
Faith Reflections 

 

Holy Land 
Genesis 23, Luke 6 

 
As a child, I used to walk on the land that my 
grandfather’s family homesteaded in southern Alberta. 
Amidst the native prairie short grass we knew where 
we could find the rings of stones that marked the fire 
circles and the teepee sites of the Blackfoot tribe  
who once camped there. 
Nearby, on the banks of the South Saskatchewan 
River, as we picked chokecherries, we also found 
arrow heads and bones from their buffalo jump. 
We knew that we walked on holy ground, on land that 
held stories of a people other than my own. 
But the dominant story we told, when I was a child, was not about indigenous 
peoples or treaties. 
The dominant story was about the journey my own grandparents, all children like 
me, had taken from various places to settle in this new land, to break the sod for 
the very first time, to be the pioneers of the newly declared Canadian province of 
Alberta. 
 
Land holds the stories of the peoples who have lived on it (and in it). 
It is true in Canada. It is true in what we call the Holy Land. 
We open the Bible and out pour stories of people who have lived in the Holy 
Land until the time of Jesus. 
There are layers and layers of stories going back, in Genesis, to the very 
beginning of time, to the garden of Eden, Adam and Eve. 
In a way, the story of the bible is the story of God and humanity and land. 
 
The Christian theologian, Walter Bruggemann, argues that our deepest human 
story is of being displaced and yearning for a place. 
My pioneer grandparents knew that yearning. 
Probably most Canadians can tell family stories of how they and their ancestors 
yearned for a place to belong.  
That story continues in our country with the immigrants and refugees  
who arrive every day.  
And aboriginal Canadians call us all to remember and honour their place of 
belonging. 
So it is that land has a real meaning – the very dirt beneath our feet, under our 
finger nails; an important source of historical power; 
And land also has a symbolic meaning – a place to belong.  
Bruggemann says that biblically, land symbolizes: 
 



“the wholeness of joy and well-being characterized by social coherence and 
personal ease in prosperity, security and freedom.” 
 

Land is a place to belong, a place of freedom, joy and well-being. 

 
Today we heard the story of Abraham seeking to purchase land – land in which 
to bury his wife, Sarah, from the Hittites who lived at Hebron. 
We know the story well of God’s call to Abraham – to leave the land of Ur and 
journey to a new place that God called him to. 
God called Abraham to trust God’s promise of a new land, of the gift of children, 
of the calling to be a blessing to the nations. 
So the journey of Abraham and Sarah was a pilgrimage of promise. when they 
had all but given up on the promise of children, Sarah gave birth to Isaac, and 
named him ‘laughter.’ 
Yet when Sarah died, Abraham still owned no land in which to bury her. 
He negotiated with the indigenous people of Hebron and the decision not just to 
allow him to bury Sarah but to actually sell him land, changed life for everyone.  
One commentator said that possibly the whole community of Hittites would have 
had to agree with this sale to a sojourner, an outsider. 
But now, Abraham had a place among these people where later he and Isaac 
and Rebecca and Rachel and Jacob would be buried. 
Their tombs, now accessible to the adjoining mosque and synagogue in Hebron, 
are part of the story of the land. 
This place is a place with God, filled with memories of life with God, and 
promises from God and vows to God. 
This place where Abraham and Sarah are buried is a holy place for Jews,  
Christians and Muslims, all of whom claim Abraham as their father. 
 
But land for the descendents of Abraham “turned out to be nearly as great a 
problem and temptation as not having land.” (Bruggemann, 9) 
In Egypt, Joseph’s access to land, power and wealth, evolved into slavery. 
The 40 year journey Moses led to the promised land ended with encountering 
peoples who already occupied it and fierce battles. 
The decision to move from governance by judges to the power of a king changed 
people’s relationship with the land and one another. 
Bruggemann concludes that this is: 
 

...the less than brilliant story about getting land and keeping it and 
defending against losing it. 
 
The very land that promised to create space for human joy and freedom 
became the very source of dehumanizing exploitation and oppression. Land 
was indeed a problem in Israel. Time after time, Israel saw the land of 
promise become the land of problem. The very land that contained the 
sources of life drive kings to become agents of death. Society became the 
frantic effort of the landed to hold onto turf, no matter what the cost. (11) 



 
The tension becomes between receiving land as God’s promise of gift or 
grasping for land; between land as place for joy and freedom or as justification 
for oppression and even violence. 
The land that Abraham was promised as gift by God, that he attained through 
cultivating respectful relationships with his neighbours in later generations 
became land where people were exploited by their power-hungry kings. 
Prophets like Jeremiah, cried out that God would expel people from the land 
because it had become something to grasp rather than as a source of 
community, joy and freedom. 
 
