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The international community, the West and also the Arab states should do more. 
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When we say, ‘let us pray for peace’, it is often as a last resort, when nothing else is left. Many would also say we should always pray for peace, indeed from the beginning of conflicts, or rather, before conflicts erupt and turn into long and violent wars. When conflicts are ongoing, with loss of lives, people being injured, infrastructure destroyed, people displaced, and more, we say we must pray for the suffering to stop and for the conflict to end so life can go back to normal. Few people, organisations, and countries in today’s world are pacifist and entirely against war, not even religious organisations and strong believers. Many conflicts and wars are between people and countries who belong to the same religion, and they may both pray for victory, regardless of who is the aggressor and who can be said to have a moral right to win.
The two most observed wars today are the Russian war in Ukraine and the Israeli war in Gaza, Palestine, with no peace in sight in the near future. Prayers for peace seem to be the only resort now, yet it is people and politicians who must implement what we pray for. The answers to prayers are in our hands, in the hearts and minds of people.
The Russian war in Ukraine is now in its eleventh year, with the full and broad invasion being over three years old, since 24 February 2022. About twenty percent of Ukraine’s territory, four provinces in the east, is occupied by Russia, plus the southern territory of Crimea. Over 16 million people of the country’s 41 million have become refugees abroad or are displaced within Ukraine. Every day, many soldiers are killed and injured at the front, on the Ukrainian side and the Russian side. Civilians are also affected by the daily Russian drone attacks, which have increased in recent months.
There is little hope for ceasefire and peace, although the American President Donald Trump has taken important initiatives, including holding a meeting with the Russian President Vladimir Putin in Alaska, and the Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and several European leaders in Washington D.C. It has not yet been possible to hold direct Russia-Ukraine negotiations, as it seems that President Putin is not interested in that, according to Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergey Lavrov, continuing the Russian objectives of taking over as much of Ukraine’s territory as possible, even the whole country. Ukraine became independent on 24 August 1991, as the Soviet Union collapsed. Last Sunday, Ukraine’s Independence Day was celebrated in a bleak atmosphere due to the war. But several Western leaders came to Kiev, including the Norwegian PM Jonas Gahr Støre, the day after, which happened to be his own 65th birthday. He promised USD 8.5 billion in renewed support to Ukraine in 2026.
Many people pray for the people of Ukraine, and also the Russians, and that the war will end soon. Most people belong to the same branch of Christianity, the Eastern Orthodox Church, although Ukraine broke away from the Russian-led church and established its independent Ukrainian church six years ago. As for religion, language, and culture, Ukrainians and Russians are almost the same, with many intermarriages and mixed families. Yet Ukraine is also a separate country with a long history and its own identity. Why Russia seems obsessed with taking Ukraine ‘back’ is difficult to understand. However, one can understand, in the current East-West political atmosphere, that Russia finds problems with Ukraine becoming too Western and even aiming to become a member of the world’s largest military alliance, NATO, which stands in opposition to Russia. But the current war only makes the border more distinct, contrary to Russia’s wishes. It is also a fact that the West finds it important to prevent Russia from harbouring any intentions of invading other Western countries, be they former parts of the Soviet Union or otherwise.
The other terrible war raging now is the Israeli war in Gaza, Palestine. It has gone on since 7 October 2023, when Hamas, the main political organisation in Gaza, carried out a terrorist attack on civilians in Israel, killing and injuring many, and taking many hostages, some still held. Israel said originally that the attacks on Hamas in Gaza were revenge for the attack, and that it wanted Hamas eradicated. However, it seems Israel’s aim is much wider, notably to take over the whole of the Gaza Strip. Over 60,000 Palestinians have been killed, and the living conditions in Gaza are ‘hell on earth’, with too little food relief, medicines, and daily military attacks injuring and killing people, including many children. Food is used as a weapon. Israel frequently orders people to move to other locations, mainly from the north to the south of the narrow land strip, to areas that are hardly inhabitable. It is estimated that Israel now controls about two-thirds of the territory, but it has not eradicated Hamas, which is said to hide in a network of underground tunnels and also mix with ordinary people in the rest of Gaza. Most of these claims are difficult to believe and verify.
The Gaza Strip is becoming more and more uninhabitable, and Israel seems to plan for the Palestinians to give up living there. Yet nobody knows where they could move and live safely. The West Bank is better, but with hundreds of Israeli settlements declared illegal by the international community. The most recent settlement near East Jerusalem will divide the West Bank into two separate territories. Again, it seems that Israel wants full control over the West Bank and Gaza, making the Two-State Solution entirely impossible to implement, and de facto eradicating Palestine.
The situation in Gaza goes from bad to worse, or rather, from terrible to extremely terrible. The international community, the West and also the Arab states, should do more, certainly the USA, which holds the key to a solution. Many show support and compassion, such as the Norwegian and Swedish churches, which have held major manifestations, ringing church bells and holding prayer services for the suffering Palestinian people. Many other religious and secular leaders hold meetings and demonstrations, including people in Israel. Alas, these are tokens as the suffering in Gaza goes on.
It was a mistake in 1948 to establish Israel as a land for the Jews on religious grounds, on Palestinian land, and not at the same time establish a Palestinian state with clear borders. Today, it would not have been possible to do this on those grounds.
How the ongoing Israel-Palestine conflict can be solved is difficult to say. We can only say that we have to pray for a solution acceptable to the Jews, the Muslims, the Christians, and others living in the area. Western politicians still talk about a Two-State Solution, which is hardly likely to be implemented, and is rather used as an excuse for not addressing a real solution. It would need a miracle for it to happen. Alas, miracles do not happen often in today’s politics. We should probably rather pray for a real political solution, and for the parties on both sides to show compassion and empathy for the people on the other side. Hence, a One-State Solution, a secular state for all, with international peacekeepers for several decades, would be a solution, a form of UN trusteeship or protectorate. Then we must pray hard for that risky solution to work, if at all tried, hoping that the people may learn to live together by living together, even begin to like each other. Prayers are powerful and people are powerful, and peaceful coexistence can be learnt.
It seems also that the Russian war in Ukraine may need a similar international presence to keep the two countries at bay. We should pray for an urgent ceasefire and for peace efforts to begin, and hope that the West is willing and able to set up a security regime and peacekeeping force so that the two cousin countries can re-discover a liking for each other, and develop pragmatic trade cooperation and other ordinary neighbourly relations – God willing, In sha Allah.
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