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A Christmas Message from Bethlehem 

 In responding to the call of Palestinian Christians to "come and see" a group of leaders of 

various churches and church organizations (including women and youth) in South Africa 

gathered in Bethlehem in Palestine from 2
nd

 - 9
th

 December 2012. We were invited to listen 

to the stories and perspectives of what is happening in Palestine. 

As we listened to the different sides of the stories shared by Church Leaders, Muslims, Jews, 

political representatives , NGOs , soldiers, and ordinary local people concerning the situation 

in Palestine we were starkly reminded, in this time of Advent, that the Christ- child came to 

bring a message of peace and justice on earth. We were deeply grieved and appalled that 

this is not the situation in this Holy Land of God and are concerned that the integrity and 

credibility of the Gospel is at stake. We were encouraged by the initiatives undertaken, by 

Christians, Muslims, Jews and others to find peaceful solutions to the problems of Palestine 

and Israel.  

Mindful of our own history and the ongoing need for healing, reconciliation and peace we 

were able to identify and engage with certain experiences in a deeply meaningful and 

personal way. We also recognised with sadness our own sense of judgments and complicity 

as Christians in addressing  the realities of Gods people in this part of the world; often out of 

ignorance and due to misleading information and untested beliefs. It is for these reasons 

that we wish to humbly share with the South African public and, Christians in particular, 

what we heard, encountered and discerned together during this journey with our friends in 

Palestine and Israel. 

What did we hear?   

From the many stories, presentations and inputs given we summarize some of the things we have 

heard them say. They mentioned: 

1. The pain, suffering, hurt, struggles and cry of the Palestinians for freedom from bondage, 

imprisonment and oppression since the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 and 

Israel’s occupation of Palestine in 1967.  

2. How the implementation of the Israeli apartheid system; as defined by international law 

(Article 49, paragraph 6 of the Fourth Geneva Convention), dehumanizes and oppresses 

Palestinians on a daily basis. Their frustrations, pains and sufferings related to these have 

reached unbearable proportions.  
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3. More than 800 000 Palestinian men, women and children, even under the age of 12, have 

been in prison some time or the other for political reasons, many without formal charges, in 

a discriminatory unjust judicial system. These imprisonments continue to impact negatively 

on the personal growth, psychological and emotional composition of individuals and their 

family status and functionality.  

4. Many Palestinians have reluctantly accepted the demarcation of the borders in the United 

Nations’ Declaration in 1967 even though it has only given them 22% of original Palestine. 

However Israel continues to occupy more and more of even this apportioned land through 

illegal (according to international law) Israeli settlement in the West Bank, the Wall which is 

not built on the international recognized border (found by the International Court of Justice 

in 2004 in their advisory opinion to the UN to violate applicable international law), the 

destruction of Palestinian infrastructure and other means.  The Israeli government continues 

to formulate and implement laws which favour plundering and land grabbing even though 

this violates international laws. (For example, the relevant legal aspects include those 

belonging to the special regime of occupation, the international human rights law (that 

protects individuals in war and in peace), the international humanitarian law as specified in 

the four Geneva Conventions (for war and armed conflict areas), as well as various rulings by 

the International Court of Justice, the International Criminal Court as well as resolutions by 

the United Nations’ Security Council.) 

5. Palestinians have three basic political demands: 1) the end of the occupation, 2) the end of 

apartheid in Israel and 3) the return of their refugees.  

6. Palestinians are pained by the uprooting of thousands of olive trees by the Israelis which has 

devastating impacts on the environment and the livelihoods of their people.  

7. The majority of Jewish Israelis are extremely afraid of attacks by Palestinians and are thus 

not willing to give up their occupation of the Palestinian state and their continued expansion 

of the settlements in the name of security and strategic military dominance.  

8. Israeli Jews whilst recognizing that many of them are immigrants to land they now occupy 

believe that they have a right to this land because it is biblically based.  

9. There is a desire for a peaceful solution to the problem of ‘occupation’ but there are 

different understandings as to what constitutes this peace and how it may be established 

whilst giving expression to the legitimate rights of self determination and security in terms 

of international law.  

What did we see?  

In our days in Palestine and Israel we saw the following for ourselves:  

1. The infrastructure built to reinforce an apartheid system, for example separate roads for 

Palestinians and Israelis and especially the Wall which brings limited security to Israelis but 

ultimately steals land, oppresses, and separates Israelis and Palestinians from each other. 

2. The different kinds of checkpoints and blockages and how they humiliate, harass and 

oppress Palestinians psychologically, politically and economically. We were deeply alarmed 
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that foreigners were accorded a far easier passage of travel from one place to another than 

the Palestinians in their own land. 

3. Young Israeli soldiers being used to uphold the military occupation of Palestine which also 

included some former South African young Jews with whom we got to speak.  

4. Israeli settlements in Palestinian territories in direct violation of international law depriving 

Palestinians of land, natural resources and freedom. 

5. Christians working together in addressing the issues of the occupation which is evident in 

the Karios Palestine initiative and in their broad involvement in non-violent resistance to the 

occupation.  

6. Christians and Muslims praying and working together on practical matters to end the 

occupation.  

7. The destruction and demolition of homes interalia incited by the intention to dispossess 

Palestinians of their land resulting in a broader picture of ethnic cleansing.  

8. The economic impact of the occupation as seen in the following: businesses abandoned 

because of the wall and blockages, the doors of shops wielded and closed, olive fields 

destroyed, restrictions on movement and the emergence of ghost towns in what used to be 

thriving communities.  

9. How believers are restricted and or prohibited from worshipping and visiting places of 

religious importance to them.  

10. Water tanks on the roofs of Palestinian home as evidence of restrictions on the use and 

provision of their water whilst this was noticeably absent from homes in the Israeli 

settlements.   

