their suffering, that is clearly inextricably bound up with sharing in the suffering of Christ (8:17). Creation waits for the identification of the children of God. 

Against this background, Paul then speaks about his people, about Israel (Rom. 9-11). 

That is where, for him, the sorrow becomes very real. The first thing he says about them is exactly this: “God has taken them as his children” (9:4). You cannot speak of God’s children without including this from the beginning. 
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And then there are also words, key words for the community of Jesus Christ that each point to its roots in Israel: glory, covenants, legislation, worship, promises (cf. 9:4 NBG). 

All the more, Paul wrestles with the mystery that many from Israel have not recognized and accepted Jesus as the Messiah. It is exactly that mystery that brings him to statements, the deep significance of which the church has not fully recognized for centuries. “God has not discarded how own people whom he chose from the very beginning” (11:2). “As far as the gospel is concerned, they are enemies on your account but as far as election is concerned, they are loved on account of the patriarchs. For God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable.” (11:28-29). Paul maintains that the church is grafted onto the ‘noble olive tree’ (11:17) of Israel, and that in God’s council there is a connection between the salvation of Israel and that of the nations (11:25-27). And that eventually has to lead to praise God for His mercy (11:30-32) and the depth of His wisdom (11:33-36), even in what is for him a bitter mystery of Israel. That is how the eleventh chapter ends. 

From Chapter 12, Paul does not proceed to the order of the day. God’s mercy, the praises of which are sung about at the end of Chapter 11, implies a calling to the worship of life through Spirit (12:1). Again, the individual attitude to life of the faithful is not the main thing: the most important thing is the idea of being “one body together in Christ” (12:5). That is then made very real; it is about, among other things, rendering assistance and comforting, giving without ulterior motives, proving mercy, being concerned with the needs of the faithful, about unanimity and about modesty. The faithful are fellow Christians, but here again it can not escape us that Paul uses an Old Testament designation for Israel. That is how Paul describes the life of the congregation, as it might be seen through the Spirit. 

They are thoughts that also have significance for the way in which congregations and churches relate to each other with ecumenicity, as members of the one body of the Lord. 

If one thing can be made clear here, it is that everything is connected. Sharing in the suffering of Christ, sharing in the suffering of creation, to be able to ‘share in the nourishment of the root Israel’ (11:17) and contributing/sharing in the needs of the faithful, (12:13) – cf.15:26, where the congregation in Jerusalem comes into the picture – stand in the one perspective of life through the Spirit. Biblically speaking, diaconate, solidarity with Israel and ecumenical involvement with fellow-Christians, strengthen each other. And all that takes its sense and meaning from the depth of God’s mercy.

The sketch given here gives a few fundamental threads in the letter to the Romans. 

It is about a redemptive historical view that underlies the ethics of the church, because the being of the church and its mission are defined by it. 

But that does not yet directly make clear how the church realizes a few things in the questions this memorandum deals with. It becomes more complicated when the church is called to continue its mission in a complicated human and political situation such as that in the Middle East. 

In the lives of people there, Jews and Palestinians, hope and expectation repeatedly give way to feelings of hopelessness and bitterness.  

There, peoples’ lives are determined by fear of the other. There are victims and aggressors, but the roles are sometimes reversed without warning and most of those involved see themselves primarily as victims anyway – and sometimes see in that validation for becoming perpetrators of violence themselves. 

All that translates through to political level: (International) law plays a role there, but so do the forces that are all too often at odds with the law. Security goes above anything else – and because of that, life probably becomes more insecure. Politicians operate there in a web of repeatedly recurring dilemmas.    
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In Romans 13, Paul then speaks about the government, and thus about questions concerning legal order and justice. The following paragraph is about that.

4.2 The Church and International Law

The question for the church(es) is how the international-law based rights and obligations of Israel and of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA), and with that of the Palestinian people, relate to theological motives that can play a role in the relationship with Israel and with Palestinians. People find different approaches here, as much outside the church as within.

a. 
For some, international law is the only criteria for assessing the situation in the Middle East. All parties must be guided by it – and only by it – in order to reach a solution via a political route. In this way, they try to exclude any risk of a theological legitimization of political standpoints and interests.

