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A quarter century after the fall of  
 the Berlin Wall, nations are still  
  turning to walls in an attempt 

to find security. Paradoxically, walls 
often bring greater insecurity as they 
tear apart communities and families.

This fall Mennonite Central Com-
mittee U.S. is participating in a walk 
by church leaders along two walls in 
which we as U.S. citizens are com-
plicit: the separation wall in Palestine 
and Israel and the wall along the 
U.S.-Mexico border. This issue of the 
newsletter focuses on Palestine and 
Israel and the next issue will focus on 
the U.S.-Mexico border.

There are many connections be-
tween these two walls, from U.S. gov-
ernment funding to the corporations 
building them. Several years ago an 
Israeli brigadier general was speaking 
at a border security conference in El 
Paso, Texas, when he boasted, “We 
have learned lots from Gaza. It’s a 
great laboratory.”

This chilling quote brings home 
the reality that walls are all too often 
built to keep out the “other”—usu-
ally seen as one who is different from 
us and sometimes even less than 
human. 

In the face of these high walls, we 
as Christians must proclaim that love 
for neighbor is more powerful. Christ 
can break down even the strongest 
walls that divide us (Ephesians 2:14) 
and in that we place our hope. *

Wall to Wall, Part 1 
THE ISRAELI SEPARATION WALL  

A publication of Mennonite Central Committee U.S.   Volume XLVII, No. 2
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[My neighbor] says, “Good fences make good neighbors.” 
Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder
If I could put a notion in his head:
“ Why do they make good neighbors? Isn’t it
Where there are cows? But here there are no cows.
Before I built a wall I’d ask to know
What I was walling in or walling out,
And to whom I was like to give offense. 
Some there is that doesn’t love a wall,
That wants it down.”

—From Robert Frost’s “Mending Wall”
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Is it about security?

The Israeli government says that the 
wall was built to keep out suicide 
bombers and points to the drop in 
suicide bombings in the years since 
the wall was started. While the num-
ber of violent actions by Palestinians 
against Israel have dropped substan-
tially, this appears to be due to a 
variety of factors, only one of which 
is the wall.

But if Israel’s main purpose in 
building the wall was to bring security, 
it would have built the wall on the 
internationally-recognized border of 
the 1967 Green Line. Instead, the wall 
is being built in the West Bank, sepa-
rating Palestinians from Palestinians. 

Communities along the route 
of the wall have been devastated. 
Families are divided, children cannot 
get to their schools, patients cannot 
access medical care, and employees 
often cannot get to their workplaces. 
Before the wall was built, the major-
ity of refugees living in Aida Refugee 
Camp worked in Jerusalem. Now the 
unemployment rate for camp resi-
dents stands at 40 percent.

System of occupation

Rather than providing security, the 
wall has de facto annexed Palestinian 
lands into Israel and serves to further 
Israeli control over Palestinian areas. 
Along with an extensive system of 
checkpoints, roadblocks and restrict-
ed roads, the wall is part of Israel’s 
military occupation of the West Bank, 
illegal under international law. 

The wall, which is about 70 per-
cent complete, essentially establishes 
new borders without a peace agree-
ment. When it is complete, it will add 
an estimated 10 percent of the West 
Bank’s land to Israel along with 98 
percent of the settlers living in illegal 
Israeli settlements. 

Many of the most important 
underground wells in the West Bank 

Last year I visited Aida Refugee 
Camp in Bethlehem, located in  
 the West Bank. Around Aida now 

stands a high wall, built in the name 
of security. The land confiscated for 
the wall took the precious open space 
that was previously available to the 
residents of the camp and now pre-
vents residents from moving freely. 

Staff at the Lajee Center, a local or-
ganization providing art and cultural 
programming for youth, told me that 
the children in their summer camp 
asked why they could not visit Haifa, 
a city 75 miles away in Israel. The 
staff explained that they did not want 
to talk politics with children, but 
shrugged and asked, “What do you 
say to them?”

“What do you say to the children?”
by Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach

How we got here

As part of its military occupation of 
Palestinian areas, Israel has long pur-
sued a policy of separation between 
the West Bank and Gaza, largely 
preventing the movement of people 
or goods between them. In 1994, the 
Israeli government built a physical 
wall around the Gaza Strip.

In 2002 the Israeli government 
began building a “separation wall” 
in the West Bank. As of 2015 it is 62 
percent complete. When it is finished, 
it will be 430 miles long, cutting deep 
into the West Bank. In July 2004 the 
United Nations’ International Court 
of Justice issued a ruling declaring 
that the separation wall was illegal 
under international law.