11. In spite of the resentment and even hatred we saw signs of hope, resilience and tenacity of 

the human spirit in the face of injustice and oppression and commitment to a just peace. In 

this regard the message of love also for the enemy albeit expressed in non-violent resistance 

in the Karios document is a sterling example of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

12. The arrogance, blindness, insensitivity, self-destruction, and the illusions of security of the 

oppressor in the establishment of settlements and use of military might. 

What did we discern?  

After prayerful reflection and dialogue we sense God is calling us as Christians to: 

1. Open our eyes to see the brutal occupation of Palestine and Palestinians and to engage in 

effective ways to support and bring about change.  

2. Recognise the sins, gross injustice and crime against fellow human beings and creation: the 

crime of apartheid, and engage in ways to act against these. 

3. Understand and confess our own complicity in terms of our ignorance, untested scriptural 

beliefs to justify nationalism, injustices, and silence on the situation in Palestine. 
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4. Stand with the people of Palestine in their quest for justice, peace, freedom, human dignity 

and reconciliation. 

5. Stand against Israeli apartheid, oppression, injustices and occupation in Palestine and 

engage with our fellow Jewish friends in South Africa to address these concerns. 

6. Pray for the oppressor and oppressed and for ourselves. 

Some possible and practical ways in which churches and Christians can act:  

1. Remember the people of Palestine and Israel in our constant prayers.  

2. Embark in activities of information distilling, education and awareness of the situation in 

Palestine and Israel among our members and South Africans in general. 

3. Seek effective ways to lobby and engage advocacy with churches, religious bodies, 

government, business and civil society.  

4. Ensure that the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme on Palestine and Israel (EAPPI) is 

owned by churches and the South African community.  

5. Work towards responsible and ethical pilgrimages and tours in the Holy Land and encourage 

pilgrimages from South Africa to incorporate information on the Palestinian and Israeli 

situation so that there is a more complete picture of what is happening in the Holy Land 

today.  

6. Consider boycott, divestments and sanctions (BDS) from the international community as 

possible non-violent ways of exercising pressure to effect change in the Palestinian and 

Israeli situation.  

7. Be more careful about the way religion is used to inject fear, suspicion, violence, and to 

justify injustices.  

8. Engage through solid theological reflections and wider reading to help our fellow Christians 

to understand their faith in the face of given realties in the world.  

9. We need to be in dialogue with relevant religious communities and organizations on the 

Palestinian and Israeli situation.  

In conclusion we wish to express our sincere thanks and gratitude to the Christians in Palestine for 

their invitation to “come and see” what is happening in Palestine today. We also wish to express our 

thanks to the many people who graciously availed themselves to offer their views on what is 

happening and especially the Israeli Jews with their very differing perspectives.  

We wish to reiterate that our intention is not to take sides with the Palestinians or Israeli Jews  or to 

make statements of judgment but to focus on the perspective of justice and to report on what we 

have heard and seen from the many different people and sources we have encountered with this in 

mind.   

We realize though that the biblical call issued by Jesus is not only to “come and see” but to “go and 

tell” what you have seen and heard. However, it does not end just with the latter. Further, Jesus calls 

us to “go and do” (act) and it is in this area, too, that we wish to be faithful and have therefore 
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offered some practical non-prescriptive suggestions of what churches, Christians and South Africans 

could do to ‘act’ on addressing the injustices in Palestine.  

In this time of Advent we are reminded again that we want to align our consciousness, our beliefs 

and our actions with a Jesus who taught us to live in peace, love, reconciliation and justice on earth. 

We commit ourselves to pray and work for this in the name of our Triune God: Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.  

Issued by: 

1. Bishop ZiphoSiwa, Presiding Bishop of the Methodist Church in Southern Africa 

2. Rev Prov Jerry Pillay, General Secretary of the Uniting Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa 

and President of the World Communion of Reformed Churches 

3. Rev Moss Nthla, Secretary General of The Evangelical Alliance of South Africa and 

Chairperson of Kairos Southern Africa 

4. Dr Braam Hanekom, Deputy Moderator of the Dutch Reformed Church 

5. Ms NonhlanhlaShezi, President of the Anglican Youth of Southern Africa 

6. Ms Theresa Ramphomane, Coordinator of the SACC Women’s Ecumenical Conference 

7. Ms NobuntuMadwe, General President of the Women’s Manyano (Union) of the Methodist 

Church of South Africa 

8. Fr Michael Deeb, coordinator of the Justice and Peace Department of the Southern African 

Catholic Bishops’Conference 

9. Fr Zweli Tom, Anglican Priest and Secretary General of the Nelson Mandela Bay Consultation 

of Christian Churches 

10. Nonqaba Esther Dlula, Eastern Cape Anglican Church 

11. Dr Stiaan van der Merwe, Kairos Southern Africa 

12. Ms Marthie Momberg, Kairos Southern Africa 

 

10
th

 December 2012 

Contact Persons: 

1. Bishop Zipho Siwa, Presiding Bishop of the Methodist Church in Southern Africa;  082 464 5509;  

The Methodist Church of Southern Africa, P O Box 75476, Garden View 2047; + 27 11  615 0729; Fax + 27 11  616 

2805; presbish@methchurch.org.za 

2. Rev Prof  Jerry Pillay, General Secretary of the Uniting Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa 

and President of the World Communion of Reformed Churches: P O Box 96188, Brixton  2019; Tel :  + 

27 11 727-3500; Fax:   +27 11 727-3506; Email : jpillay@presbyterian.org.za 

3. Rev Moss Nthla, Secretary General of The Evangelical Alliance of South Africa and Chairperson 

of Kairos Southern Africa; khumo@woe.sa.com 
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