For that reason, they consider every theological argument in this political matter unwanted and impossible. […] We find an approach with comparable consequences in secular thinkers who want to exclude any religious role from the public domain.    

b. 
Others share the view of the significance of international law being the only criteria for the assessment of the situation in the Middle East, but they do so from a different starting point. They do not exclude theology but look for it in a positive theological assessment of (international) law.  

c. 
A more or less opposing approach is the one in which (supposed) Biblical theological motives demand exclusive right; then arguments in the area of international law are only considered relevant in as far as they actually support such theological motives; but when it comes to it, they are not really relevant.  

This approach just mentioned is especially found in Christian pro-Israel circles that ascribe great significance to the literal explanation of the Biblical promises regarding Israel.  

This position has been consistently rejected by the Protestant Church in the Netherlands. Biblical promises do not provide a political timetable. But the question of how theological motives do relate to (international) law, and what significance international law would have in theological perspective, has not yet been answered. 

A view on that could concur with theological tradition in the matter of the place of the government as it is crystallized in the Theological Declaration of Barmen that is mentioned in Article 1 section 5 of the Church Order of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands, because of its ‘significance of confession in the present’. Article 5 of Barmen puts it thus: “The Scriptures tell us that, by divine disposition, the state has the task of ensuring justice and peace in the yet-to-be delivered world in which the church also stands, to the measure of human insight and capability, under threat and practice of force. The church recognises, in grateful reverence to God, the charity of this, His disposition. It remembers God’s Kingdom, God’s commandment and justice, and with that, the responsibility of rulers and subjects. It trusts and obeys the power of the Word through which God sustains all things”. 

With this, the position described above under a), that every theological argument is unwanted in political matters, is rejected. Some think that this 
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position is a logical consequence of the Lutheran doctrine of two Kingdoms
 but which is one-sidedly interpreted. God’s rule through Christ and the Spirit, in the church especially, is then sharply divided from God’s rule through a worldly government. Because of that, politics receives a large measure of autonomy. 

The position of Barmen and of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands is a different one. It can be typified as a fundamental acceptance of the government while at the same time preserving the right and the duty of the church to critically, prophetically speak out about the actual actions of that government. After all, government should obey the people, unless there are very weighty arguments against that position. The words of Acts 5:29 – “We must obey God rather than people” – have, in Calvinistic tradition for example, played a large role in the relationship between church and government, and have corrected an all too one-sided emphasis on the duty of obedience to government expressed in Romans 13. In the same positively critical way, the Protestant Church in the Netherlands also accepts international law in principle, and it assumes that nations are bound to it and that they have to behave accordingly. This position is closest in line to the afore-mentioned specified approach possibility b). 

The theological justification of this position can of course vary. You can think of an ecumenically-developed theology of the Kingdom of God that is also somewhat heard in article 1 of the Church Order. In Roman Catholic circles, people rather fall back on a view of human values like justice and international solidarity as they are expressed through the Second Vatican Council. In Protestant tradition, a view on the law as an element in habitual grace developed: God’s grace is not restricted to His salvation in Jesus and through the Spirit, but is also manifest in the opposition of the power of sin in human life and society, in the law, among other things. 

At the same time, the church knows that statutory law is not perfect. Statutory law – if it is good – is indeed the product of moral considerations about the most just regulation of a national society and/or international relations, but at the same time, it is determined by the actual balance of power. That can also be illustrated in numerous ways in the situation in the Middle East. That is why it can also be necessary for the church to exercise serious criticism on statutory law - in the name of justice as a moral norm! What is called ‘justice’ must sometimes be unmasked as injustice. 

In that way and for as long as it is at all possible, the church will direct itself to international law in regard to the Middle East. Moreover, the right of Israel to an independent political existence and security on the one hand, and on the other the right of the Palestinians to self-determination – an independent political existence and security and their own economic development - need to be recognized and be the starting point for further negotiations.  

All that together is: peace. 

There are those among both peoples who claim the whole area between the Jordan and the Mediterranean Sea. 

Others claim a part of it. The conflict can only be solved along the path of negotiation, on the basis of international law. And in that, the international community should be actively involved, as much because of the large geopolitical interests as because of the need for international guarantees, and because of the great difference in power between the state of Israel and the PNA. Although it can’t be ruled out that as a result of good deliberations another solution could be accepted, the most obvious thing is that negotiations lead to a two-
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state-solution in some form. Viability and equality for both states are fundamental criteria in this case. 

It is important, as the Protestant Church in the Netherlands and also in contact with representatives of Judaism and of Islam, to raise the question of the significance of international law. That will include the question of to what extent universally valid human rights can and must be discussed. In that framework, the relationship between religious views and feelings on the one hand, and political claims on the other, also need to be discussed.  