“You will have finished me”

Mitri Ghounam is a Palestinian Christian who was born in Jaffa, south of Tel Aviv, in 1946. His 
family fled to Beit Jala, near Bethlehem in the West Bank, during the Nakba (Arabic for “catas-
trophe,” how the Palestinians refer to the events before and after 1948 which saw the creation 
of the state of Israel). When war broke out in 1967, Ghounam was on his honeymoon outside of 
the country; Israel refused to allow him and his wife to return home until 1979.

With his modest taxi driver’s salary, he bought land near his home and raised olive and 
almond trees. Now more than 550 acres of his land have been confiscated by the Israeli sepa-
ration wall which overshadows his home. 

Changes to the Jerusalem municipal boundary and the construction of the separation wall 
have confiscated 62 percent of the agricultural land of the city of Beit Jala. Losing so much of 

his life’s work has caused him deep financial and psycho-
logical stress. Ghounam once told an Israeli soldier, “When 
you have finished your wall, you will have finished me.”

Like many Palestinians, Ghounam has considered emigrat-
ing. Though some claim that Palestinian Christians are leaving 
due to persecution by Muslim extremists, a poll carried out 
by the Palestinian Center for Research and Cultural Dialogue 
showed that the majority of Christians who emigrate from 
Palestine are doing so because of the economic and political 
situation caused by the Israeli military occupation—the same 
reasons that many Palestinian Muslims are leaving.

The separation wall is only one iteration of the policies 
of annexation and isolation put forth by the Israeli govern-
ment, but it is one of the more overt policies, with 273 miles 
already constructed and a total of 439 miles planned. As 
the wall grows, more and more families, some of whom are 
refugees like Ghounam, will find themselves in its path. 

Written by Ingrid and Ryan Rodrick Beiler, former MCC Palestine 
staff. Adapted by Jessy Hampton, advocacy and learning tour  
assistant for MCC Palestine.Ryan Rodrick Beiler/MCC



WASHINGTON MEMO SPRING/SUMMER 2015

In the past six years, 
the people of Gaza have 
endured three full-scale 
Israeli military invasions. 
The most recent, in the 
summer of 2014, took 
more than 2,100 Pales-
tinian lives, nearly 70 
percent of them civilians. 
Sixty-six Israeli soldiers 
died, as did five Israeli 
civilians. Because of the 
strict controls on import-
ing construction materi-
als, at the time of writ-
ing, more than 100,000 
people in Gaza remain 
without homes as a result 
of the conflict.

Long term, any viable 
solution that will provide 
safety and security  

for Israelis and Palestinians will 
have to re-establish meaning-
ful connections, including a 
functional, unified Palestinian 
government, among the people 
of the West Bank and Gaza.

Nonviolent resistance

Palestinians have found many 
nonviolent ways to resist the 
military occupation and the 
walls imposed upon them. 
Mennonite Central Commit-
tee (MCC) supports a number 
of local organizations in this 
work. 

Along the separation wall 
in the West Bank, artists have 
drawn creative graffiti express-
ing their desires. In communi-
ties along the path of the wall, 
Palestinian activists, sometimes 
joined by Israelis and interna-
tional activists, regularly carry 
out nonviolent demonstra-
tions. Demonstrators often 
endure tear gas and beatings 
at the hands of the Israeli 
military. Their stories have 
been documented in films such 
as “Budrus” and “5 Broken 
Cameras.”

These activists call for politi-
cal advocacy to draw attention 

to the injustice of the walls. They also 
urge the international community 
to engage in nonviolent economic 
measures, such as boycotts and di-
vestment, to draw attention to Israel’s 
discriminatory practices. 

Ten years ago Palestinian Chris-
tians issued the “Kairos Palestine” 
document, which stated clearly their 
commitment to love for all, accompa-
nied by nonviolent resistance against 
injustice. Their words are a fitting 
conclusion: “In the absence of all 
hope, we cry out our cry of hope. . . . 
We believe that God’s goodness will 
finally triumph over the evil of hate 
and of death that still persist in our 
land. We will see here ‘a new land’ 
and ‘a new human being,’ capable of 
rising up in the spirit to love each one 
of his or her brothers and sisters.” *

now lie on the Israeli side of the wall. 
The wall also ensures Israeli access to 
key holy sites such as Rachel’s Tomb. 

Each year the U.S. government 
gives Israel more than $3 billion 
in military assistance. Unlike other 
recipients of U.S. military aid, Israel 
is not required to track how this 
assistance is used. But it is almost 
certainly used to carry out various 
elements of Israel’s extensive military 
occupation of the West Bank and 
Gaza, including the separation wall.

What about Gaza? 

Although Israel officially withdrew 
from Gaza in 2005, it has been 
termed an “open-air prison.” Israel’s 
blockade is an attempt to isolate 
Hamas, the Palestinian ruling party 
in Gaza, which espouses the use of 
violence against Israel. But, according 
to U.N. officials, the blockade is ille-
gal and constitutes collective punish-
ment upon all 1.8 million people in 
Gaza, a strip of land comprising just 
139 square miles.

