Immanuel United Church
The Third Sunday of Lent
March 20th, 2022
This service is largely prepared based on the United Church worship
resource: Let’s keep talking (2016)
https://united-church.ca/sites/default/ les/unsettling-goodsworship-resources.pdf
… about just peace in Palestine and Israel
… The United Church of Canada and Antisemitism
Welcome:
In this season of Lent, we are journeying through the Deserts of Divisions.
Our theme and our hope is for God and all God’s children to “Make a
Way, Rivers in the Desert.” The prophet Isaiah hears God’s voice and cries
out, “I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not
perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.”
Call to Worship:
Barriers to address…
• Is fear holding us back?
• Is the church taking sides?
• Will there ever be peace in Palestine and Israel?
• Do Palestinians really want peace?
Video # 1: “Will there ever be peace in Palestine and Israel?” (2014)
https://youtu.be/TEeJmwqvk04
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Transcript:
“Dr. Izzeldin Abuelaish (Professor at the University of Toronto and Author of “I
Shall Not Hate”): As a medical doctor, I will never lose a hope as long as the
patient is still alive. Maybe the situation is dif cult but we need to ask why the
con ict is not solved. Maybe the diagnosis is wrong, and once the diagnosis is
wrong the treatment is wrong. And that’s the situation. It’s a con ict between
two nations Palestinians and Israelis, and they deserve to live side by side as a
free independent nations when we speak about putting an end to this con ict. It
should never be just and good for one. it must be just and good for both.
Palestianians are occupied. The Israelis are the occupier. So we need to bring
them to the same level that both of them are free as a free nations, not occupied

and occupier. The equation of occupier and occupied must nish the con ict. …
We can start to live together and we proved it beforem, because Palestinians
lived in this world and even Jewish people they lived inside Palestine as
Palestinians. So we can live together, and I say it! The biggest ally to the Israelis
should be the Palestinians, not the Americans or the Canadians or anyone else.
Their safety, their security, their freedom, their independence, their future is
linked to the Palestinian safety, security, freedom and the future, and it’s time to
put an end to the occupation and the mentality of occupying.
B: Peace is very possible. There are magic words. If we use them, then we can
have peace. Like “justice”, for instance, “human rights”, and “international law”.
I think what we need now is for Israel to comply with international law and the
UN resolutions, and there you have solutions.
Suzanne Weiss (Solidarity Activist and holocaust Survivor): There is a road to
peace. Israel must cease its colonization of the Palestinian lands. They must lift
the seige of Gaza. They must respect the Palestinian people with dignity and
equality. Palestinians have a right to return to their homelands. If there is no
justice there will be no peace.
D: The question is not, “Is peace possible in principle?”. The question is, “Is it
possible in practice?” You cannot have peace when one party wants keep taking
over the land of the other party. So the Likud Party, which is the governing party
of Israel, has in its constitution that there should not be a Palestinian state
between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea. That is in its constitution of
the leading governing party in Israel of which Prime Minister Netanyahu is the
authorized representative. Now we keep talking about Hamas, how it doesn’t
want to accept Israel. But in the very constitution of the of cial governing party
in Israel it says you can’t have a Palestine state and Jews have the right to settle
everywhere in that land. It’s not possible to have peace on such a basis.
Understanding the issues in 2021-22:
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• “In Support of Just Peace in Palestine and Israel: A Call to Costly
Solidarity” Please read, pages 15 - 18, in particular.
https://thecjn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Just-Peace-TaskGroup.pdf
(The origin: Just Peace Task Group,
to General Council Executive for information, on November 19-20, 2021)

(Excerpt) BACKGROUND: In the region, the reality of the ongoing human
rights violations in Palestine and Israel, and the changing reality in society
in which The United Church of Canada engages in advocacy, calls for The
United Church to re-examine its policies on Palestine and Israel.
The list of human rights violations is increasing and getting worse. Efforts
for a negotiated solution to the decades-long occupation have broken
down completely. In 2021, Israel openly seeks annexation; it continues to
rapidly expand its illegal settlements on Palestinian territory, including in
East Jerusalem, where hundreds of Palestinians in Sheikh Jarrah and
Silwan neighbourhoods currently face forcible expulsion from their
homes.
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Israel’s 2018 Nation-State Law states:
A. The land of Israel is the historical homeland of the Jewish people, in
which the State of Israel was established.
B. The State of Israel is the national home of the Jewish people, in which it
ful lls its natural, cultural, religious and historical right to selfdetermination.
C. The right to exercise national self-determination in the State of Israel is
unique to the Jewish people.

