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Recent history of Hamas/Gaza 

During a 23-day war in late 2008 and early 2009, more than 1,400 Palestinians and 14 Israelis were killed in the Gaza Strip and in towns just inside the Israeli border.  This latest war is part of a sixty-year-long conflict.  We will begin tonight by briefly tracing that history; then showing pictures of our recent travel to the Gaza Strip; then talking about possible next steps.

· With Hitler’s rise to power in the 1930s, Jewish migration to Palestine increased.  It intensified even further as a result of the Holocaust.  By 1946, some 680,000 Jews were living in Palestine, alongside more than 1 million Palestinians.

· In 1947 the U.N. General Assembly partitioned Palestine into Jewish and Arab states, with Greater Jerusalem designated as an international city.  Palestinians did not agree to this division of their land.

· On May 14, 1948, Israel declared statehood on part of the land of historic Palestine.  War with Arab states ensued, resulting in the creation of some 650,000 to 750,000 Palestinian refugees.

· In 1964 the Palestinian Liberation Organization – or PLO -- was established to represent Palestinians in the Holy Land and in the Diaspora.

· During the Six Day War in 1967, Israel occupied the Sinai, Golan Heights, West Bank, Gaza Strip and East Jerusalem.  That same year, U.N. Security Council Resolution 242 called for Israeli withdrawal from these lands and established the “land for peace” principle.

· In the early 1980s, Israel supported the development of Hamas as a counter-balance to the PLO.  Stephen Zunes, chair of Middle Eastern studies at the University of San Francisco, wrote earlier this year that, “Beginning in the early 1980s . . . the antecedents of Hamas began to emerge through the establishment of schools, health care clinics, social service organizations and other entities that stressed an ultraconservative interpretation of Islam, which up to that point had not been very common among the Palestinian population. The hope was that if people spent more time praying in mosques, they would be less prone to enlist in left-wing nationalist movements challenging the Israeli occupation.  While supporters of the secular PLO were denied their own media or right to hold political gatherings, the Israeli occupation authorities allowed radical Islamic groups to hold rallies, publish uncensored newspapers and even have their own radio station.” 

· In 1993, the PLO and Israel signed the Declaration of Principles – known as the Oslo agreement.  Hamas and other radical Palestinian organizations opposed to Oslo engaged in periodic suicide bombings against Israeli military and civilians.  Meanwhile, Israel continued systematic confiscation of Palestinian lands and construction of settlements – in spite of being engaged in a peace process.

· In 2005, Israel unilaterally withdrew settlers from the Gaza Strip, offering them significant compensation and re-settling them in the West Bank.

· In 2006, Hamas gained the majority of seats in the Palestinian Legislative Council.  Israel and many governments around the world – including Canada and the United States -- refused to recognize Hamas as the legitimately elected leaders of the Palestinian people.

· In June 2007, Hamas took over the Gaza Strip after a brief civil war with the Palestinian Authority. Israel tightened its economic siege on Gaza and engaged in targeted assassinations in the Gaza Strip.

· In 2008, Hamas continued to launch homemade rockets into Israel – causing some casualties and limited property damage – but considerable psychological trauma for Israelis.  With upcoming elections, the public pressured Israeli government to respond.  On December 27, Israel began a massive aerial bombardment of the Gaza Strip.  One week later, Israel sent thousands of ground troops into Gaza.

· In mid-January 2009 both sides declared unilateral ceasefires right before the new U.S. president was inaugurated. 

Current reality

What is the current situation in the Gaza Strip? 

Food and some medicines are getting in, but Israel still tightly controls the border crossings.  Virtually no supplies for rebuilding are allowed into Gaza.  A coalition of international organizations released a statement two days ago that describes the current reality this way:  

“Reconstruction in Gaza is severely constrained. Materials such as cement and reinforced steel rods are still being denied entry by Israel. This means that the 20,000 families – or at least 140,000 people – whose homes were destroyed or rendered uninhabitable as a result of the conflict are unable to rebuild their lives. Many are living in tents and in makeshift shelters constructed with salvaged bricks and plastic sheeting, with no end in sight. Furthermore, some 35,000 people still do not have access to piped water or safe sewage disposal. And, three months on, there are still damaged schools, universities, health clinics, hospitals and other parts of the civilian infrastructure that have not been repaired.” 

Many tunnels between Egypt and Gaza are still operational.  Radical Palestinian groups in the Gaza Strip are still firing rockets into Israel and Israel responds with targeted aerial and ground attacks and continues to bomb tunnels. 

One is compelled to ask, “Is anyone really more secure as a result of this 23-day war?” The answer seems obvious, “clearly not.”   