4.3 The relationship of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands with the people of Israel

In the memorandum Learning to Live out of Wonder, the Protestant Church in the Netherlands says about the relationship with the people of Israel: “The Protestant Church is part of God’s worldwide church, in which Protestants have their own place. In that, we know that God’s church is rooted in Israel and we are bound to listen to through the Scriptures that we share with each other. 

We cannot exist without a deep solidarity with the Jewish people” (p.5.).

This solidarity with the people of Israel was shown in the previous chapter as founded in the past, present and future. Under these three aspects, we want to further develop this solidarity. With that, it has to be clear from the start that this is about the solidarity with Israel that the church confesses and experiences; in the Jewish community, unrelinquishable solidarity as the church sees it, is not subscribed to and is, for the most part, hardly recognized.

a. Biblical solidarity: people and land 

The church professes with Israel, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. In the Scriptures of Israel it is clear that this God is also the God of Hagar and Ishmael, and of Esau/Edom. The perspective does not therefore end with Israel, with the twelve tribes. The church professes the God of Israel as Creator and Keeper of heaven and earth and as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. The church shares the first part of that confession with Israel, but not the second. The church has included the canon of Israel (Tenach: Torah, Prophets and Scriptures) as the Old Testament in its canon. The church has long regarded itself as the heir that took over from Israel. In that theology, the new alliance replaced the old, baptism replaced circumcision, the Gospel replaced the law. With that, living Israel is no longer relevant: it had had its day and was cast out by God when it did not accept Jesus Christ as the Messiah. The destruction of the temple in Jerusalem by the Romans in the year 70 was long seen as proof of that rejection.

This replacement doctrine, incidentally, still plays a major role in Eastern Orthodox churches (and since the Russian Orthodox Church’s entry to the World Council of Churches, is also more strongly represented there than before). The churches in Europe have recognized the danger of the destructive effects of this denial of and control of the living Israel. In various ways since World War 11, they have acknowledged that the people of Israel still live among us and that God has not deserted his people. The choosing of Israel is still a living reality, as Paul says in Romans 9-11 (particularly in 11:29). In 1995, the Netherlands Reformed Church stated: “that for the church, the choosing of Israel even after Christ has a significance in which the constant bond of the people with this land is also acknowledged; that God’s promises and commandments form a critical instance as much in regard to the state of Israel as to all states”.
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The continuing alliance of God with Israel therefore has consequences for the relationship of the people of Israel with the land of Israel. From the beginning, the land has had a place in the promises for Israel. 

The Eternal One first chose a few (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob) and then a race. From the beginning, this has applied: ‘…with you the entire world will be blessed’ (Genesis 12:3). The Eternal One does not call a religious community but a tribe, a people: the twelve sons of Jacob who became the twelve tribes of Israel. At the time Jacob receives his new name of Israel, he also receives the promise that a multitude of people would stem from him (Genesis 35:11). There, just as in to promise to his grandfather Abraham, the promise of a multitude of descendents is linked with the promise of a land to live in (Gen. 12:7, 15:7, 17:8, 35:12). Gradually in the five books of the Torah it is made clear that the land is also included in the election to serve as a holy nation. Israel, in particular, fulfils its calling by observing the specific commandments regarding fellow man and the land (agriculture), as can be seen, for example, in Leviticus 19 (the so-called the ‘law of Holiness’), and in Deut. 15 (the seventh year). The importance of the land, according to Talmudic tradition, lies in this, that only in that land can all the commandments of the Eternal One be realized. The rules given in the Torah relating to agriculture, just as those relating to service in the temple, apply therefore only in that land. When the people of Israel are driven out of this land, they therefore see it chiefly as a punishment, a distancing from the Eternal One and His salvation. Life in exile, in the Diaspora, is seen as an existence in deficiency. The yearning for the Promised Land, for Jerusalem, is always with them. 

