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Middle East Update 
 
The situation in the Middle East is shifting rapidly -- changes have been occurring on a daily, and 
sometimes hourly, basis. At this time of great turmoil in the Middle East, the Maryknoll Office for 
Global Concerns offers this analysis of the situation, plus a brief report on the work that we do on 
that area. This paper is intended as an internal Maryknoll document. 
 
Currently, only one member of the Maryknoll Society lives in the Middle East, in Egypt. However, 
members of each Maryknoll family have served in the area at one time or another since the late 
1970s, albeit in small numbers. The Middle East remains significant to Maryknoll -- most Society 
members and several Congregation members have made a spiritual retreat/renewal in the Holy Land. 
Also, as Christians, we are concerned particularly with the birthplace of our faith. 
 
Development of International Law 
 
In the 20th century, two important documents were written in support of the concept of 
international law: the United Nations’ Declaration on Human Rights and the Geneva Conventions. 
Both instruments declare that civilians during wartime have rights and that unilateral land seizure is 
no longer legal. 
 
The conflict between the Israelis and the Palestinians basically is a matter of military power versus 
international law. There is disagreement between the two sides as to the details of the conflict, but 
the basic facts are clear and undisputed: As a result of the Six-Day War in June 1967, Israel occupied 
the Palestinian-inhabited West Bank of the Jordan River, and the Gaza Strip. Israeli settlements 
were established in these areas, displacing Palestinian communities that were generations-old. The 
Israeli military has maintained a strong presence in these areas; the battles between Palestinians 
living in the occupied territories and the Israeli army are well-documented. 
 
The “peace process” 
 
The most recent and now-defunct “peace process” began after the Gulf War with the Madrid 
Conference in 1991, which was intended to pursue such crucial issues as water, future borders, the 
status of Jerusalem, economic development, return of Palestinian refugees, and arms control. These 
discussions made little progress, and were followed by the Oslo agreements in 1993 and 1995. As a 
result of the Oslo talks, the Palestinians formally recognized the state of Israel. This agreement also 
allowed the Palestinians to gain self-rule in parts of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. Israeli 
settlements in the West Bank would remain under Israeli control. The Oslo agreement (the 
Declaration of Principles) was signed on September 13, 1993. Two years later, the pact known as 
Oslo II was signed. It allowed for elections of a Palestinian council, and required Israel's withdrawal 
from several major West Bank cities, where the newly-formed Palestinian National Authority would 
take control of administrative duties. Oslo II also included the Palestinians’ agreement to try to 
guarantee the safety of Israelis and to revoke offensive pieces of the PLO covenant. 



 
Despite these attempts, the “peace process” is dead. Israeli citizens are divided between those who 
recognize and respect the needs of Palestinians and the expansionists who see the land as God’s 
bequest solely to the Jewish people. Palestinians are divided also: the Palestinian Authority, created 
in the hopes of maintaining a just administrative system for Palestinians, has proven to be corrupt 
and undemocratic. Some Palestinians continue to support Yasser Arafat, while others see him as 
autocratic and unable to manage as an administrator. Attempts to create a lasting peace between the 
two groups are thwarted by extremists on each side: A Jewish zealot assassinated Israeli Prime 
Minister Itzhak Rabin in 1995 for Rabin’s efforts to dialogue with the Palestinians, and Palestinian 
leader Arafat is opposed by Hamas, the militant Muslim group. 
 
Jerusalem 
 
The most central and difficult issues to decide upon are: final borders; the right of return for 
Palestinian refugees; rights of Israeli settlers; water sharing; and, certainly the most contentious 
topic, sovereignty over Jerusalem. 
 
It is difficult to understand the reality of Jerusalem without walking the streets. It is a city divided 
into three sections: �new� Jerusalem, on the west side, primarily inhabited by Jews, where the 
supremacy of Israel is unquestioned; Arab Jerusalem; and �old� Jerusalem, the small walled city 
where the shrines sacred to the three Abrahamic religions are located. (Under international law, 
both Arab Jerusalem and �old� Jerusalem are considered to be illegally-occupied by the Israeli 
military.) It is impossible to take a bus or even a taxi from one section to another. Palestinians 
residents in particular are denied easy access across the city; identification cards are required, and 
strict curfew laws control their movements. Israel claims it is one unified city and must be considered 
Israel�s capital; Palestinians demand jurisdiction over the Arab portions of the city. 
 
The United States has been Israel’s strongest (and sometimes only) ally for many years. The pro-
Israel/Zionist movement in the U.S. is extremely well-organized and financed, thus easily able to 
provide or withdraw votes for politicians, unlike the Arab-American bloc, which has not developed 
the cohesion necessary to influence U.S. policy. 
 
Our work and our partners 
 
In regards to the situation in the Middle East, the Maryknoll OGC supports the Vatican’s 
consistently clear application of the Geneva Conventions and UN resolutions 242 and 338. Adopted 
after the June 1967 Six Day War, UN resolution 242 requires Israel to withdraw from the conquered 
territories, with assurances of secured borders. UN resolution 338 was adopted in 1973 -- it reiterates 
resolution 242 and also requires negotiations between “the parties concerned,” thereby giving the 
Palestinians a role in the negotiations. 
 
In Washington, the OGC works with Churches for Middle East Peace (CMEP) and the Holy Land 
Christian Ecumenical Foundation (HCEF). 
 
CMEP is a Christian ecumenical working group that started in 1984; it primarily works to maintain 



an on-going dialogue with Congress, the administration and the diplomatic community about a 
variety of Middle East issues. CMEP circulates action alerts and education pieces to help their 
member organizations, such as Maryknoll, advocate for peace and justice in the Middle East. OGC 
staff members have served on the CMEP board; we have participated fully in such efforts as the 
“Christians Call for a Shared Jerusalem” campaign; and, though CMEP, we have signed onto many 
documents directed to the U.S. Congress and the administration that advocate for stronger 
implementation of the UN resolutions and for a just peace in the Middle East. 
 
HCEF, founded in 1999, is comprised of several U.S. Christian churches that hope to educate and 
animate U.S. Christians about the plight of Palestinian Christians. Aware that Palestinians are being 
driven from their land, not only by overt destruction of their homes but also through covert methods 
such as constant intimidation and harassment by the Israeli government, HCEF raises and distributes 
funds for projects, specifically employment, education and housing programs, that encourage and 
assist Palestinian Christians to remain in the Middle East. HCEF also hopes to build community 
between U.S. Christians and Palestinian Christians through pilgrimages, publications and 
communications. 
 
The current unrest in the Middle East manifests the continual struggle between military power and 
international law. If the United States withdraws from direct involvement in the area and allows the 
United Nations and the European Community to enter the negotiations, the possibilities for the 
advancement of international law will increase. 
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