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“Sabeel is, clearly and consciously, an organization of Palestinian Christians who out of their faith commitment are approaching and dealing with the situation they find themselves in.  It is not a political organization; it is not a human rights organization; it is not a lobbying or propaganda organization.  It is first and foremost a group of people of faith who want to bring their faith to bear on the situation they are in, and who are blessed to have people of others faiths, Jewish, Muslim, and perhaps some people of no particular faith, who also share our concern for peace and justice,” said Kuttab.
 
“People who approach social change from such a faith perspective always have a different outlook and always manage to maintain their strength and activism even when others may say that it’s a hopeless situation and nothing can be done, because, in part, our understanding of reality is different.
 
“I think you’ve heard Rev. Naim Ateek talk about the difference between optimism and hope.  I think anybody who looks at the current situation cannot be optimistic!  Look at it!  The forces arrayed against what we want are tremendous—militarily, politically, in terms of influence with the media, in terms of money, in terms of technology.  Look at the situation of the Palestinian people—totally desperate.  Not only are our enemies tremendously powerful in controlling every aspect of our lives, our own people are divided, disheartened, our leadership—God bless them—our supposed friends sometimes worse than our enemies!  We can’t really be optimistic.  The facts of the reality on the ground every day are getting worse and worse.  Settlements are expanding.  We can’t even get a freeze on settlements.  Where then is our hope?
 
“Our hope is of a different quality.  It’s actually a spiritual quality.  It is a realization that the apparent facts can be deceptive—that God ultimately is sovereign.  And in the kind of world that He created is constructed in such a way that this type of evil situation cannot persist.  That somehow it carries within itself the seeds of its own destruction.  That ultimately, success does not depend on us.  That we are not called on to achieve great victories and wonderful results.  That we are only called to obedience, not to success.  That we are called upon to do the right thing and to trust God ultimately for the outcome.  That somehow justice in the end will prevail.  That the evil will be called to justice.  How, when, we don’t know.  But we have that faith, and we operate with hope, and we proceed with confidence.  
 
“That’s not human, that hope.  And we sometimes ask, ‘Can’t you tell us something?’ [general laughter].  …  I’m reminded of Elijah’s servant in the Old Testament.  When the forces of Samaria were surrounding the place where he and his master the prophet were in Samaria, he said, ‘Look, look look! All the forces are arrayed against us!’  And his master prayed to God, ‘Open the eyes of my servant so he will see a little bit of the true reality.’  Now, I don’t profess that I am that wise.  But I have been challenged, and I have jotted down a few, five or six, signs of hope that confirm my deep feeling that something is about to happen and to change.  That the pundits are wrong.  That the situation is not hopeless.  That the overwhelming forces arrayed against us are not the ones who will have the final say.  That somehow things will change for the better.  
 
“So I would share with you some of those signs.  And I’m sure that if you thought deeply enough and reach inside you will be able to detect additional signs of hope.  The first one that came to my mind is a strange one.  It is the level of Israeli arrogance.  Sign of hope?  Yes.  Israeli politicians have always been arrogant; that’s not new.  But recently we have seen such a level of utter arrogance and contempt for international law, for public opinion, for other countries, even for public opinion in the United States.  They feel the power.  They have the power.  They no longer appeal for sympathy and support.  They force and they dictate to those in the Congress and the media.  They threaten more than plead with American politicians.  They demand and openly defy what the U.S. administration wants.  They don’t ask their supporters any more to ask their supporters to write letters to Congress—did you know this?—because they have somebody in each Congressional office that dictates and threatens and cajoles rather than pleads.  
 
“The government of Israel was even glad, almost, for the decision of the International Court ICJ in the case of the Wall, the near-unanimous 14 to 1 decision declaring the Wall to be illegal.  ‘We will do what we want.  We will show them who is powerful and what matters.’  Sign of hope?  Yes, because the Bible teaches that pride goeth before the fall.  And that level of arrogance means that they no longer care as much, pretend as much, try as much to justify, hide as much, deceive as much.  It is now much more blatant, not only for the Israeli government but also for AIPAC in this country.  They are now over-reaching in their arrogance.  In my humble opinion, if I had spiritual eyes with which to see reality, I’d have to say that this is a sign of hope for all of us.
 
“A second sign of hope—the election of Barack Obama.  Now, it does not mean that I am expecting him to do much better over all.  But I am not optimistic about either his willingness or his ability to confront the forces of the pro-Israeli lobby.  We’ve seen him back down already, after he made it very clear how important it was for his global policy, for his relations with the Islamic world, for his new orientation towards international law, to obtain at least a settlement freeze.  He backed down.  Nonetheless, his election is a sign of hope because he was elected in large part by the efforts of ordinary people of the grassroots.  Jumping over the heads of the political party machine, contradicting the expectations of the pundits, in the face of racism which continues to be in this country.  Ordinary people managed to be inspired by his message and to believe that, ‘Yes, we can.’  Now that’s a sign of hope and that’s the message to all of us.  We don’t need to convince anybody in Congress.  We can go above their heads.  We can bring about the change that is necessary.  We can redefine America’s interests in the Middle East despite the lobbies and despite the powerful interest groups.  So yes, we do have reason for hope.
 