In Biblical times, where the people of Israel are concerned, ethnic and religious were inseparable (just as today – more about that later). When the Moabite woman Ruth decided to stay with her mother-in-law Naomi who stems from the tribe of Judah, and go with her from Trans Jordan to Bethlehem, she says: “your people are my people and your God is my God” (Ruth 1:16); in that order. Yet one can join this people, just as Ruth once did.

b. Historical solidarity: people, land and state

Hans Küng, in his monumental book about Judaism, states that the creation of the state of Israel can be seen as the most important event in Jewish history since the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem in the year 70. By this, he does justice to the Jewish self-understanding that sees continuity in the Jewish history from Biblical times and post-Bible times until now. At the same time, it is a new given in the history of church and theology that they listen to that self-understanding and take it seriously before formulating their own theology about this people. An example: in Byzantine times (fourth to seventh centuries) Jews were only allowed to enter Jerusalem to pray on the day on which they lamented the destruction of the temple (the ninth Av). They were constantly confronted with their inequality: they were rejected; the church was the new Israel.

They saw the destruction of the temple, the religious centre, as proof of that. For the church, an historical solidarity with the people of Israel has a self-critical dimension: it should be aware of the destructive effects of theologically motivated anti-Semitism, begun with the ‘teaching of contempt’ in which there was no longer place for a living Israel, in which, to the contrary, it was suppressed. It must never be like that again. The church can never again disassociate itself from Israel. For the church, this solidarity, in the perspective of history, is indeed unrelinquishable.
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On the other side, it also has to be sensibly stated that the majority of the Jewish people at the time of the destruction of the temple already lived in the Diaspora. They themselves had chosen for distance, and it is the question in how far they themselves would have characterized this as exile. 

Anyhow, current Zionism can be seen as the political interpretation of that centuries-old longing for Zion. The Zionistic dream has become reality: the state of Israel was established as a Jewish state almost sixty years ago with the approval of and also some support from the international community. 

c. Eschatological solidarity: share in the expectation

What are Israel and its people living towards? What is their destination? There is also a broad spectrum of expectations about that in Judaism and Christianity. The Church Order, in Article 1-1, speaks about the church that ‘shares in the expectation granted to Israel, looks forward to the arrival of the Kingdom of God.’ According to section 7, the church, a Christ-confessing community of faith, is seeking discussion with Israel ‘regarding the understanding of the Holy Scriptures, particularly in respect of the coming of the Kingdom of God’. This expectation is also expressed in many prayer texts. 

Judaism doesn’t have a church order, but it does have set prayers that are said by the Jewish community worldwide and in which the faith of centuries is crystallized.

The ‘eighteen benedictions prayer’ is an example of that. It is said three times a day. The tenth to the fifteenth benedictions in this prayer are about the longed-for Messianic future, whereby firstly all the strewn exiles of Israel will be collected from the four corners of the earth. Jerusalem will be rebuilt, and the offspring of David will proclaim the ultimate deliverance. It is chiefly images from Prophets that here give form to the future expectation of Israel.

Some see this expectation as events that will take place in the future; others see them as a metaphor for expectation for which no other wording is available. It is no wonder that in certain circles, the Messianic expectation again grew after the creation of the state of Israel. After all, the exiles were collected from all over, from ravaged Europe but also from Arab countries where the Jewish community were no longer welcome after the creation of the Jewish state. Was it the beginning of the ultimate Messianic salvation? In the prayer for the state of Israel, this is said, somewhat carefully: ‘the beginning of the blossoming of our redemption’. In certain Jewish circles, this tense ultimate expectation further grew in 1967.

During the Six-day War the Old City of Jerusalem, with the Temple Mount and the Wailing Wall, did, after all, fall into Jewish hands. Now Jerusalem could finally be rebuilt, and probably the temple, too! The religious interpretation of this conquest grew among the population and led to the organization of the Gush Emunim, in 1974. They wanted as many as possible Jewish settlements established in occupied territory for the realization of the dream of a great Israel (Erez Yisrael ha-Shleems). In the extreme case they said: no piece of the Land of Israel may be given back otherwise the Messiah cannot come. For these reasons, they were bitter opponents of the pragmatic view ‘land for peace’ and, at the very most, would grant the Palestinians autonomy, but definitely not an own state. It is remarkable that the initially moderate religious Zionists of the NRP (National Religious Party) have, since 1974 but particularly since 1993 (the Oslo Peace Accords and the disappointment of their failure), been increasingly landing in this radically Zionistic (Messianic) camp. For them, support of Israel is the same as support of the state of Israel.  

