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Introduction
In undertaking a partnership for peace, you have embarked on a challenging and demanding journey. We 
affirm and applaud your courage in doing so. The conflict between Israel and the Palestinian nationalist 
movement has a long history. It is complicated by the multiple voices, factions, powers, and interests that 
have emerged to represent Israel and the Palestinian cause over the decades. To speak of “the conflict” as 
though there is a single, specific thing that we all recognize and agree about is impossible. To understand 
fully the many dimensions and dynamics of the conflict would require years of intense study. And still the 
differing perspectives on “the conflict” would leave room for controversy.

There is, of course, one central conflict between Jews and Palestinians in Israel/Palestine—the fact that two 
peoples have deep historical connections to the same land. We will explore this further in session 3. Before 
we get there, we should consider also local conflicts within and between the American Christian and Jew-
ish communities as they relate to Israel, to Palestinians, and to one another. In this series of text studies, we 
aim to separate issues as much as possible, to enable us all to think more carefully about each one. That can 
lay groundwork for a constructive discussion about the conflict in the Middle East. In this first session, the 
goal is to explore some of the terms that we use in addressing the issue of conflict itself.

In dealing with history and with conflict, the values of justice and peace are easily invoked by nearly ev-
eryone. Yet we do not always mean the same thing. Within the rhetoric of Israeli and Palestinian advocates 
in the Middle East, it is often the case that supporters of Israel give priority to peace as the virtue that will 
be the gateway to resolving the conflict, while Palestinian nationalists and their supporters give priority to 
justice as the necessary starting point of any lasting resolution. In our study together we will examine the 
meanings of these two important terms in Jewish and Christian traditions, in order to understand why the 
discourse about Israel and Palestine has become so polarized. In this unit, you will explore your own use of 
the terms, what they mean for you and your congregations, how you relate them to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, and what complications these terms and ideas present for dealing with the conflict. The goal is for 
both of you as partners to understand better what gives grounding to your respective priorities and hopes 
for justice and peace for Jews and Palestinians.

This session is divided into four parts. After a brief introduction of the topic, we suggest that before you 
begin with the sources, you consider your own ideas about justice and peace. But don’t spend your whole 
session just on that—the bulk of the session is a text study. Each text or set of texts is followed by ques-
tions for discussion. The text study is followed by some reflection on the experience of studying these texts 
together. Finally, we end with a few recommendations for further study on this topic. And we ask you to 
share your feedback and evaluation with us by a link to SurveyMonkey® or by email.
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     Talking About Justice and Peace
Between Jews and Christians, and within Jewish and Christian communities, there are often intense differ-
ences of opinion about incidents and policies related to Israel/Palestine. Still, we all seem to be in agree-
ment that we hope and pray for peace and justice. If we seem to have the same hopes, why do we have such 
strong differences? We begin this unit by examining our own uses of the terms “peace” and “justice.”

 á What do you talk about when you teach/preach on “peace?”

 á What do you talk about when you teach/preach on “justice?”

Text Study 
We begin this text study by examining different ideas of justice in Scripture (including Hebrew Bible and 
New Testament), modern theology, and sources from the Talmud. This is followed by texts about peace 
from Scripture and Jewish and Christian liturgy. Each set of sources is followed by questions and ideas 
about these texts for you to consider. Your discussion should open up different ideas about peace and 
justice. As you engage the various texts, take the opportunity to learn from one another about the rich 
theological heritage of your respective communities. 

The legacy of biblical Israel calls for God’s people to strive always to create societies that are characterized 
by justice. Both the Jewish and the Christian communities have embraced this striving in their aspira-
tions. Both have also recognized the challenges involved in the call for justice. The Christian texts here, 
particularly from the New Testament and the contemporary theologian Paul Tillich, identify the challenge 
of transcending self-interest in seeking justice. The Jewish texts, from the Babylonian Talmud, focus on the 
challenges of knowing enough to be able to determine what is just in a particular situation, and of imple-
menting justice without creating new hardship or injustice. These challenges are not particular to one com-
munity or the other; both communities wrestle with the issue in its many dimensions.
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1. Justice
Scripture
Jeremiah 9:23-24
Thus says the Lord: Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom, do not let the mighty boast in their might, do 
not let the wealthy boast in their wealth; but let those who boast, boast in this: that they understand and know 
me, that I am the Lord; I act with steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth, for in these things I 
delight, says the Lord. 