Despite its Mediterranean coastline, 
Gaza has no operational seaports. 
Israel closed Gaza’s airport in 2000. 
And Israel and Egypt have built walls 
along the entire land border of the 
Gaza Strip, with strict controls on 
who and what can cross. 
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KEY FACTS

 For more information, please refer to index on page 32.

The Barrier’s total length is approximately 708 km. 61.8% of 
the Barrier is complete; a further 8.2% is under construction 
and 30% is planned but not yet constructed.  When completed, 
approximately 85% of its route will run inside the West Bank, 
isolating 9.4% of West Bank territory, including East Jerusalem 
and No-Man’s Land. On 9 July 2004, the International Court 
of Justice (ICJ) issued an advisory opinion which stated that 
the sections of the Barrier route which ran inside the West 
Bank, including East Jerusalem, violates Israel’s obligations under 
international law.

Palestinian communities are affected by the Barrier in a number 
of ways:
�� In much of the West Bank, Palestinian rural communities 

have land and water resources cut off between the Barrier 
and the Green Line (the ‘Seam Zone’.) To access this land, 
much of which has been declared a ‘closed military area,’ 
farmers are obliged to use a ‘prior coordination’ mechanism 
or to obtain ‘visitor’ permits from the Israeli authorities. 
Access is channelled through a gate designated on the 
permit. Currently there are 66 Barrier gates, the majority 
of which only open during the olive harvest season. The 
limited allocation of these permits, together with the 
restricted number and opening times of the Barrier gates, 
have severely curtailed agricultural practice and undermined 
rural livelihoods throughout the West Bank.

�� The intrusive route of the Barrier also isolates approximately 
6,500 Palestinians in the closed area between the Green 
Line and the Barrier, with those aged 16 and above required 
to apply for ‘permanent resident’ permits to continue to 
live in their own homes. Residents have to pass through 
Barrier checkpoints to reach workplaces and essential 
services, and to maintain family and social relations on the 
‘Palestinian’ side of the Barrier. If the Barrier is completed 
as planned, approximately 25,000 West Bank Palestinians 
will reside between the Barrier and the Green Line. The 
majority of Palestinians who hold East Jerusalem ID cards 
will also reside between the Barrier and the Green Line.

�� The Barrier has also adversely affected the West Bank’s urban 
centres, in particular East Jerusalem. It is transforming the 
geography, economy and social life not only of Palestinians 
who reside within the Israeli-defined municipal area of East 
Jerusalem, but also residents of the wider metropolitan 
area, with Palestinian neighbourhoods and suburbs divided 
from each other and walled out from the urban centre.

BARRIER

Scan it!
with QR reader App
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Dots indicate Palestinian communities affected by the 
separation wall in the West Bank.
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WASHINGTON MEMO is published three times 
a year by Mennonite Central Committee U.S. 
Washington Office staff. Subscribe or change 
your address by sending an email to mccwash 
@mcc.org or by calling (202) 544-6564.  

Staff: Tammy Alexander, Charles Kwuelum, 
Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach (Director and  
Managing Editor), Joshua Russell, Charissa Zehr. 

All biblical quotes are from the New Revised 
Standard Version, unless otherwise noted. 

IMPORTANT ADDRESSES

Senator ______________
U.S. Senate 
Washington, DC 20510
(202) 224-3121
senate.gov

Representative ______________
U.S. House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20515
(202) 224-3121
house.gov

President Barack Obama
The White House
Washington, DC 20500
(202) 456-1111
president@whitehouse.gov

GET INVOLVED!

•	 Check	out	our	website	at	 
 washington.mcc.org. 
•	 Read	our	blog	at	washingtonmemo.org. 
•	 Sign	up	to	receive	action alerts  
 and the monthly E-Memo. 
•	 	Follow	us	on	Twitter at twitter.com/ 

mccwashington. Like us on Facebook  
at facebook.com/MCCWashingtonOffice. 

UPCOMING DATES

June 30–July 5
Mennonite Church USA convention
Kansas City, Mo.
Workshops by MCC U.S. Washington staff  
on advocacy, the Middle East

July 21–26
Mennonite World Conference
Harrisburg, Pa.
Workshop by MCC U.S. Washington staff  
on the Middle East

Singing together

HWB 377 Healer of our every ill
STJ 67 Let there be light,  
 Lord God
STS 117 How can I say

Reading from the Scriptures

God has told you, O mortal, what  
is good; and what does the Lord 
require of you but to do justice, and 
to love kindness, and to walk humbly 
with your God?

—Micah 6:8
 
STS 54 What does the Lord  
 require 

Jesus said to him, “You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind.” This is the greatest and 
first commandment. And a second is 
like it: “You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.”