The church now faces the question of in how far it can associate the creation of the state of Israel with the mentioned expectation based on images from Prophets.
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This movement is still reasonably moderate in the Netherlands and goes back to Réveil circles (Da Costa and his acquaintances), where the hope prevailed that eternal Israel would be released from its exile before the return of the Messiah. This thought unites well with an action like ‘Bring Jews Home’ (support for Jewish emigration to Israel from the former Soviet Union). A theocratic motive can be seen with those who resist the Jewish/Israeli evacuation of the Gaza Strip in 2005 on Biblical grounds (seeing as according to Joshua. 15:47, Gaza belongs to the tribe of Judah!). With this group, support for Israel is increasingly becoming support for the Great-Israel ideology, read: support for the settlers on the West Bank. It is especially certain evangelical and also protestant movements in the USA that have associated themselves with radical Zionistic ideology. From their reading of eschatological prophecies in the Old Testament especially, they have come to the view that all Israelis must return to their land before the Messiah can return. From the USA, this is coupled with substantial amounts of money from evangelical groups, with which they support these settlers and settlements. 

This line of thought is far from beneficial for finding a political and territorial compromise with the Palestinians, but rather plays into the hands of extremist Jewish parties who, by means of bullying and threats, sometimes even acts of violence, try to make the life of the native Palestinian population in these areas impossible. These evangelicals are, moreover, far from interested in dialogue or religious encounter with Judaism. 

The Protestant Church in the Netherlands cannot detach the return of the Jewish people to Palestine from God’s loyalty to his covenant people. 

They also realise that the state of Israel forms an integral part of the identity of the people of Israel (see …). For the church, these motives confirm the fact that the state of Israel, according to international law, has the right to an independent political existence, and safety.

The church shares in ‘the expectation granted to Israel’, and ‘looks forward to the arrival of the Kingdom of God’. That is why it seeks discussion with Israel ‘regarding the understanding of Holy Scriptures, particularly in respect of the coming of the Kingdom of God’. That discussion does not primarily and exclusively relate to the question of whether the state of Israel can or cannot be seen as an aspect of the coming of the Kingdom of God, let alone the question of which geographical borders would be relevant in that respect. In the concrete conflict situation of today, it will, above all, have to be about the question of how Jews and Christians together, on the basis of shared expectation, can devote themselves to reconciliation, peace and justice as fundamental aspects of the expectation of the Kingdom of God. 

d. In conclusion: Which people of Israel?

In The explanation of the Church Order of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands, Rev. B. Wallet writes: “The name Israel refers to the Israel that we meet in the Holy Scriptures and, from there, in history to date. The roots of the faith of the Church lie there. This starting point is of such great importance that it is included in the section about the name”.
 Here, Israel does not stand for an abstract notion of ‘God’s People’, but for a concrete people with a concrete history that began in Biblical times and continues now. 
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Here, the name Israel in Article 1-1 is crystallized in ‘people of Israel’. Some have interpreted this as a throwing overboard of our loyalty with Israel as a state. That is not the intention of this article. Wallet says about this: “In section 7, what is meant by the people of Israel is not exactly defined. This phrasing is about Israel as it sees itself. It is clear that this people does not correspond with the state, but cannot be extricated from it. Moreover, it is not only about the Jews who live in the state or outside of it, but also about the Israel of the Scriptures and tradition. The multiformity of this people that we know from the Bible and from present day Judaism resounds in this name.
 Belonging to this group are Zionists, non-Zionists and anti-Zionists, secular and religious, but also father-Jews and converts. The debate about the question ‘who is a Jew?’ is carried on with great vehemence among the people of Israel. The church should stay out of this debate.

Actually, the debate has been about this since 1995, when the two lines in the reformed continuous reflection caused a stalemate in policy. The theological discussion can be traced back to the question: Is Israel primarily seen as a nation: a real people called by God, with a real history, a real destination and a real, material piece of land on which to express that destination, or is Israel ‘only’ a notion for the people who do justice in the promised land, wherever on earth that might be?

The designation ‘Israel as understood by itself’ is understood by some as a mystification. The intention of this expression is, however, to indicate that we no longer (objectively, theologically) want to speak about Israel without at the same time being in conversation with Israel itself about Israel’s identity. That has become one of the basic rules for every form of inter-religious dialogue. In this discussion we learn a few things that we then further qualify in our own theory-forming. 

The concrete designation ‘people of Israel’ in the Church Order has been found to be offensive in the light of the political reality. Whoever particularly associates the name ‘Israel’ with the Middle East conflict will either be inclined to create a large distance in relation to Biblical Israel – and therefore spiritualize the Biblical reality – or actually identify Biblical Israel with the state. Both roads are impassable. 