“The third sign for hope is the existence of a new discourse that Phyllis [Bennis] talked about, in human rights, in international law, with the creation of a permanent International Criminal Court, which can take applications directly from individuals and organizations, which I am certain at some point will be taking up the issues of war crimes.  There is a new discourse; there is a new discussion; there is a new appreciation and understanding of the situation in the Middle East, of the violations of human rights, of the torture that takes place, of the violations that are occurring.  I remember 15-20 years ago that it was such an uphill fight to convince ordinary people that torture—torture!?!—actually takes place, that the Jewish people who went through the holocaust could possibly be doing the kinds of things that they are doing.  There was a psychological block—‘No way, not Israel.’  There is a new discourse now.  Everybody knows and accepts and understands what is happening here.  The Gaza war opened the eyes of so many people and created a new reality.  I’m sorry we don’t see its consequences yet!  Hasn’t changed a single vote in Congress.  Hasn’t really led to any reduction in U.S.—hasn’t really done those things that the pundits look for and measure and comment about.  But something has changed; the discourse has changed.  The bad news is that it’s a lot of work for all of you to translate that into something more concrete, but in reality the discourse has changed.  We are living in a new and different world, internationally and in the United States.  It is now different.
 
“Fourth:  There are now clear signs of changes among American evangelical Christians.  Too many of us have somewhat written off the evangelicals has being hopelessly hooked on eschatology, prophecy, Hal Lindsey, the televangelists, end-day theologies, total unqualified support for Israel … total opposition to any kind of pressure on Israel, total commitment of money and time and political influence.  In fact, people talk about Jewish power or Jewish influence—no, it was usually Christian influence, of evangelicals backing the power of AIPAC and its lobby.  Now, over the last year or two, we are seeing very clear signs of strong leaders within the evangelical community saying, ‘We are very conservative theologically, but don’t assume that we are conservative politically.  Don’t count us as being in the pocket of either the neocons or the Israeli lobby.  We care about global warming, because we are stewards of the earth.’  Evangelicals now I’m talking about, not mainline churches, not liberals, not Presbyterians … I’m talking about dyed in the wool, Bible-thumping conservative Christians, who take the Bible very seriously, and who are now looking at it and reading it a little bit differently, thank you very much.  They’re discovering that their Bible does teach about justice, does teach about reconciliation, does not teach militarism, does not teach racism.  And I think there is a tremendous opportunity now to wean many of these Christians away from Christian Zionism and from the lobby, and they are standing up publicly and indicating that their faith and their understanding of scripture is not what the televangelists say it is, and they are getting involved and concerned in the Israeli-Palestinian issue.
 
“Another sign of hope comes from the American Jewish community, comes from J-Street, comes from something I only learned this morning from Jeff Halper, that six or seven Jewish senators—Jewish senators!—refused to sign the letter to Obama telling him to back off Israel.  Something is happening, within the American Jewish community, and I think we all have the responsibility and the duty to re-open as much as possible, or at least seek to re-open, bridges of community and co-operation with anyone who is willing in the Jewish community, to engage them directly, not to accept the fact that they refuse to invite us and talk to us, challenge them directly, lovingly, that out of concern for them … and for fighting anti-Semitism, and for concern for Israel and Israelis, they need to hear us and listen to us and work with us.  Even at a time when Israel is moving to the right wing—so far off to the right that you can hardly imagine—I find some of the bravest voices, some of the most forthright positions, being taken by Israeli Jews who are even more critical of Zionism and more forthright in their repudiation of its racism and discrimination than even Palestinians dare to be.  Is that a sign of hope?  It’s definitely a sign of hope.
 
“Finally, what is happening within the Palestinian community itself?  The mere survival, continued willingness to stand up and confront, of ordinary Palestinians is astonishing to me.  I’m Palestinian, but I was more privileged than most.  I carry a U.S. passport; I have a Jerusalem Identity Card, perhaps even more powerful than a U.S. passport sometimes [laughter].  I speak Hebrew; I am an attorney; I have the ability to travel in and out.  I don’t live under the same pressure that most Palestinians live under.  I am totally amazed at the willingness of people in Palestine today to continue to be steadfast!  To continue to have faith in God, first and foremost—I’m not talking about Christians only.  I’m talking about Muslims, too, who’ve given up faith in their leadership, and in the international community, and in the Arab countries, but who continue to look up to God, knowing that God is just and will hear their cries.  And sometime, eventually, they don’t know when, they don’t know how, but they will be able to get justice.  
 
