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 This week is the “International Week for Peace in Palestine and Israel”.  When I 

noticed this special week on the United Church worship calendar, I figured we should 

probably talk about it.  After all, many people in this congregation have made trips to 

Palestine Israel, so I assume you care about what’s going on over there.  But really - why 

are we still talking about peace in Palestine Israel?  Why does this “Week for peace in 

Palestine Israel” still exist?  I suppose the simple answer is that the week to celebrate that 

peace exists because the peace itself does not.  And beyond that, why should we care and 

what can we do anyway?  We will get to that. 

 But perhaps we need to start with a bit of history.  In our reading from Genesis 

this morning - whether or not that story represents any real history - we have the story of 

God selecting a piece of land and giving it to Jacob and his descendants.  That text - and 

other similar biblical texts, are why many people believe that God gave the land of 

Canaan, modern day Palestine, to Jewish people.  But if we read beyond the short passage 

we read today, we will be reminded that God’s promise of land was conditional on the 

behaviour of the recipients.  The people who possess the land were required to live by 

God’s laws of compassion and justice to all people.  And in later biblical passages, God 

gets so annoyed at the people that he banishes them from the land.  The gift of land in the 

Bible was conditional, and the conditions were repeatedly violated, so the Bible does not 

in fact give the final answer to the question of the rightful ownership of Palestine, unless 

you read the Bible badly. 

 Another interesting piece of history regarding the rightful ownership of Palestine 

was written 100 years ago, in the famous “Balfour Declaration”.  That short letter - 

referring to the then king of England - said, “His Majesty's Government view with favour 

the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their 

best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood 
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that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing 

non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in 

any other country”. 

 Both of these visions for the creation of a Jewish homeland sound hopeful.  Both 

visions sound reasonable.  But both visions are flawed by the same problem, which is that 

the land in question has always been occupied with people who have long and deep ties 

to the land.  In Genesis, it says that “Jacob called that place Bethel; but the name of the 

city was Luz at the first” which acknowledges that the land in question was already 

occupied by people who had their own cities, livelihoods, families, hopes and dreams.  

And in the Balfour Declaration, the land is named as “Palestine”, and the declaration 

acknowledges that there are both Jewish and non-Jewish people living in Palestine in 

1917. 

 When I step back and imagine the original vision, I believe it is a vision worth 

working towards.  It is a vision we could support.  Part of the vision in 1917 was to create 

space where Jewish people could be safe from what was seen to be increasing anti-

Semitism, and there is no reason we should not support that vision.  But that vision is so 

far from the current reality in Palestine Israel that I am almost speechless when I think 

about it. 

 The reality today in Palestine Israel is driven by the fact that for over 50 years, 

Israel has had in place a military occupation of Palestine.  The military occupation of 

Palestine has caused incalculable devastation to non-Jewish people in Palestine.  Some 2 

million people now live in what is essentially an open-air prison, where the occupation 

forces those people to live without adequate basic human needs like food, water, 

medicine, the right of movement, access to health care and education.  The military 

occupation also reflects very badly on Israel, and by extension on Jewish people, and so 

the occupation is also strongly linked to rising anti-Semitism for Jewish people living 

abroad.  So - the military occupation, executed by Israel and paid for primarily by the US 

and Britain completely destroys any hope for the 2 conditions that were in the Balfour 

Declaration:  that non-Jewish indigenous people would not be made to suffer, and that 

Jewish people living in other parts of the world would not be made to suffer either. 
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 The occupation is a complete barrier to any possibility of peace in Palestine Israel.    

That is what must change before there is any hope of progress.  But the occupation - and 

everything it represents - is driven not by Jewish beliefs, but rather by the principles of 

Zionism.  There will be no progress on the occupation until Zionism is exposed and 

defeated.  If you watch our media, you might believe that Zionism is Jewish, but it is 

really not. 

 Rabbi Aaron Cohen, an orthodox Jew put it this way, “Judaism is for us a total 

way of life.  Showing us how to live a moral, ethical and religious life in the service of 

the Almighty.  It affects every aspect of our life from the cradle to the grave.  We are 

taught and we believe, that it was revealed to us by Divine Revelation, as described in the 

Bible some three and a half thousand years ago, and that is when the Jewish People came 

in to being. … Zionism, on the other hand … is a secular irreligious philosophy 

engendered [only] some one hundred years ago by some secular Jews, that is Jews who 

had in the main cast off their connection with their Jewish way of life handed down to 

them through the generations.”   Zionism is not Jewish.  And this summer, Ayelet Shaked, 1

Israel’s minister of Justice, demonstrated what Zionism is, saying that “Zionism is above 

all else, it is above human rights and above universal justice.”  That is decidedly NOT 

Jewish thinking.  This is amplified by Ludwig Watzal as, “Zionism is a form of 

nationalism whitewashed with pseudo-Jewish rhetoric.  The Zionists are using the Jewish 

religion as a facade to legitimize their racist and expansionist colonialism.  The real 

problems of this ideology ruts in Zionism itself.  To get rid of the problems, Israel must 

get rid of Zionism.”  2

 On the subject of the occupation, Rabbi Cohen says, “The Jewish teaching on 

basic humanitarian values is compassion and consideration for one’s fellow man and 

scrupulous respect for the rights and property and of course lives of one’s fellow men.  

This would quite rightly imply that Orthodox Judaism is in total sympathy with the 

Palestinian Cause.  Zionism is the exact antitheses of these values.”  3

 http://www.ihrc.org.uk/060702/papers/ahron_cohen.pdf1

 https://ahtribune.com/politics/1881-israel-justice-minister-shaked.html2

 http://www.ihrc.org.uk/060702/papers/ahron_cohen.pdf3
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 If any of this is news to you, you are not alone.  We have all been taught by our 

media and by our governments that we have to support the occupation of Palestine in 

order to protect Israel.  Perhaps at some point in the past, that was true.  But today, the 

biggest threat to the security of Israel and also the humanity of Palestine is Zionism.  

Balfour’s vision was fine - it has just never been realized. 

 If there is hope that I see in all of this, it is that people are waking up to the 

realization that there are 2 requirements for peace in Palestine Israel.  1: That there can be 

no peace in Palestine while it is being colonized and while it is under military occupation.  

The occupation must end before there can be any discussion of lasting peace.  And 2: is 

the realization that Zionism is counter to the principles of Judaism.  Zionism is now 

becoming recognized as anti-Semitic, which is ironic because Zionism is enabled by anti-

Semitism, while Zionism itself is anti-Semitic. 

 So - if you are still awake - what does this mean to us, Christians sitting in the 

relative comfort of Rexdale?  Why should we care?  What should we do about all this?  I 

think we should take Matthew’s words to heart.  Our reading in Matthew today was about 

how truth needs to be shared in order for community - or society - to work.  And that 

truth should be shared even in small groups of 2 people.  We need to speak up more in 

favour of the original vision for Palestine Israel.  We need to speak up more to support 

our Jewish brothers and sisters.  And we need to speak up more against Zionism. 

 Many people refuse to speak against Israel because we have been taught that is 

anti-Semitic.  And of course we don’t want to be anti-Semitic.  So the good news is this.  

Support for Palestine is not anti-Semitic.  Speaking against the military occupation of 

Palestine is not only pro-Palestinian, it is also pro-Jewish at the same time. 

 We are allowed to speak up for human rights abuses.  We are allowed to have a 

voice.  Matthew says speak your truth, in your own way, in community and with others.  

That is how the kingdom of God will become present to us.  Speak up. 

 Amen.
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