The designation ‘Israel as understood by itself’ does not mean to deny that there are also very different views in Jewish circles about the connection of the people of Israel to the state of Israel. On the one hand there is the purely secular view, in which this people, after almost 2000 years in exile has finally again become a ‘people among people, with a state among states’ (in the political Zionism of Theodor Herzi and co). On the other hand there has also always been a religious motive because – as has been stated above – only in that land, according to the Talmud, can all 613 commandments (mitzvoth) of the Torah be fulfilled.

The Israeli-Palestinian-Arab Conflict - 1 October 2007 Page 38 van 42 

The Protestant Church in the Netherlands and the churches in the Middle East
In the previous paragraph, special solidarity with Israel came up for discussion: that gives a special dimension to the involvement of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands with the Jewish inhabitants of Israel. In this paragraph, the question under discussion is what it means for the Protestant Church in the Netherlands that a minority of the Palestinian people – and a minority of the surrounding Arab people – belong to a worldwide Christian community. How does ecumenical solidarity with these churches colour our relationships with them?

Faith in Jesus of Nazareth, acknowledged by the churches as the Messiah, defines the church in its unrelinquishable solidarity with Israel. Thoughts about Him and faith in Him cannot for one second be disassociated from His roots in Israel and from the expectation granted to Israel in which the churches, including the Protestant Church in the Netherlands (Art.1.section 1 CO), may share. In that light, the church reads the promises to Abraham and to Israel, in which the salvation granted to Israel acquires significance that transcends all boundaries between races. The church hears the universal intent of the expectation of Israel in words such as those in Genesis 12: 3: “with you, all people of the world will be blessed” (NBG),
 or those in Isaiah 49:6: “I shall make you a light for all people so that the salvation I shall bring will reach to the ends of the earth”. The church recognizes these promises in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. In and through Him all people were and are also brought into fellowship with the God of Israel, the Father of Jesus Christ. 

The ecumenical solidarity of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands with the churches and Christians in the Middle East is, in light of the Scriptures, not separable from the solidarity with Israel. Far less does the church oppose it! The church does not allow itself to be forced into a choice whereby either solidarity with Israel or solidarity with churches and Christians would have to prevail. Both forms of solidarity are for the church, for the theological reasons given above, unrelinquishable. 

In the ecumenical movement, it is about the vision of the unity of the church, although it is not only about that. The unity of the world, in which peace, justice and unity of creation are seen as a sign of God’s coming Kingdom, is still connected and forms the widest scope of it. Now the question is what ‘unity of the church’ means exactly, and what that says about our relationship with churches and Christians in the Middle East.

In the ecumenical reflection on this question, the unity is further defined nowadays with the help of the Biblical concept ‘fellowship’ (koinonia).
 The solidarity given to that has numerous aspects, but the starting point here also lies in God’s grace in Jesus Christ. His suffering and death, His resurrection and his Spirit form the basis of the fellowship that churches have with each other and that they aspire to. Ecumenical solidarity is therefore more than the obvious solidarity with people who ‘just’ believe in the same thing. It is much more than a spontaneous preference for the familiar. It is about a ‘fellowship in Him’, about caring for each other in Christ.  
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At the beginning of his first letter, John immediately calls attention to Jesus Christ. “The Word alive. The Word is made visible; we have seen it and we bear our testimony to it” (1 John 1:2). Immediately afterwards he makes clear how that determines mutual fellowship: “What we have seen and heard we declare to you so that you and we may share in a common life, a life which we share with the Father and his Son, Jesus Christ”.
 That fellowship is liturgically expressed and experienced as a reality of faith in the service of Holy Communion, the ‘fellowship with the body and blood of Christ’. It is expressed in many different ways in practice. For example: in attention to and care of each other and in sharing with our fellowman who is dependent on our care: the diaconate is, after all, also rooted in this Last Supper service. Fellowship is also expressed in intensely listening to each other if the other is unfamiliar to us, and in critical conversation with each other if the other makes challenging choices. 

Until now, churches and Christians in the Middle East have not been in the picture enough with the Protestant Church in the Netherlands and its members.

Via the Reformed Missionary Fellowship, there is contact with Messiah-confessing Jewish groups who are also dedicated to meeting Palestinian Christians. Of course, in addition, there are also ecumenical contacts, especially via the World Council of Churches. However, congregations and congregation members are hardly aware of this: many are not even aware of the existence of churches in the Middle East. The much greater visibility of Israel as a state and the necessary re-thinking of the church about the relationship with the people of Israel, have partly led to that. Even in the previous policy memorandum, ecumenical relations were actually passed over.