“The people of Palestine have not forgotten, have not rolled over and played dead yet.  Looks like the leadership probably has.  But not the people.  In fact, they recently held the convention for Fatah, first time in about 20 years, and managed to get rid of a lot of the old Guard, including some very corrupt leaders like … who used to be the Secretary General … he was voted out, and the new … council … maybe at least three-quarters or 80 percent of them are among the young people who were active in the first Intifada, who have practiced and seen the power of non-violence and who know how counterproductive it can be to try to use armed struggle.  Yes, they still talk about resistance and no they have not renounced … but basically they know—even Hamas knows—how counterproductive it could be to do suicide attacks or these flimsy rockets.  There is now a new atmosphere among the Palestinians, that we are a nation, that these may not be effective methods to use.  But there is still a commitment to a new and better future.  Despite everything there is still a willingness to compromise, a willingness to find a new way to live with our Jewish Israeli neighbors.  There is still a lot of talk, whether it is about a genuine two-state solution or a one-state solution, nonetheless a solution that allows both people to live in that land.  That continues to be the majority position of the Palestinian people.  And I find in their willingness to continue to stand and to resist and to be steadfast a sign of hope.  Oh yes, their leadership has been foolish enough to buckle under the pressure of the United States and Israel and agree to a postponement of the discussion of the Goldstone investigation.  But there was such an outcry from the grassroots, from civil society, from ordinary people—from Sabeel—saying, ‘This is wrong.  Our leadership erred in allowing this to be postponed.’  And hopefully something will be done about it.  But that action, in a strange way, is now reinforcing the lesson that our leadership, cowardly and weak as it might be, is not going to be allowed to accept the type of scenario that … was describing, none of which, by the way, can occur unless there is a compliant Palestinian leadership.  Our people will not allow our leadership to sign on to something that fails to address at least the minimum requirements of justice.  And that is a sign of hope.
 
“Now, you may tell me that despite everything I have said, ‘It looks like diplomacy is breaking down.  It’s failing.  There are no negotiations taking place now.  There is very little prospect of any breakthrough in diplomacy.’  Well, of course there isn’t.  Some of you may want to add that to your lists of signs of hope: The failure of this false diplomacy, the failure of the attempt by the United States to work out a little deal with Israel and with a compliant Palestinian leadership to allow the occupation continue, to give it some kind of legitimacy, to allow the situation to fester.  It is not going to work.
 
“What will work?  What will happen?  I don’t know.  But I have hope!  And I have faith!  And I have confidence that things will be different.  And it is this that gives me the ability to continue.  And it is this that gives me and all of you and all of us the motivation to work.  We know the odds.  We know the forces arrayed against us, but we do not give up.  We continue, we fight the good fight, and we believe that it will end in justice at some point.  
 
“You know, there’s a lot of talk about South African Apartheid.  And I think in this audience a lot of you are old enough to remember how it happened.  At the beginning, it did look hopeless, and helpless.  It did look like nobody was listening.  It did look like all the powerful countries in the world were lined up behind South Africa, that all the multinational corporations were clear on where they stood on that issue, that most people did not care.  There was a lot of apathy, and there was a lack of concern.  Who was advocating for Nelson Mandela and his people, after all they were almost communistic and certainly terroristic, certainly not the kind of people that we want.  And the struggle was long, and it took a lot of organization, a lot of leafleting, a lot of meetings, a lot of letters, a lot of demonstrations here and there and everywhere, a having a hard time getting five or ten people together to march or to do a little protest.  But eventually everybody knew the South African regime would fall—because it was an unjust regime.  When, we didn’t know.  It was a powerful country; South Africa had a lot of resources.  Incidentally, I have news for you: Israel is much more vulnerable than South Africa ever was to outside pressure—much more vulnerable.  But people in the movement knew, believed, had hope.  In fact, they didn’t have any doubts.  The knew it was going to collapse.  When?  How?  Violently, non-violently, they didn’t know, but they knew that regime was not going to last.  And I tell you today, this occupation is not going to last! [Applause]
 
“How will it end?  When will it end?  Will it be some kind of arrangement like in South Africa that allows everybody to manage to live together eventually, or—God forbid—a bloody, violent confrontation?  I don’t know.  
 
“I just know that that level of evil and oppression and racism and discrimination cannot last!  It carries within itself the seeds of its own destruction because this is the kind of world that God has created!  And ultimately all we can do is hope to be agents of change in the provident and right direction!  Another reason why I think non-violence is absolutely essential, because we can’t be agents of death and destruction and killing.  We must be obedient to what we believe is right.  And let me tell you that not only Sabeel but the majority of Palestinian Christians is perhaps the only community since the day of Christ where the majority of Christians are true pacifists and did not believe in violence.  Somehow in other countries and in other times other communities of Christians managed to find excuses to fight and to kill and join the military forces of their respective countries, but Palestinians—by the grace of God—the majority of them do not believe that this is the way of the cross, the way of Christ.  But we do believe in justice!  And we do believe in a just God!  And we will not turn over and play dead.  We will fight the good fight, with others, with our brothers and sisters, for that day when justice will prevail again in the Holy Land.
 
“That is my faith, that is my hope, that is my belief.  Thank you." [Sustained applause, standing ovation]
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