Micah 6:8
The Lord 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? 

Romans 14:13-19
Let us no longer pass judgment on one another, but resolve instead never to put a stumbling block or hin-
drance in the way of another. I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself; but 
it is unclear for anyone who thinks it unclean. If your brother or sister is being injured by what you eat, you 
are no longer walking in love. Do not let what you eat cause the ruin of one for whom Christ died. So do not 
let your good be spoken of as evil. For the kingdom of God is not food and drink but righteousness and peace 
and joy in the Holy Spirit. The one who thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and has human approval. Let 
us then pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding.
 

Questions for Discussion
 á In the prophetic texts, what is the motivation for “doing justice?”

 á What are the challenges in achieving a just society—for the prophets and for us?

 á What stands in the way of “doing justice” in Romans?

 á How might these obstacles be overcome?

 
Modern Theologians
James Childs
For the prophet Isaiah the reign of God will be one of unbroken peace (2:2-4) and justice (11:3-5). When 
Christians become active agents of reconciliation at every level of life, from the nuclear to the international 
family, they anticipate the promise of peace in the dominion of God. When in love they concern themselves 
with such issues as economic justice and equal treatment under the law, they anticipate the perfect justice of 
God’s kingdom that will be beyond the need for coercive law. In Christ God has made peace with the world 
and promised a world of peace in which hostility and estrangement are supplanted by community and unity. 
God has called the eschatological community, the church to work at this now (2 Corinthians 5:19)....

“Ethics and the Promise of God: Moral Authority and the Church’s Witness,” in The Promise of Lutheran Ethics, ed. by 
Karen L. Bloomquist and John R. Stumme (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 106-108.
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     Questions for Discussion
 á What does Childs identify as the motivation for acting for justice?

 á How does Childs relate acting for justice to the achievement of “the perfect justice of God’s king-
dom”?

 á How do you think about the motivation to act for justice, and about the prospects for achieving it?

Paul Tillich
Justice in communal life is, above all, justice of the law, law in the sense of a power-supported legal sys-
tem…. Legal power, exercised by the ruling group (and the individual who represents the group), is first of 
all legislative power. The justice of a system of laws is inseparably tied to justice as conceived by the ruling 
group, and this justice expresses both principles of right and wrong and principles by which the ruling 
group affirms and sustains and defends its own power. The spirit of a law inseparably unites the spirit of 
justice and the spirit of the powers in control, and this means that its justice implies injustice…. The spirit 
of the law is necessarily not only the spirit of justice but also the spirit of a communal group. There is no 
justice that is not someone’s justice—not the justice of an individual but of a society. The Spiritual Presence 
[Tillich’s term for the Holy Spirit active in the church and in the world] does not suppress the vital basis of 
the law but removes its injustices by fighting against the ideologies which justify them. This fight has some-
times been waged through the voice of the churches as images of the Spiritual Community and sometimes 
in a direct way by the creation of prophetic movements within the secular realm itself.

Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), vol. 3, pp. 264-265.

Questions for Discussion
 á Tillich focuses on justice as embodied in the structure of a legislated system. Does what he says also 

apply to the justice implied, but not (yet) legislated, in the cries for justice of a people experiencing 
injustice? How might the issues be the same or different from the two perspectives?

 á Tillich claims that “there is no justice that is not someone’s justice.” He thus universalizes the 
critique: every particular system of justice serves particular interests. Why not, then, abandon any 
hope for justice? 

 á Tillich suggests that we need to recognize that every justice implies injustice. He then calls on us 
to identify the ideologies that support or justify those specific injustices and to work against the 
supporting ideologies. How can we recognize a “(faithful) church as image of the Spiritual Com-
munity” or a “prophetic movement,” and distinguish it from an “ideology?”