Unrelinquishable solidarity with the people of Israel and ecumenical fellowship with Christians and churches in the Middle East must not be played off against each other, just as neither form of involvement may be maintained and strengthened at the cost of the other. 

In practice, choices have to be made in the maintenance of contact with people and groups in the Middle East. From the above it is clear that the Protestant Church in the Netherlands will first seek its partners from within the Jewish fellowship and the sister churches. But peace and justice form a transcending perspective in that. That is why the way in which the Protestant Church in the Netherlands relates to those who, because of their vulnerable position rely on the assistance of others, should be discussed here. The following paragraph is about that.

Principles in a theology of the diaconate

Involvement of the victims, Palestinian and Jewish people who – despite their background or conviction – pay the price for decades of political impasse and the forms of violence that has led to, deserves separate attention. That also colours the involvement of certain groups and people.

In 2004, the synod of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands, as a result of the memorandum Diaconaat spreekt niet vanzelf (Diaconate is not automatic), extensively tackled the question of the character of diaconate as a mission and symbol of the church and of the congregation, and of what the role of Church in Action should be in that.   
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In the discussion about the nature of the diaconate, Jewish tradition has its own relevance. The Biblical terms tsedaka (justice) and chesed (mercy/solidarity) and the rabbinic development of them play a key role. In the rabbinic concept gemiloet chassadiem (literally: the returning of acts of solidarity), God’s qualities are devoted to people: whoever clothes the naked, feeds the hungry, visits the sick (etc.) follows in God’s footsteps and in so doing makes God’s chesed visible.

In the Progress Report Strategic Policy Diaconate 2005-2008, it is defined as the following: The diaconate takes for granted:

The dignity of each person as a creation and image-carrier of God

The realization that people are given to each other and live in solidarity and dependence

The insight that the world and all the world produces have been given to all mankind by God

The path of Jesus Christ, in whom God’s compassion for a broken world and failing people was made visible

Diaconate is the effort of the religious community for mercy and justice, for peace and unity for all creation. It tries in and from the Service of Holy Communion to celebrate, to share, to make visible and to mediate what God’s objective is for the society of mankind (end of quote). 

The diaconal mission of the church is therefore expressed in the Service of Holy Communion. At the table, it’s about the serving and sharing of the salvation in Christ, with fellowship, unity, reconciliation, suffering and resurrection as central themes. 

With that, diaconate is wider than the relief of need. In addition to assistance, according to the synod, it’s about development, sustained social security and quality of life. It is also service of justice and service of reconciliation. Mercy is about solidarity with the suffering: a solidarity that is made real in assistance. Justice is about the defence of human rights – in respect of equal rights for Arab citizens of Israel, for example – but also about opportunities for social and economic development and the structural combating of poverty. Reconciliation is not only about forgiveness, but also about giving justice to victims. 

The service that belongs to the diaconate is not only providing assistance, but also equipping people to enable them to rise out of their misery. The role of the server is not that of a slave, but one of proactively seeking and mediating for ways to reach unity, peace and justice, and reconciliation and justice.

In the supplement to the memorandum about the strategic policy of the diaconate 2005-2008, it is stated that, more than before, the emphasis must be on rights in addition to needs. Both approaches are important in order to determine who the diaconate should focus on and in which way it should do that. They form a key to the policy choices of the World Diaconate.
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5 Provisional Conclusions and Preconditions
This memorandum leads to a few provisional conclusions coupled with preconditions for further policy. Which further steps are actually possible and necessary should emerge from discussion in the synod. 

5.1 Provisional Conclusions
1. The Protestant Church in the Netherlands confirms its policy as it is formulated in the policy memorandum The Israeli-Palestinian-Arab Conflict of September 2003 (see 3.4 above), with the following amendments and realizations.