• “Rabbinical statement on the United Church of Canada’s proposed
resolutions on antisemitism & Israel” (Jan 11, 2022)
Antisemitism: (excerpt)
The [United Church’s] Just Peace Task Group report currently circulated
af rms that it has “zero tolerance for all forms of racism, including
antisemitism.”
For this statement to have any meaning, it must be respectful of Canadian
Jews. The United Church must allow Jews – as it does every other
vulnerable and targeted group – to de ne our own oppression. Hiding
behind a fringe organization, far from representative of normative
Canadian Jewish opinion, is unacceptable. It reeks of tokenism and
disingenuousness.
Our research indicates 98% of Canadian Jewish organizations support the
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) de nition of
antisemitism, as do the governments of Canada, Ontario, Québec, New
Brunswick, the EU, and many countries around the world.
For the United Church of Canada even to consider telling Jews what we
can – and cannot – consider antisemitism is both counter-productive and
disrespectful. ‘Nothing about us without us’ is a key principle in all
allyship work.
We live in a time of rising antisemitism, now at its highest level since the
Second World War, according to Irwin Cotler, Canada’s Special Envoy on
Preserving Holocaust Remembrance and Combatting Antisemitism. It is
therefore more important than ever for the United Church to stand with
the Jewish community against the hate we face and not to presume to
know better and more about Jew-hatred than we do. (…)
We urge you to:
Not undermine years of Christian-Jewish interfaith work.
Not negate the Divine Covenant with the Jewish people.
Not be trapped by feel-good virtue signaling at the expense of serious,
constructive bridge-building.
Not let yourself be led into a dead end by groups unrepresentative of the
Jewish community.
Not veer toward hubris by presuming to know more about antisemitism
than we Jews do.
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Instead, we urge you to:

Be a constructive Christian bridge between communities.
Reject those harmful, extreme, and out-of-touch resolutions.
Work together with us and all people of good faith to be serious peace
builders in the land holy to the three Abrahamic faith traditions.
Should the United Church General Council adopt any of the proposed
problematic resolutions: we urge you and your congregation to reject
them individually.
Signed:
Canadian Rabbinic Caucus
Montreal Board of Rabbis
Rabbinical Assembly – Ontario Region
Rabbinical Association of Vancouver (RAV)
Reform Rabbis of Canada
Toronto Board of Rabbis
Prayer:
This we know:
Fear can yield to faith, hope can re-ignite,
rage can cease, hatred can be melted....
Merciful One, illumine the sight of your children
to see You in each other’s eyes.
Merciful One, spread the canopy of your peace over us,
over Israel, over Ishmael, over all who dwell on earth. Amen
—Rabbi Sheila Weinberg, Institute for Jewish Spirituality.
Hymn: VU 112

O God, How We Have Wandered

Focus scripture # 1: John 20:19–31
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When it was evening on that day, the rst day of the week, and the doors of the house
where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood
among them and said, “Peace be with you.” After he said this, he showed them his
hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to
them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” When he
had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you
forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are
retained.” But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them
when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord.” But he said

to them, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my nger in the mark
of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.”
A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them.
Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be
with you.” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your nger here and see my hands. Reach out
your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.” Thomas answered him,
“My Lord and my God!” Jesus said to him, “Have you believed because you have seen
me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” Now Jesus did
many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But
these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of
God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.
The Choir Anthem
Commentary:
John may have been the disciple Jesus loved, but it’s possible that Thomas
is the disciple many of us love most. His need to see proof of Jesus’
resurrection, and his courage to insist on seeing it may re ect best the
response most of us would have had in that impossibly hopeful moment
of meeting the risen Jesus.
This beloved, powerful passage offers a particular challenge for our
church, which has decided to heed Israeli and Palestinians partners who
support the non-violent strategy of economic action in the service of
ending Israeli military occupation and the continuing seizure of
Palestinian lands. That challenge?
Listen again: “When it was evening on that day, the rst day of the week,
and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for
fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be
with you.’” (John 20:19)
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Every time we read this passage without context or a pause for re ection,
we risk carrying on an anti-Jewish myth that has scarred both religions
and helped justify centuries of Christian violence.
Jews did not kill Jesus. And if there was anyone to fear, it was the Romans
and their military occupation, for they, not the Jewish authorities, had the
power to arrest and punish. Jesus was a Jew. So were the disciples. “Fear
of the Jews” is a re ection of the dispute between a new sect and the
wider religion, recorded well after the events. And it’s perhaps a very
contextual attempt to get in the good books of an empire facing Jewish