—Matthew 22:37-39

STS 55 Love the Lord

Closing song 

Play “Bring the breaking”

(opening refrain)
Bring the breaking in me  
Reduce me to love  
Let your life now be lived through me  
And the walls come down . . .

“Bring the breaking” by Casey Corum,  
© 1998 Mercy Vineyard Publishing. 
Found on the out-of-print album  
“Holiness,” available used online.

Additional resources available online 
at washingtonmemo.org.

Ken Nafziger is professor of music  
at Eastern Mennonite University.

A meditation on walls
by Ken J. Nafziger

Abbreviations   HWB Hymnal: A Worship Book 
STJ Sing the Journey 
STS Sing the Story

Opening words

For Christ is our peace, who made 
both groups into one and broke 
down the barrier of hostility that  
kept us apart. 

—Ephesians 2:14

Spirit of Life and Love,
We dwell in You, willing to be held 

here in an immense and eternal love
whose origins we do not know,
whose reality is irresistible.
It calls us on.
It reaches between us to fill spaces.
It consoles the grieving, and it calms 

the anxious.
It gives new vision to eyes dimmed  

by tears and exhaustion;
it opens the ear to deeper truth.
It makes a place in the heart as hope.
Let us rest in this peace, and be held 

here. Amen.  
—Adapted from a prayer  

by Victoria Weinstein

Singing together

STS 31 Jesus, be the center
STJ 2 Come, walk with us 

Praying together

Begin with the reading below about 
walls that we construct, follow with 
a period of silence, and then pray 
together.

Condemnation by category is the 
lowest form of hatred, for it is cold-
hearted and abstract, lacking even the 
courage of a personal hatred. Cat-
egorical condemnation is the hatred 
of the mob. It makes cowards brave. 
And there is nothing more fearful 
than a religious mob, a mob over-
flowing with righteousness. . . . This 
can happen only after we have made 
a categorical refusal to kindness: to 
heretics, foreigners, enemies or any 
other group different from ourselves.

—Wendell Berry
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273
Miles of wall already complete

439
Miles planned when wall is complete

Facts about walls: 
Palestine and Israel

Sources: Newsweek; B’Tselem; United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs; Emergency Water, Sanitation and Hygiene group.

85
Percent of the wall inside the  

West Bank, not on the internationally  
recognized Green Line

498,000
Palestinians in the West Bank  
and East Jerusalem directly  
affected by the wall’s route

1.8 million
People in Gaza

1.3 million
People in Gaza with 

 inadequate food supplies

95 
Percent of Gaza’s  

water supply  
that is unfit for  

human consumption

$$870  
million

Estimated cost of West Bank  
separation wall so far
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 1  Review the use  
of U.S. military aid  
to Israel. 

 2  Uphold a consistent 
commitment to 
human rights and 
international law.

 3  Respect the right of 
nonviolent protest.

 4  Call for an end  
to the blockade  
of Gaza.

Long-term security will never be reached through greater military weaponry, 
but through systems of justice and equality. The U.S. should examine the 
ways in which its military assistance to Israel is furthering the illegal 
military occupation of Palestinian areas. At a minimum, military assis-
tance should be cut off to military units that have committed human rights 
violations—the same standard that is enforced for U.S. military aid to all  
other countries.

The U.S. should call for respect of human rights, and an end to the use of  
violence and violations of international law by all parties in Palestine and 
Israel. This includes calling for enforcement of the International Court  
of Justice decision that the separation wall is illegal and must be  
dismantled, as well as an end to discriminatory confiscation and distribution 
of land and water resources.  
 

Many in Congress want to cut off assistance to the Palestinian Authority  
because they have joined a number of U.N. treaties, including the Rome  
Statute of the International Criminal Court. At the time of this writing, legis- 
lation is also moving in Congress to pressure the European Union and others 
to cease the use of economic measures against illegal Israeli settlements. 
Rather than punishing nonviolent strategies—such as U.N. mechanisms 
or economic measures—the U.S. should work with Israel to end the 
injustices that these measures seek to address.

The U.S. should support negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians to 
reach a long-term ceasefire for Gaza that addresses the need for sustain-
able reconstruction, tackles the root causes of the conflict and can deliver 
long-lasting security for both Israelis and Palestinians. As part of these 
discussions, the U.S. and others in the international community should 
propose a time-bound plan to end the blockade of Gaza, which can be 
implemented and monitored through relevant U.N. mechanisms. 

POLICY PRINCIPLES 

U.S. policy on Palestine and Israel should…

Resources for learning more MCC Palestine blog | mccpalestine.wordpress.com
Stories and reflection by MCC Palestine staff

Stop the Wall | stopthewall.org
Palestinian grassroots movement working against the Israeli separation wall

B’Tselem | btselem.org
Israeli organization documenting human rights violations in the occupied Palestinian areas
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