The Protestant Church in the Netherlands confirms its fundamental mission to give expression to its unrelinquishable solidarity with the people of Israel. It seeks a dialogue with the Jewish people “concerning the understanding of Holy Scripture, in particular as regards the coming of the Kingdom of God” (Art. 1 section 7 CO), also where it concerns current developments and events. This implies for the church:

a.
the belief that the special place of Israel only rests on freely-given divine loyalty and is not dependent on the actions of Israel.

b.
acknowledgement of the fact that the state of Israel is a part of the Jewish identity for many in the Jewish community worldwide.

c.
acknowledgement of the partial responsibility of the Christian community in regard to the holocaust. 

d.
the rejection of any form of a replacement theology.

e.
the rejection of any form of anti-Semitism.

f.
acknowledgement of the necessity to repeatedly seek dialogue with Israel.

g.
acknowledgement of the asymmetry in this solidarity: Israel does not feel connected to the church in the same way.

h. 
acknowledgement that it is not for the church to judge who belongs to the people of Israel. 

The Protestant Church in the Netherlands gives expression to its fundamental ecumenical solidarity with the Palestinian Christians and churches. It is called to seek fellowship and cooperation with these churches (Art. XVI section 1 CO); this implies the necessity of regularly consulting them with an eye to the policy of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands in respect of the situation in the Middle East.

The church confirms its mission of solidarity with victims of injustice, violence, illness and, where that is necessary to seek, to its ability, ways to help them rise out of their misery. The church confirms its mission to bring healing to those it meets who suffer trauma brought on by violence and suffering. This includes Jews as well as Palestinians; victims, but also those who get involved in committing violence and acts of humiliation. 

Preconditions
The Protestant Church in the Netherlands (hereafter: the church) gives form to its policy in respect of the Middle East within the following preconditions:

1.
acknowledgement of Israel’s right to an independent national existence and to security, on the basis of international law, that should be theologically positively appreciated. 
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the state of Israel is a political entity that guarantees human rights: the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians and certain Arab neighbours and powers, is therefore a political problem that ought to be solved via political means; religious claims to land do not contribute to a solution in the dialogue between the religions, that is why the church does not endorse the Christian Zionistic body of thought.

the necessity to continue raising the constant fear of the Israeli population for terrorist attacks in public debate, and by so doing, stand up for justice. 

acknowledgement of the fact that for many in the worldwide Jewish community, the state of Israel is a part of the Jewish identity.  

acknowledgement of the right of the Palestinians to self-determination: that means an independent national existence, security and adequate opportunities for economic development.

the striving towards a two-state solution, unless the involved parties in mutual and equal agreement themselves decide on a different political solution, and without prejudice to the possibility that the parties take unilateral steps towards peace.

the necessity to continue raising the question of the violation of rights of the Palestinian population, particularly in the occupied territories, and by so doing, stand up for justice. 

the necessity for the church’s diaconal efforts for those whose chances of survival are compromised because of the continuing occupation. 

the advisability of using existing contacts, both representatives and organizations within the Jewish community in Israel and representatives and organizations of the Palestinian community, in such a way that meeting and dialogue between both peoples is advanced, not only when concerns churches in the Middle East, but that in particularly.    
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� See: http://www.kerkinactie.nl/site/uploadedDocs/HetIsralischPalestijnsArabischconflict(1).pdf


� So says the first recommendation of the report of the visit of November 2004. 


� This relates particularly to Security Council Resolutions 181 (1947), 303 (1949), 242 (1967), 338 (1973) and 1515 (2003).


� There are quite a few theories about religion and society. We choose for an anthropological approach that remains close to the experiences of the faithful.


� ‘The Holy Land’ is a concept that is employed by churches in the Middle East; for them it encompasses the holy places of Christendom that are to be found in Israel and in the Palestinian territories. In Judaism and Islam, other conceptions of sacredness of the land prevail.  


� As has already been mentioned, the (first) “The Israeli-Palestinian-Arab Conflict” memorandum was set down by the General Synod.





� In this report, an initiative – but not more that that – is given in this direction. See especially § 4.3, sub c.


�  Another interpretation of this classic Lutheran view comes in effect close to the view that has long been held in the GKN, whereby the church “as an institution” should refrain from political pronouncements because that is seen as the exclusive task of the church as “an organism”, that means of the faithful personally, and in their political parties.


� In the decision of the General Synod in regard to the report Israel, People, Land and State, a continuous reflection.





� P. van den Heuvel (ed.), Explanation of the Church Order of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands, Zoetermeer 2004


� 11. op cit, 26





� The NBV translation: “All people of earth would wish to be blessed as you are” is not convincing


� Words that are based on this can be found, among other places, in the above-cited (in 4.1) Bible texts: Romans 11:17 and 12:13





� The State translation and the NBG translation here translated closer to the original text with ‘have fellowship’ different from the translation in the NBV. 
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