rebellion at the time. Yet this line, and others in the gospels and epistles,
led to terror and bloodshed in Jewish communities throughout Europe
from at least 1000 CE onwards.
We have begun to recognize the damage caused by our own participation
in antisemitic thought, theology, and action. And for this reason, many in
our church struggle with its long history of decisions to criticize Israel’s
military occupation of Palestinian lands. Yet Palestinian partners wonder
why they should suffer because of our guilt over centuries of European
and Christian antisemitism.
This passage re ects many fears and many hopes, and all need to be
examined in light of Jesus’ very Jewish greeting: “Peace be with you.”
Hymn: Psalm 23 The Lord is My Shepherd
Prayer:
This region aches with so many troubles of the body and soul,
both presently and in history.
In Palestine and Israel today many lack freedom
and too many are behind bars.
For too long injustice, violence and fear have shaped this region.
We pray and ask for human treatment and justice for all,
as we are all children of God.
At last we pray for a just peace settlement and reconciliation,
a peace where there will be no more political prisoners behind bars
and where harmony will prevail
in the hearts of all the peoples of this region.
We pray for God’s mercy,
for freedom for those in shackles and for peace in our time.
—Heads of Churches of Jerusalem, Jerusalem Prayer for 2014 for the world Week
for Peace in Palestine Israel
Hymn: VU 614

In Suffering Love
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Re ection on the Hope Born of Resurrection:
In the absence of all hope, we cry out our cry of hope. Hope is the capacity
to see God in the midst of trouble, and to be co-workers with the Holy
Spirit who is dwelling in us. From this vision derives the strength to be
steadfast, remain rm, and work to change the reality in which we nd
ourselves. Hope means not giving in to evil but rather standing up to it
and continuing to resist it. The Resurrection is the source of our hope. We

will remain a witnessing, steadfast and active Church in the land of the
resurrection. We will see here a “new land” and a “new human being”
capable of rising up in the spirit to love his or her brother and sister.”
—Kairos Palestine, A Moment of Truth: A Word of Faith, Hope, and Love
from the Heart of Palestinian Suffering, 2009 (www.kairospalestine.ps).
Hymn: MV 20 God of Still Waiting
Focus scripture #2: Acts 4:5-12
The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the
high priest, Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly
family. When they had made the prisoners* stand in their midst, they inquired, ‘By
what power or by what name did you do this?’ Then Peter, lled with the Holy Spirit,
said to them, ‘Rulers of the people and elders, if we are questioned today because of a
good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been healed,
let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that this man is standing
before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,* whom you
cruci ed, whom God raised from the dead. This Jesus* is
“the stone that was rejected by you, the builders;
it has become the cornerstone.”
There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among
mortals by which we must be saved.’
Commentary:
As with many other Easter readings, we need to take great care with
today’s passage, which has for years contributed to violence and hatred
directed at Jews. Peter makes a re ection of the moment. He is a devout
Jew verbally battling with other Jews over a new expression of their
common faith:
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Those who cruci ed Jesus were agents of the Roman empire and all its
power: the power to tax, to enforce a military occupation, to act as judge
and jury, and to deliver a death sentence in a uniquely cruel and Roman
manner. The cruci ers were not Jewish religious authorities. And the
crime was one of challenging the death-dealing power of that empire, not
challenging religious authority. Yet out of this passage and others came the
death-dealing Christian accusation that echoed for centuries: the Jews
killed Jesus.
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Judaism gave birth to Jesus, and is, in that sense, chief among “the
builders” of the foundations of our faith. Its prophetic and profound call
to worship one God helped give birth to Christianity and Islam. We need
to emphasize our common spiritual and theological roots and our unity,
not our con icts and divisions. At a time when both antisemitism and
Islamophobia are real concerns across the country, what is a Christian
response to racist, divisive, and unjust fear and stereotyping?
Often the criticism levelled at the Middle East is a stereotypical “they’ve
always fought and they always will.” Yet we know that even in the past
century, many situations of seemingly endless con ict have yielded to the
beginnings of real peace. To dismiss a con ict as hopeless denies the hopes
and humanity of all who live with con ict. It also denies the hope at the
centre of our faith.
How do we, in this moment, in this place, express God’s unconditional
love for all?
Here, both Testaments join to give us a way forward. “How does God’s
love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a brother or
sister in need and yet refuses help?” (1 John 3:17)
Often, we in the United Church re ect on what goods we don’t have—
enough money, enough resources, enough in uence. Yet we have enough
in uence and resources that Palestinian Christians offered our church a
challenge to help them end the decades-old Israeli military occupation
without using violence. They have asked for our help because they believe
we have the capacity to answer their call.
Do we also have a prophetic voice to offer, expressing unconditional love
to our diverse neighbours? Do we have the unconditional love required to
take the risk of sticking our necks out and speaking out with people in
Palestine and Israel who want a just peace?
And if we express that unconditional love, what is the result? Look at the
imagery of Psalm 23 (“The Lord is my shepherd...”). There’s a reason
Canadians with no Christian or Jewish background have some familiarity
with it: it’s among the most beloved and vivid words in any scripture,
anywhere. Psalm 23 deliberately follows on the utter despair expressed in
Psalm 22, whose words were echoed by Jesus on the cross (“My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?”). Psalm 23 is an expression of the
results of unconditional love. It is an expression of longing for true peace
and security; a longing shared by traumatized Palestinians living under
decades of occupation and dispossession, by Jewish Israelis haunted by
genocide.

