Are they really listening? Rev. Munther Isaac

A month ago I met scribe Kees van Ekris and other representatives of the Protestant Church in
the Netherlands (PKN) during their visit to Palestine. I chose not to open the conversation with
pleasantries, but with a question that visibly surprised our guests: why do we actually meet?

I said what many Palestinian Christians have been feeling for years. The arrival of a delegation
from a European church is often presented as a gesture of solidarity: representatives of the
church go on a trip, visit our communities, take pictures, and then return home with the message
that they have "seen the pain" and "heard the stories."

But is that really the case? What I see is something quite different: European churches often
bypass what we tell them, they ignore what we ask of them, and they refuse to change their
theological and political attitudes. European church leaders say: "We are here to listen." But in
practice, they don't listen - not in a way that leads to real solidarity.

My suspicions about the value and purpose of this most recent PKN visit were confirmed when |
read interviews that Kees van Ekris gave after this trip. One interview appeared on the PKN's
own platform, the other appeared in the Nederlands Dagblad. These interviews show exactly
what Palestinian Christians have been saying for years: that European churches stubbornly refuse
to reflect our reality other than through a frame of false symmetry that protects the powerful, and
tramples on the truth.

"Pain on Both Sides': The Theology of False Symmetry

In both interviews, Van Ekris talks about deep traumas on both sides, of suffering on both sides,
painful stories on both sides. In the interview on the PKN website, the church leader describes
how he arrives at the station in Tel Aviv and sees a wall full of photos of young people who were
murdered or taken hostage on October 7, 2023. He speaks of the emotional impact of the killings
and hostage-taking, and of the trauma that will continue to mark Israeli society.

In the same interview, he then tells what the delegation in the West Bank experienced. Van Ekris
mentions the systematic humiliation of Palestinian Christians and Muslims, the oppression and
threat that the delegation has experienced at Tent of Nations, where settlers are advancing
towards Palestinian land. He describes how the delegation had to constantly commute between
different realities, and how Palestinian Christians confronted them in fierce terms:

"Do you hear this? And what do you do then? Are you leaving us or are you on our side?"

Van Ekris mentions a Palestinian Christian who said that eighteen of his family members had
died in Gaza — "not Hamas terrorists," but were killed randomly, it says — and who said very
directly:

"You can come here, but if you go back to the Netherlands and don't say anything about it, what
is the point of this meeting?"



So far you might think: well done. They have at least heard the truth and seen injustice.

But the interview reveals the underlying frame that determines the perspective of the PKN. Van
Ekris repeatedly emphasizes the 'complexity' of the situation; he quotes a rabbi who said,
"Simplicity won't hold." And he warns against what he calls "simple ideological slogans" about
Palestinians, Jews, land and living together.

This framing is not innocent. 'Complexity' has become a term to hide behind in our context. An
appeal to complexity is not made to do justice to the nuances of reality, but to avoid having to
name it. Institutions such as churches hide behind 'complexity' to circumvent their responsibility,
it shows their lack of courage to speak out.

The interview in the Nederlands Dagblad makes this even clearer. It starts with horrific
descriptions of what the delegation heard about October 7, 2023: bodycams that had filmed rape,
burned bodies and a piece of torn babies'. It is language that is meant to shock the reader. Then
the interview turns its gaze to Gaza and we read equally disgusting stories: a mother who collects
the body parts of her child, an elderly Palestinian woman who was shot and later run over by a
tank after lying on the street for twelve hours. And then comes the sentence that summarizes the
theological attitude of the PKN:

"Suffering cannot be cancelled out against each other."

This is the logic of symmetry, which says: we see horror on the one hand, and on the other, so
we have to be careful. So we should not use big words and not draw too firm conclusions. Van
Ekris warns against repeating horror stories in a way that would make her the 'building blocks of
an argument'. But in order to achieve moral clarity, analysis of what happened is necessary.

When asked what the aftertaste of the trip is, Van Ekris answers that the violence must stop so
that there is time to care for wounds, to mourn, and to focus on safety 'for one and for the other'.
Van Ekris does not mention the Israeli genocide. He does not mention apartheid, nor colonial
rule. Even though Van Ekris has previously pointed out the power imbalance (in a letter dated 2
October 2025), here his language is only that of tragedy, trauma and the mutual need for
security.

This is not limited to Van Ekris. An interview on the site of the PKN with Wilma Wolswinkel
and Geert de Korte follows the same pattern. Wolswinkel and De Korte openly advocate an
attitude that refuses to be 'pro-Israel' or 'pro-Palestinian’, but is instead 'pro-peace’. They speak of
'tensions, grief and trauma' on both sides, and describe their work as listening to everyone. Also,
when it comes to, as De Korte puts it, 'listening attentively to someone in Bethlehem as well as
to a settler from Hebron'. The language is again that of balance, symmetry and emotional
equalization.

