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By Sharon Thompson

NARRATOR: The Israeli/Palestinian conflict did not begin on October 7, 2023. It has been ongoing for over a hundred years. It started with the birth of Zionism. Zionism was born in response to an especially severe attack on Russian Jews in 1881. The Zionist solution envisioned the creation of an independent Jewish state in Palestine that would require the expulsion of the indigenous population. The Zionists were secular European Jews and knew that their goal could only be realized through violence. The Zionist state they envisioned was patterned after the European powers of their day. The Zionist movement has always been backed by a major world power (and the Western world, in general)—first by Great Britain and then by the United States which were both seeking their own strategic goals without any real concern for the Jewish people.

The basis of the conflict between the Israelis and the Palestinians is that they both feel they are the rightful owners of the same piece of land. To emphasize this point, two speakers, one representing the Zionist/Israeli point of view and the other representing the Palestinian point of view, will speak. We will first hear from the Zionist/Israeli point of view of why the land is rightfully theirs.

ZIONIST/ISRAELI: The Jewish people have a relationship of more than 37 centuries duration with their historic homeland. Whether living there or unjustly evicted from it and trying to return, the Jewish claim has never been surrendered and never will be. While Arabs control a vast territory and many nations, there is no Jewish state other than tiny Israel. Nowhere else is Hebrew spoken. No other nation is dedicated to the survival of the Jewish people. And the experience of many centuries has shown that the Jews cannot survive without a national home of their own. The Jews have nowhere else to go.

PALESTINIAN: The Palestinians are descendents of the Canaanites who predated the Jews in the region and descendents of the Arabs who came after. Therefore, the Palestinians have the earliest and the longest claim to the land. The ancient Hebrews took possession of the land by conquest, which was no more moral than the subsequent conquests that evicted them. The final eviction of the Jews was perpetrated by the Romans. Their suffering over the centuries was at the hands of European Christians and others. If the Jews deserve compensation for their suffering, let them seek it from the perpetrators, not from the Palestinian Arabs who were innocent bystanders until Zionism forced them to defend their home. Since the Jews were evicted from Jerusalem in 135 A. D., almost every bit of real estate on the planet has changed hands. If all nations were to adopt this strange Zionist logic, the world would be in utter chaos.

NARRATOR: The land of Israel, formerly Palestine, formerly Canaan, has had a long and eventful history. In ancient times, it served as a land bridge between Mesopotamia in the East and Egypt in the West. Through it ran the important trade routes of the ancient world—east to west and south to the Persian Gulf. Its strategic location gave it an importance far greater than its small size and nominal natural resources might suggest it would have. Because of this, it lay like a pawn between Egypt and the great powers of Mesopotamia.

Canaan, later to be Palestine, had permanent settlements by about 7,000 B.C.E. But because of its location, from this time up until the mid-twentieth century, almost 9,000 years, Palestine was controlled by one or another of the great powers of the day. There were two brief exceptions, one of them notable.

At the time of the Iron Age, about 1,000 B.C.E. Egypt and the Hittites to the east had fought a long, exhaustive war. At its conclusion, neither had the means or the energy to control Palestine. Into this political vacuum flowed the landless peoples of the desert fringes and others. They fought amongst themselves for pieces of land and the mini-nations of Philistia, Phoenicia, Syria, Israel, Judah, Moab, Ammon, and Edom were established at this time. I am noting this event because one of these tiny nations, the United Kingdom of Israel and Judah later gave rise to the Jewish people of which we will be concerned. This brief interlude in Palestine—the Small Nation Era—lasted about 300 years. Israel controlled the region for about 60 of those years.

The twentieth century and World War I brought major changes to Palestine, but first we have to look at the beginnings of the Zionist movement which was to have a profound effect on the history of Palestine. In 1881 an outbreak of attacks against the Jews in Russia was especially severe. One of the responses to these attacks was the birth of Zionism. The Zionists saw the only solution to anti-semitism as being the creation of an independent Jewish state. The obvious location for this state (at least to the Zionists) was the land of Palestine, the site of the only other previous Jewish state. Between 1882 and 1903, 25,000 Jews migrated to Palestine.

Independently, a Hungarian Jew, Theodor Herzl, came to the same conclusion as the Russian Jews, but with one major exception: he felt a program of gradual Jewish in-migration was doomed as the native population would surely oppose it. He felt it was necessary to seek an “assured supremacy” in advance. He proposed that one of the major powers declare a territory in advance as available for Jewish state building. The Ottoman Turks who controlled Palestine at the time were unreceptive, so Herzl and the Zionists turned to the British. On November 2, 1917, the British Cabinet adopted a statement favoring the establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine. It was called the Balfour Declaration. To give you a better idea of how the Israelis and the Palestinians view the Balfour Declaration, the Palestinian speaker will speak first, followed by the Zionist/Israeli speaker.

PALESTINIAN: The Balfour Declaration is no less than theft, deception, and racism in the service of imperialism. The theft is the theft of Palestine from its rightful Arab owners. The deception is a series of false promises made by Westerners to Arabs. During World War I, Britain promised to help the Arabs get their independence if the Arabs helped Britain win the war. The Arabs kept their end of the bargain, but the British never delivered independence. Instead, Britain and France secretly divided the Arab world between themselves while Britain further conspired to award Palestine to the Zionists.

The racism exudes even from the Balfour Declaration itself. The text doesn’t mention the Arabs, but refers to “the existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine,” as if there was a small non-Jewish minority there when the population was 90% Arab. This reflects the prevailing anti-Arab racism of the British.

The imperialism part of the equation is the attitude of Westerners that the non-European portions of the planet exist for the use and convenience of Europeans. What could be more imperialistic than a declaration that says, in essence: we’re going to conquer this territory over here, and we’ll assign it as a homeland to these people and we won’t even ask the people who live there what they think about it.

Balfour’s statement not only reeks of arrogance, racism, and Western imperialism, but the declaration cannot be taken seriously because Britain lacks the legal and moral right to dispose of Palestine. We Arabs claim the right of a population to decide the fate of the country which we have occupied throughout history. It is obvious this right of immemorial possession is inalienable. It cannot be overruled either by the circumstances that Palestine has been governed by the Ottomans for 400 years, or that Britain had conquered the land during World War I, or that a Jewish state has been established in a part of it by brute force.

ZIONIST/ISRAELI: Things looked bleak early in the twentieth century for the imperiled Jewish people. But, as always, God was on our side and knew our needs better than we did. Palestine was part of the Ottoman Empire and the sultan had rejected the Zionist project. World War I, with all its horrors, was actually an answer to Zionist prayers. Control over Palestine passed from Ottoman to British jurisdiction. Just as this was about to happen, the British government changed hands. The new government featured a prime minister, David Lloyd George, and a foreign secretary, Alfred James Balfour, both of whom had previously concluded that the Jews must have a home at the site of the ancient Jewish state. Who can doubt that God was looking out for his people? The timely issuing of the Balfour Declaration and subsequent world events attest to this.

NARRATOR: Actually, in issuing the Balfour Declaration, the British were not primarily concerned with the plight of the Jews. Rather, they saw it as a means to help themselves win World War I. Britain was concerned to keep
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