 á How might an outsider perspective contribute to recognizing injustice and ideology? 

Talmud 
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Gittin 55a
The Rabbis taught: If someone steals a beam and builds it into a palace, Beit Shammai say: he must demol-
ish the whole palace and restore the beam to its owner. Beit Hillel say: the latter can claim only the money 
value of the beam, so as not to place obstacles in the way of penitents.
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Mishna Baba Metzia 1:1
Two are holding a garment. One says, “I found it,” and the other says, “I found it.” [If] one says, “all of it 
is mine” and the other says, “all of it is mine.” This one shall swear that he owns no less than half of it, and 
this one shall swear that he owns no less than half of it, and they shall divide it [between them.] [If] one 
says, “all of it is mine” and the other says “half of it is mine.” The one who says “all of it is mine” shall swear 
that he owns no less than three quarters of it; and the one who says “half of it is mine” shall swear that 
he owns no less than one quarter of it. He [the former] takes three quarters and he [the latter] takes one 
quarter.

Questions for Discussion
 á What do Beit Hillel mean by “obstacles in the way of penitents?” Why do you think Beit Shammai 

and Beit Hillel disagree about restoration of the beam? How does each school understand justice?

 á Do you think justice is served by the solution proposed by Mishna Baba Metzia 1:1? Why or why 
not? How else might justice be served in such a situation?
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     2. Peace
The texts and discussions you have explored so far in this session have focused on the complex notion of 
justice and the challenges of implementing and achieving it. Similar complexity can be explored in relation 
to peace.  

Preliminary Questions for Discussion
 á What do we mean when we say that we are praying and working for peace? Is peace the vision of a 

perfect, utopian world, or is it an achievable societal goal?

 á Does real peace mean living together in harmony, or might it be attained through separation? 

 á Do we mean the same thing when we speak of inner/personal spiritual peace and when we speak of 
societal peace?

Biblical Texts
Isaiah 11:6-9
6 The wolf shall live with the lamb,
   the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
   the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
   and a little child shall lead them. 

7 The cow and the bear shall graze,
   their young shall lie down together;
   and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 

8 The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,
   and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den.
 
9 They will not hurt or destroy
   on all my holy mountain;
   for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord
   as the waters cover the sea. 

Romans 12:9-21
9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10love one another with mutual affection; 
outdo one another in showing honour. 11Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12Rejoice in 
hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 13Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality 
to strangers.

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with 
those who weep. 16Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do 
not claim to be wiser than you are. 17Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in 
the sight of all. 18If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19Beloved, never avenge 
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yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the 
Lord.’ 20No, ‘if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for 
by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.’ 21Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil 
with good.

Genesis 13:1-12
1 So Abram went up from Egypt, he and his wife and all that he had, and Lot with him, into the Negeb.

2 Now Abram was very rich in livestock, in silver, and in gold. 3He journeyed on by stages from the Negeb 
as far as Bethel, to the place where his tent had been at the beginning, between Bethel and Ai, 4to the place 
where he had made an altar at the first; and there Abram called on the name of the Lord. 5Now Lot, who 
went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents, 6so that the land could not support both of them 
living together; for their possessions were so great that they could not live together, 7and there was strife 
between the herders of Abram’s livestock and the herders of Lot’s livestock. At that time the Canaanites and 
the Perizzites lived in the land.

8 Then Abram said to Lot, ‘Let there be no strife between you and me, and between your herders and my 
herders; for we are kindred. 9Is not the whole land before you? Separate yourself from me. If you take the 
left hand, then I will go to the right; or if you take the right hand, then I will go to the left.’ 10Lot looked 
about him, and saw that the plain of the Jordan was well watered everywhere like the garden of the Lord, 
like the land of Egypt, in the direction of Zoar; this was before the Lord had destroyed Sodom and Gomor-
rah. 11So Lot chose for himself all the plain of the Jordan, and Lot journeyed eastwards; thus they separated 
from each other. 12Abram settled in the land of Canaan, while Lot settled among the cities of the Plain and 
moved his tent as far as Sodom.