The problem I put my finger on is not, of course, the desire for peace, I share that. The problem
is that while the genocide continues and the apartheid policy becomes more and more
suffocating, the church uses language about 'both sides', and thus avoids moral clarity. Church

! In a later version of the interview, the reference to mutilated babies has been deleted. The ND added the following
comment: 'In an earlier version of this interview, Van Ekris said that bodies of babies were chopped to pieces.
However, it is now generally accepted that that did not happen.'



leaders thus present themselves as compassionate and pastoral, while refusing to name reality
and refuse to take sides with the victims.

Let me be clear: I don't want to deny the pain, I don't downplay the horror of October 7. I have
always made that clear publicly. But churches are not only called to mourn, they are called to
speak the truth. They are called to be prophetic and to name sin—especially when sin is
committed by the powerful, protected by the West, and normalized by theology.

What shocks me is not the empathy of European churches with people who are suffering. What
shocks me is their stubborn refusal to face and name the facts. There is no symmetry. What is
happening in Gaza is not simply "suffering on both sides." It is a genocide. And what
Palestinians are living through is not simply a "conflict." It is apartheid. These are not simple
slogans, and they are not ideological rhetoric. It is increasingly the conclusion of international
experts in genocide, human rights and international law, including Jewish and Israeli and Jewish
voices who refuse that their identities be misused to legitimize state violence.

What we mean by genocide, and why the refusal to name 'genocide' matters

At this point, I would like to clarify why the word genocide is so important. Genocide is not a
Palestinian invention, we did not design the legal framework. The definition comes from the UN
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1948). Under this
convention, genocide refers not only to mass murder, but also to the deliberate destruction of a
people through the systematic dismantling of the conditions that make life possible. The
convention was drawn up in the aftermath of the Holocaust, and is carried by the same European
moral tradition from which Europe has taught the rest of the world about human rights for
decades. Under this convention, genocide refers not only to mass murder, but also to the
deliberate destruction of a people through the systematic dismantling of the conditions that make
life possible. And that is precisely why the refusal of European churches and governments to
apply their own legal and moral language to Gaza is so revealing.

The claim that Israel is committing genocide in Gaza does not come from activists and is not
based on ideological slogans. It has been articulated in a growing body of evidence by respected
institutions and experts, from different disciplines and continents. Genocide scholars and jurists
have warned that Israel's actions cross the threshold of genocide, or show clear genocidal
patterns and intentions.

Among them is Amos Goldberg, professor of Holocaust and genocide studies at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem, who has clearly argued what Israel is doing in Gaza as genocide. He is
not alone. Leading Israeli genocide scholars such as Raz Segal, and a growing circle of Jewish
scholars worldwide, have insisted that this charge should be taken seriously and not dismissed as
anti-Semitic.

In addition, important organizations in the field - such as the International Association of
Genocide Scholars, and hundreds of genocide scholars worldwide - have issued statements
warning of genocide in Gaza. Leading human rights organizations that regularly cite churches in



other contexts, such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, the Israeli human rights
organization B'Tselem, and numerous UN officials warn of genocidal circumstances, intent, and
the deliberate destruction of civilian lives.

In South Africa's genocide case, the International Court of Justice ruled that the charge was
plausible enough to warrant interim measures, and the International Criminal Court has issued
arrest warrants for Benjamin Netanyahu and Yoav Gallant. Would church leaders now claim that
all these organizations and experts are biased or wrong? How does the PKN justify its position -
especially given the circumstance that The Hague is considered the city of international law? Or
could it be that Western Christians do not see Palestinians as fully human, and that human rights
therefore do not apply to us?

This is what European churches do not want to admit: their silence about genocide is not, or not
only, motivated by an analysis that genocide would not exist. It is a fundamental moral failure.
This silence, as we shall see, is deeply rooted in European theology.

Thy kingdom come and the theology of "pilgrimage"

The language of trauma, suffering on both sides and complexity reflects the theological
framework that the Protestant Church in the Netherlands laid down in 2024 in its synodal policy
memorandum 'Thy kingdom come: as pilgrims on the road with Jews and Palestinian Christians'.

The memo was adopted amid Israel's attacks on Gaza. The document is a guide to how the
church should relate to Jews and to Palestinian Christians. To this end, it uses the spiritual
metaphor of pilgrimage. The church is described as a community that goes a way, and that,
vulnerable and attentive, wants to remain connected to Jews and Palestinian Christians. The
church listens to their stories, and seeks how it as a church can speak and act in a torn reality.

But 'pilgrimage' appears to function as a theological mechanism to avoid moral clarity. The
pilgrim community is permanently in the mode of listening, dialogue and encounter, and does
not reach a point where listening leads to the concrete naming of reality, to taking the side of the
victims, i.e. to acting.