I start from the place that a just peace is in the best interest of both Israelis and Palestinians.   But what will be necessary for a just peace and a secure future for both Israelis and Palestinians? 

1. All parties – including Hamas -- must be included in the negotiations.  Israel and much of the international community is operating with the assumption that a peace process can move forward without including Hamas. But is it possible to make peace without talking to your enemy?  It is doubtful.

The logic for not talking has been this: Hamas does not recognize the right of a Jewish state to exist. Therefore, until Hamas changes its view, we will not talk to them.  One problem with this logic is that newly-elected Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s Likud Party doesn’t recognize the right of a Palestinian state to exist.  So the international community seems to be applying a bit of a double standard.

In a March 26 Op Ed published in the NY Times, Roger Cohen wrote: “Without Hamas’s involvement, there can be no Middle East Peace.  Mahmoud Abbas, the Fatah leader and president of the Palestinian Authority, is a beleaguered figure.” 

Cohen goes on to quote a group of retired but highly respected foreign policy experts who are advising U.S. President Obama to “Shift the U.S. objective from ousting Hamas to modifying its behavior, offer it inducements that will enable its more moderate elements to prevail, and cease discouraging third parties from engaging with Hamas in ways that might clarify the movement’s view and test its behavior.”  This same group notes that, “Shutting out (Hamas) and isolating Gaza has only made it stronger and Fatah weaker.”  This is the sense we get from talking to Palestinians as well.

2. Confidence-building measures must be taken immediately.  Canada, the United States and the European community should lean on Israel to immediately stop the expansion of illegal settlements in the West Bank and the demolition of Palestinian homes.  This is low-hanging fruit.  These actions are a violation of international law. They are inconsistent with Canadian and U.S. foreign policy.  They are extremely provocative in the Palestinian community.  And they undermine the moderate elements of Palestinian society who need to be able to demonstrate fruits of peace.

3. The international community must help ease Israeli fears and Palestinian suffering.  With regard to the Gaza Strip, the international community should press radical Palestinian groups to immediately stop firing rockets into Israel in exchange for an immediate opening of the border crossings. Reconstruction materials must be allowed into the Gaza Strip. Perhaps international monitors could play a helpful role in re-assuring both Israelis and Palestinians.  Furthermore, Palestinians in Gaza must be allowed to export food, flowers and other products from the Gaza Strip.  Their economy must be allowed to develop.

4. Long-term issues must be dealt with in a comprehensive fashion.  MCC has suggested the following components will be a necessary part of any durable resolution:

· A commitment to respect human rights as outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and international covenants and conventions.

· An end to the Israeli military occupation of the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and East Jerusalem as called for by United Nations Security Council Resolutions 242 and 338;

· A shared Jerusalem in which the spiritual significance of the city for Christians, Muslims and Jews would be recognized. Jews, Christians, and Muslims should all be able to worship and practice their faiths freely and securely in the land;

· An end to discriminatory confiscation and distribution of land and water resources, including those practices prohibited by the Fourth Geneva Convention, and, in accordance with the ruling from the International Court of Justice, the dismantling of the illegal separation wall;

· Justice and security for Palestinian refugees, as called for by United Nations General Assembly Resolution 194.

The steps I have outlined focus on the role of public policymakers.  While it is right for us to advocate for policymakers to take steps like those listed above, there is also a special role for the Christian community.  We as a Christian community have contributed to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict -- through centuries of anti-Semitism and a more recent embrace of Christian Zionist theology.

In his book, Constantine’s Sword: The Church and the Jews, James Carroll chronicles the shameful Christian history of mistreating Jews.  Across the centuries, Christians perpetrated pogroms against the Jewish community. Prominent church leaders like Martin Luther called for the burning of synagogues and defined Jews as “the born enemy of the German Christian.”  Many Christians stood silent during the Holocaust.  According to Carroll, “Support of Hitler was not only allowed to Catholics, but was required of them.” Christians have contributed to the insecurity that many Jewish Israelis feel.  We must own that.

Many Christians have equally contributed to the plight of the Palestinians by buying into a theology of Christian Zionism.  Seeing the return of the Jewish people to historic Palestine as a prerequisite for the return of Christ, some Christians have thrown their uncritical support behind the Israeli government – no matter how abusive its policies have been.  We have watched in silence as our Palestinian sisters and brothers – both Christian and Muslim – have suffered under years of occupation and oppression.

We often are asked if there is any hope for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  Isn’t this an intractable situation?  Not really.  It feels that way some days, but Israelis and Palestinians are not destined to live in conflict forever.  Indeed, the biblical prophet Micah speaks of a day when all humanity will sit securely under vine and fig tree without fear (Micah 4:4).  That day will not come before we learn to talk face-to-face with our enemies.  We pray that day is not far away.

