
Hamas attacks in Israel 

We have seen in the last few days the most significant attack on Israel since the October 1973 ‘Yom 
Kippur’ war when Egypt and Syria launched a surprise attack in the Sinai Peninsula and Golan 
Heights. The Hamas assault this weekend occurs 50 years and a day after the start of the 1973 war 
which eventually caused Israel to give up its occupation of the Sinai. Undoubtedly there is symbolism 
in the timing.  

The Government of Israel appears to have been taken by surprise on Saturday although it is clear 
that the operation has been planned by Hamas for months. Israel flies drones over Gaza on a daily 
basis and yet preparations for this invasion seem not to have been picked up. The onslaught was 
reportedly well coordinated by sea, land and air (through the use of motorised hand gliders) and 
appear to have involved thousands of Hamas fighters who killed over 1,200 people. The accounts of 
the full and awful horror of the killings are beginning to emerge and no doubt more will be revealed 
over the coming days. Others were abducted from their homes and taken to Gaza as hostages. 
Hamas are holding over 100 Israeli men, women and children in Gaza at this time. The anguish of 
hostages and that of their families is clearly intense beyond imagining. These horrific actions could 
hardly be a starker violation of fundamental principles in international law, which require the 
protection of civilians.  

It would seem that over the past year Israel’s security focus has not been on Gaza but on the West 
Bank, as the deepening occupation impacts on the lives of more and more Palestinians there. A 
delegation of the Methodist Church in Britain, United Methodist Church and World Methodist 
Council visited the region in October 2022 and have described their shock at the increase in violence, 
the growth in the number of illegal settlements, and the number of young Palestinians who are 
being forced to leave their homes.1 August 2022 saw the advent of the Lion’s Den, a particularly 
capable Palestinian militia group. Well organised and equipped, they have been targeting Israeli 
Defence Forces (IDF) and military posts. Meanwhile militant Israeli settlers have become more 
violent.2 In February this year, 200 settlers attacked the Palestinian town of Huwara, setting vehicles 
alight and torching 30 Palestinian homes. IDF forces have also increased their actions in Palestinian 
towns in the West Bank. At a UN Security Council meeting this year, the UK’s Political Coordinator to 
the UN, Fergus Eckersley, responded to a report3 on the settler violence and other developments. He 
acknowledged that the report demonstrates the damaging effect of what it calls the “relentless 
expansion” of settlements on the prospects for peace.4 

The focus on the West Bank appears to have caused the IDF to divert attention from Gaza. Their 
reaction to the Hamas attack has already been devastating. The response, says Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu, “will change the Middle East”. An overwhelming and crushing response from 
Israel is already underway but in other respects the path that lies before us is not easy to foresee. 
On past occasions Israel has made it clear that attacks by Hamas would be met by a 
“disproportionate response” in order to deter such attacks in the future. So why has Hamas not 
been deterred and what are they hoping to achieve? 
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Years of blockade and conflict have left 80% of the population of Gaza dependent on humanitarian 
aid. 5 Gaza is one of the world’s worst humanitarian disasters but, unlike most others, its causes are 
entirely human induced. Electricity has been available only 4 to 8 hours a day.6 The water and 
sewage system has been damaged by Israeli shelling and suffers from a lack of materials and funds 
for repair. Consequently 95% of the population do not have access to clean water.7 Livelihoods are 
severely impacted by restrictions on the movement of people and goods. While the situation has 
deteriorated in Gaza, the Government of Israel has sought to normalise relations with Saudi Arabia 
and other states in the Middle East. Hamas has probably calculated that intensification of hostilities 
would prevent such normalisation of political relations with Israel. Most Palestinians would not be 
favour of normalisation while occupation deepens and conditions in Gaza become unliveable. The 
calculation of Hamas in this respect is proving valid.8 The politics behind the ongoing competition 
between Hamas and their political rivals Fatah, who dominate the Palestinian Authority, also has a 
bearing on the decisions of Hamas leaders.9 

The failure of the international community to act with respect to a resolution in Israel and Palestine 
has facilitated the downward spiral. When Donald Trump was President he proposed a plan that 
sought to legitimise the annexation of a large part of the West Bank by Israel. Our own government 
has negotiated a new trade agreement even while Israel unilaterally imposes a de facto annexation 
on most of the West Bank.10 The UK Government has been at pains to separate its condemnation of 
the expansion of settlements from its effort to continually strengthen partnership and trade 
relations with Israel (including defence relations). Many former Foreign Ministers and seasoned 
diplomats have long been critical of approaches that place national interests above respect for 
International Law. 11 Where in the past the US took the lead, now governments in the Middle East 
could be crucial in brokering peace, and they are more likely to gain the respect of both sides. With a 
two-State solution further away than ever, our governments must determine whether they are able 
to be more pragmatically engaged by demonstrating that international law is universal and applies 
to all parties. Israelis and Palestinians desperately need peace, and need our prayers at this time.  
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