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"Sameh, aged three, and Ahmad, 18 months, cry all the time. -- As she sits on the bed in al-Quds hospital in
Gaza City, their mother, Fatima al-Shamouny, 36, tries to comfort them. But as she tells their story, and her
own too, she sobs. The boys were found on Wednesday, with their dead father and unconscious mother
nearby, four days after the emergency services said they began trying to reach the neighborhood. The
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) said the paramedics found "shocking" scenes of wounded
people huddled together in houses among dead bodies, weak after having had no food or water for several
days". These were the headlines on the BBC News yesterday when I started writing this sermon. How many
of these stories we are still going to hear before this indecent massacre ends? How many names of children,
fathers and mothers will we need to learn until a major action is taken to stop the killing?

The heavens over Jordan are being torn apart; not by God's voice, but by the bombs, rockets and missiles that
Israel is throwing over Palestinians in the Gaza Strip. This is not a military maneuver to eradicate terrorism,
this is genocide! It is difficult to understand how the people, who know the most about ghettos and
concentration camps, could create them. How could those who experienced holocaust, bomb, and burn
civilian populations?

I am not justifying Hammas' way of operating, but Hammas is a consequence of a much deeper problem,
which has to do with how the land is divided and the occupation of the Palestinian territory by Israeli
settlements.

I know that many Christians are struggling because of the inherited concept that Israel is God's "chosen"
people to whom God gave the "promised land." Palestinian Christians would not agree with that. I told you
once that when I visited Palestine-Israel, we arrived to the place where Jericho was situated. I started singing
the song that I had learned in church school, "Vem com JosuÃ© lutar em Jericoâ�¦" You also learned that
song, didn't you? This song speaks about a victory "God gave" to Joshua, an Israeli warrior, when he was
conquering the territory inhabited by the ancestors of the Palestinian people. I was singing it, and the woman
who was guiding my visit, a Christian woman from the YWCA, interrupted me and said: "Please Lusmarina,
stop. The people Joshua killed were my people!" That helped me to revisit the theme of the "chosen people of
God" and "promised land." Jewish people are not more "chosen" then others, and the land is not "promised" to
them more then to the Palestinians. And God does not love a State, God loves people, all people equally. To
learn to re-interpret the sacred text of the Bible is not unfaithfulness against God or God's word. On the
contrary, it is to learn that the word of God is alive and in movement. It is not established once and forever as
a static text, but it is the movement embedded in the fabric of life itself.

The baptism of Jesus calls us to dig deep within our world and our humanity. It calls us to discover the light
that vanishes darkness and order that emerges from chaos.

Baptism literally means 'dipping', 'immersion'. 'Dipping' where? In the Holy Spirit; the Spirit of life that
moves us towards love and peace. The energy impregnated at the very texture of existence itself. Does that
mean that our lives will always express love and peace, and that we will always be in touch with the
fundamentals of life? Not necessarily. Baptism is not a magic act of sealing us against evil or purifying us
once and for all, but it is the beginning of a process of clearing, cleaning, burning what needs to be burned in
us so we can be who God wants us to be, so we can dip deep into ourselves and into God's creation with all its
controversies knowing that God is with us. Baptism is not an insurance policy promising that our lives will be
rosy, on the contrary, it is a declaration from God to us that the Spirit of God, herself, will be holding us when
we go through the time in our lives when the light is dim and when chaos prevails.
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But baptism is also an affirmation of our belonging together as people of faith, as people who simply drink,
wash, and dig into the same waters, the explosion of Gods' love.

This morning we start our Stewardship campaign. John will speak more about it after worship. In our journey
throughout Advent last year we made clay figures as part of a process of reflection on how we are being
molded by God, and at the same time how we are molding our own lives and the world where we live. On
Christmas Eve we placed our figures in the manger; we expressed our solidarity with people living in
Bethlehem. On Christmas Day we placed our figures in the wall built around Bethlehem as an affirmation that
walls are not stronger then the creative potential of life that emerges from our own hands. Today and in the
next three weeks, the walls are brought apart. And our figures are still there. How do they continue inspiring
us to be the people who will bring the walls down, those around Bethlehem and those within ourselves? How
do our angels, camels, crosses, baby Jesus, people-embracing-people figures help us to be in solidarity with
those dying in the Gaza Strip? How do we become good stewards of a God of peace and love, who sees a
naked and wet son and declares: "You are my son, the Beloved; with whom I am well pleased?"
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