Prayer for Peace through Justice:
God of peace and hope, encourage those who seek
to establish a fair and just peace in the Middle East.
Bless their efforts as they work to end con ict.
Lead those who engage in violence to put down their weapons
to live in harmony with one another.
Bless those who work for peace through justice.
Strengthen their resolve in the face of
seemingly endless violence and terror.
A time for silence
Guide the leaders of the peoples of the Middle East to know your will
and to support a just peace for all your children.
As we lift up the Holy Land for all humankind,
breathe love into our prayers with a desire for nothing other than peace:
peace in our hearts, peace for all creation, and peace for the land.
We lift up the city of Jerusalem, distracted and divided,
yet still lled with promise as are all the cities of the world.
Even as we long to understand that which is often beyond our
comprehension, we lay before you the hearts, minds and bodies
of all those suffering from the con ict in Palestine and Israel.
Shower upon all the people,
Your Holy Spirit of justice and reconciliation.
Be with Jewish and Palestinian people who watch from afar
the suffering of their families and friends.
Grant them comfort and hope in these stress- lled days.
Time for silence
(Your own prayers for peace can be offered at this time. You may pray where and
how you feel most comfortable. Candles can be used to add light to prayers.)
Amen.
—Prayers offered by Pamela Challis for the ACT Alliance. (2014)
Video: “Do Palestinians really want peace?”
https://youtu.be/DVgxZpFrlso
Transcript:
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Closing Commentary:

“I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that
your joy may be complete.” (John 15:11)
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Peace and love are overused words, their meaning so immense that we
can be tempted to use them as slogans. Jesus’ words as written by John are
among the foundation stones of our faith, but what do they mean?
In today’s prayers, we name The United Church of Canada and its
ecumenical solidarity partners in the region. Without exception, these
groups and individuals act daily on the seemingly hopeless belief that
peace is possible. We might say they act out of love in the hope of creating
peace, because there is no apparent logical explanation for their actions in
a region where many Canadians chose to believe peace is impossible.
“I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that
your joy may be complete.” (John 15:11)
Where does one nd joy in the midst of decades of armed con ict and
trauma? Is it possible?
Palestinian Christians have invited us to go to Palestine to “Come and
see.” If you go there, and meet Christian sisters and brothers and other
United Church partners engaged in justice-seeking work, their joy and
commitment to life might surprise. These are some examples:
• Palestinian and Israeli parents of murdered children who refuse to
indulge in hatred of “the other” and gather as part of a circle of dialogue
that has met for years.
• Partners committed to non-violence even though their meeting place,
the Tent of Nations, has been destroyed by the Israeli military time and
again.
• United Church Mission and Service partner the Wi’am Centre, located
directly in the shadow of the Separation Wall that cuts through Bethlehem.
This centre has become a space where the impact of the violence and
trauma of the occupation on Palestinian families is discussed openly, and
addressed.
• These groups connect with other peace groups, forming a web of
witness that de es despair even when hope seems absent.
• Brothers and sisters involved in the work of these partner organizations
continue to minister and witness in love, faith and hope. They persist.
They remain in the circle together. Is this love? Could this steadfast
commitment eventually lead to peace?
The One who called his disciples “friends” put radical love before all else,
inviting them and us into a partnership of risk-taking, life-changing

transformation. He said to his friends ,“I am giving you these commands
so that you may love one another.”
United Church partners in Palestine and Israel have called us friends,
asking that we accompany them by choosing non-violent actions and by
taking the risk of speaking out for peace with justice. United Church
partners have asked us to support their efforts to encourage their societies
away from violence. They have challenged us to do the same in our
societies. What can we learn from the witness of partners? How does their
love challenge us to action?
Offering
Hymn: VU 716

My Life Flows On

Commissioning and Benediction:
Prayer for Peace amongst Us Faith and Struggle (Sabeel, 2004)
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Pray not for Arab or Jew,
for Palestinian or Israeli,
but pray rather for ourselves,
that we might not divide them in our prayers
but keep them both together in our hearts.
When races ght:
Peace be amongst us.
When neighbours argue:
Peace be amongst us.
When nations disagree:
Peace be amongst us.
Where people struggle for justice:
Peace be amongst us.
Where Christ’s disciples follow
Peace be amongst us. Let peace be our way. Amen.