Although the words 'genocide' and 'apartheid' appear in the mouths of others in "Thy kingdom
come', the church itself does not take a clear position. It mentions Christian Zionism, but does
not clearly reject it. It says that the West Bank is occupied under international law, but the
document does not attach any consequences to that and to other injustices. It does not call for
sanctions or any form of costly solidarity. The guiding principle is not the language of justice,
but a vocabulary of relationship, connectedness and complexity.

The church also speaks almost exclusively of Palestinian Christians, as fellow believers and
ecumenical partners, as people who need diaconal attention. Palestinian Christians are also
almost invariably mentioned in combination with Jews. That creates confusion. Especially if the
church wants to take anti-Semitism seriously, it will have to make a clear distinction between
Jews and the state of Israel.



What makes this note particularly revealing is the way in which the church's relations with Jews
and with Palestinians are structured. The relationship with Jews is described as theological,
existential and rooted in the church's own identity. 'Unrelinquishable solidarity' applies to 'the
people of Israel' (there too the question is: what exactly does the church mean by 'people of
Israel'?). The note does not speak of Palestinians as a people of equal theological significance.
Jews are treated as theological subjects; Palestinian Christians in relation to the ecumenical and
diaconal vocation of the church. Palestinian existence has always been viewed through a political
lens, was debatable and came secondary. The PKN still views Jews and Palestinians through
different lenses, this memorandum shows. It explains why European Christians cannot face their
racism against Palestinians.

Conclusion — Are they listening? And should we continue to meet them?

The visit, the interviews and the synodal note show the same pattern that has determined the
attitude of the PKN, and also of other European churches, towards Palestine for decades. The
PKN speaks clearly about Jewish trauma, but not about the destruction of Palestinians. She
speaks clearly about October 7, but not about Gaza. About anti-Semitism and the Holocaust, but
not about a genocide that is taking place before the eyes of the world. The PKN condemns anti-
Semitism with moral clarity, but Israeli apartheid does not. With this, the PKN fails morally
deeply. That failure exposes racism towards Palestinians, and makes the PKN complicit in
genocide.

The PKN presents itself as a church that wants to listen. Her representative leaders constantly
repeat this: we came to listen, to meet, to learn, to be pilgrims. But listening in the biblical sense
is never passive. Listening in Scripture implies a willingness to accept the consequences of what
you have heard. Then listening leads to change, to conversion, to a turning away from lies and
complicity. But what we also see after the last visit of the PKN is a stubborn refusal to name
reality.

The PKN has not mentioned genocide in Gaza, despite the overwhelming evidence and the
growing consensus among lawyers, human rights institutions and genocide scholars. She has not
mentioned apartheid, despite decades of documentation and the clear conclusions of major
human rights organizations. It continues to speak in the safe language of "conflict,"
"complexity," and "pain on both sides," while Gaza is being destroyed and Palestinians are being
erased.

The intention may be pastoral, but the church falls very short morally. In this way, apartheid
becomes a "conflict", genocide a "war". And so the church becomes a mediator between two
parties who are both in pain, instead of a witness to truth.

And that is why the question must now be asked simply and unambiguously. has the PKN really
listened?

Because if Palestinian Christians have been saying the same things for years—speak out about
the occupation, about the apartheid policy, reject Christian Zionism, reform the Christian-Jewish



dialogue, draw consequences, call for sanctions—and European churches continue to ignore
these calls, what does "listening" mean?

The time has come to ask ourselves whether these delegations are coming to learn, or whether
they are coming to keep up appearances. These visits in their current form facilitate a kind of
ecclesiastical whitewashing: the delegation members have done their duty, they have visited
Palestinian Christians. They tell the church members: we have been there, we have seen it; We
have listened. But they continue to use the same theological and political language that protects
the powerful and erases the oppressed. The Gospel does not call on the church to be neutral or to
avoid controversy. It calls on the church to be truthful. It calls on the church to be prophetic. It
calls on the church to stand where Christ stands: with the crucified.

This brings me to a painful question that I can no longer avoid: should we continue to meet these
delegations? If these visits are always used to shield churches from the responsibility to speak
truth, and if they function as a substitute for repentance and costly solidarity, can we continue to
cooperate with these visits?

If the Church refuses to name genocide, refuses to name apartheid, refuses to face her
complicity, and refuses to change, then the pilgrimage of which she speaks does not lead to the
realization of the Kingdom. On the contrary, it is an attack on our humanity. The church then
does what it always did: back to Europe, with Palestinian pain in the suitcase as if it were a
souvenir and with a romanticized notion of hope, but they do not show solidarity with
Palestinians.

Dr. Munther Isaac is a Palestinian theologian. He is a pastor in the Lutheran Church of
Ramallah and the director of the Bethlehem Institute for Peace and Justice.
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