Prayers for Peace
Jewish
Lord of Peace, Divine Ruler, to whom peace belongs.

Master of Peace, Creator of all things.

May it be thy will to put an end to war and bloodshed on earth, and to spread a great and wonderful peace 
over the whole world, so that nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war 
anymore.

Help us and save us all, and let us cling tightly to the virtue of peace. Let there be a truly great peace be-
tween every person and their fellow, and between husband and wife, and let there be no discord between 
people even in their hearts.

Let us never shame any person on earth, great or small. May it be granted unto us to fulfill Thy Command-
ment to ‘Love thy neighbor as thyself,’ with all our hearts and souls and bodies and possessions.

God who is peace, bless us with peace.

 (Rabbi Nachman of Breslov, 1773-1810)



Christian
Lord, let us be at peace within ourselves. (Silence).

Let us accept that we are profoundly loved and need never be afraid. (Silence).

Let us be aware of the source of being that is common to us all and to all living creatures. (Silence).

Let us be filled with the presence of your great compassion toward ourselves and toward all living beings. (Silence).

Realizing that we are all nourished from the same source of life, may we so live that others be not deprived of air, food, 
water, shelter, or the chance to live. (Silence)

With humility, let us work and pray for the establishment of peace in our hearts and peace on earth. (Silence).

(The New Zealand Prayer Book, Anglican)
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Reflections
 á How can these texts speak to our hopes for peace and justice in Israel and Palestine?

 á Given what you have learned together, how might you teach/preach differently in the future on 
these topics? 

Take a few minutes before you end to reflect on what has happened in your discussion:
 á Did you feel a need for the other to understand your views?

 á Did you feel a need to find some common ground?

When we encounter differences with another person, there will be different reactions and goals for dif-
ferent people—broadly, we may seek to come together or we may be content to remain different but seek 
deeper understanding or we may set out to convince the other person to adopt our views. Realizing what 
our own goals are in the discussion is an important part of managing our relationships and our encoun-
ters. The more emotionally involved, complicated, and contentious the topic, and the more we are invested 
in it, the more we will need to be aware of our own objectives.

Further Reading
We suggest the following books, which do not dichotomize justice or peace on one side or the other, but 
articulate complex, respectful recognition of peace and justice issues for both Jews and Palestinians:

 á Elias Chacour, Blood Brothers

 á David Hartman, Israelis and the Jewish Tradition: An Ancient People Debates its Future

 á Ari Shavit, My Promised Land: The Triumph and Tragedy of Israel

 



Evaluation 
Interfaith Partners for Peace Study Guide Topic 1: Justice and Peace

Please respond to this form via SurveyMonkey® at the following URL: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/6TFQJGJ. 
You may also send replies via email at: info@interfaithpartnersforpeace.org.

 1. What principal insights do you take away from this study session?

 2. What was the most difficult thing for you to deal with in this study?

 3. What additional texts or other resources did you turn to as helpful in this study?

 4. How much did each of the following components contribute to your learning?

       Very much            Hardly at all
 Text studies:
  Biblical and Talmudic texts  6          5          4          3          2          1
  Modern theologians   6          5          4          3          2          1
  Prayers     6          5          4          3          2          1
 Questions for discussion of texts   6          5          4          3          2          1
 Questions for reflection    6          5          4          3          2          1
 “What came up between us”   6          5          4          3          2          1

 5. What other feedback do you have? 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/6TFQJGJ
mailto:info%40interfaithpartnersforpeace.org?subject=Interfaith%20Partners%20for%20Peace%20Topic%201-Survey


Co-Chairs:
Rabbi Leonard Gordon 

Rev. Dr. Peter Pettit

For further information, please visit:

www.shalomhartman.org
www.interfaithpartnersforpeace.org

http://www.shalomhartman.org
http://www.interfaithpartnersforpeace.org