Today in the Holy Land there is great tension between land as gift of God and 
land as something to grasp. 
There is great tension between the stories of Israeli and Palestinian people: 
Many Israelis argue that Jews are the chosen people of God and the land, 
stretching from the Mediterranean Sea to the Golan Heights across the Jordan 
River, is theirs as promised by God in biblical times. 
They say that, after the Holocaust, Jews need a state of their own so that never 
again can they be victims of state extermination. 
Palestinians tell the story of the Nakba, the catastrophe of 1948, when the 
international community declared a new state of Israel and the Israeli army and 
armed groups succeeded in forcing many Palestinian families out of their homes 
and villages into refugee camps and communities of what are now known  
as the West Bank and Gaza.  
Many of these families still have the keys to their homes and they long for the 
day when they can return to their land.  
They cling to promises made by the international community of a refugee’s right 
to return.  
They, too, believe that God cares about them.  
Some told us, jokingly, that they don’t believe God is a real estate agent. 
 
Land that was, in 1948, envisaged by the United Nations as divided into two 
pretty equal amounts of land for two states – an Israeli and a Palestinian state... 
now consists of a much larger state of Israel which, since the 1967 war, 
has a military occupation of the West Bank and controls the borders of Gaza. 
A huge wall, many miles long, costing millions is still being constructed by Israel 
largely on Palestinian land. 
Thousands of prisoners languish in Israeli prisons. 
Military checkpoints hamper the freedom of movement for Palestinians who must 
cross them to go to work, to school or to hospitals. 
Religious liberty is severely restricted, including access to holy places, in the 
name of security. 
Israeli settlements – ranging from outposts of house trailers established on 
hilltops to cities of hundreds of thousands have been built and are being built on 
land in the occupied West Bank, against international law. 



The settlements and the separation wall help Israel to control good farm land and 
water, depriving hundreds of thousands of Palestinians and obstructing any 
political solution. 
 
Is this holy Land a gift or is this land something to grasp? 
And what impact does grasping have on human relationships and on the 
relationship with God? 
 
The Palestinian Christians we visited in April call on one another to remain 
steadfast, to trust that God has a place for them in this land that is holy to three 
faiths. 
To take the risk of loving the other, the enemy. 
They speak of this theological mandate in the Kairos Palestine document, issued 
in 2009. 
That love includes challenging Israeli Jews to recognize that expanding 
settlements, illegal under international law, is also morally wrong. 
Palestinian Christians call us to join them in a boycott of goods produced in these 
illegal settlements.  
The United Church is joining that boycott movement by asking us to refuse to 
purchase goods from three companies: Ahava beauty products, Soda Stream 
and Keter plastics.  
We’ll learn more about these companies and how to participate as the fall begins.  
In the meanwhile, there is good background information on the United Church 
website. 
 
Palestinian Christians also invite us to `come and see`, just as Jesus did when 
Philip asked him where he lived. `Come and see` 
A group of 8 from Hamilton Conference made such a visit in April.  
Unlike many tours of the holy land, our visit brought us into dialogue with 
Palestinian Christian leaders and other peace-makers, took us into settlements 
and a Bedouin village threatened by settlement expansion, had us line up at 6 
a.m. with workers from Bethlehem going through extensive security in order to go 
to work, had us visit a family under siege from ideological settlers in Hebron,  
join a demonstration (celebrating a communion mass) in the Cremisan Fields 
where the separation wall is planned to separate the town of Beit Jala and the 
Cremisan convent from their farming land, ancient hillside terraces of olive trees 
and grape vines. 
 
Indeed, the land holds the stories of all the people who have lived on it 
And for the land we call holy, there are layers and layers and layers of stories- 
Hittites, Canaanites, people of Israel, Romans, Palestinians and, most recently, 
Israelis; 
Of Jews, Christians, Moslems, Bahai. 
Did God`s vision for the land end with the entry of the people of Moses? 
Or with the return of the exiles? 



Did God`s vision for the land end with the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ? 
Did God`s vision for the land end with the accession of Mohammed to heaven? 
Did God`s vision for the land end with the formation of a new state of Israel? 
Or is God`s vision, more deeply, about how people live in justice and peace in 
this land and any land; 
About how we honour the land itself, acknowledging that we depend on its 
fertility; 
About how we acknowledge the people and their stories that have lived before 
us, especially when those people continue to live among us (as is the case with 
my family and the Blackfoot people), as is the case with Palestinians and Israelis! 
 
Jesus lived in the holy land when it was occupied. 
In his time, it was occupied by the Roman Empire 
And he taught a path of non-violent resistance, 
A path of loving one`s enemy in order that God might transform lives and, even, 
whole systems of power and might. 
Jesus was executed by the state. 
The followers of Jesus, the Palestinian Christians we met, also teach his path of 
non-violent resistance to oppression. 
Over and over, the Christians we met asked us not to be pro-Israeli or pro-
Palestinian but to be pro-peace.  
They need the support of all Christians, including you and me. 
They need our love, our prayers, our support if, indeed, this Holy Land is to be a 
place where people can live together in communities of joy and freedom and 
love. 
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