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Introduction: Rationale and Summary

Eventhoughthe Israeli-Palestiniaronflict is primarily a political disputebetweentwo
nationsover a commonhomeland,t hasreligious aspectghat needto be addressedn
any effective peacemakingtrategy The peaceagendacannotbe the monopolyof secular
nationalistleadersfor suchanapproactguaranteeghat ferventreligiousbelieverson all
sideswill feel excludedandthreatenedy the diplomacy Religiousmilitants needto be
addressedh their own symboliclanguageptherwise they will continueto sabotageany
peacebuildingefforts. Holy sites, including the city of Jerusalemare claimedby both
peoples,and deeperissuesthat fuel the conflict, including the elementsof national
identity and purpose,are matters of transcendentalue that cannot be ignored by
politicians or diplomats.

This papetamgues for the inclusion of religious leaders and educators in the long-term
peacebuilding that is required to heal the bitter conflict between Israelis and Palestinians.
The collapseof the Oslo processthe ascendancyf Hamaswithin Palestiniansociety

and the enmity betweenlsrael and ShiQitelran and Hizbollah all demonstratethat

1This paper is an abbreviated and updated version of a more extensive research report that | wrote for the
United States Institute of Peace, basegeigron interviews | conducted in 2002 and 2003 with some 30
Jews, Christians, and Muslims in Israel and PalestMieof them have long-standing commitments to
peacebuilding that stem from their religious convictions. Entidedling the Holy Land: Integligious
Peacebuilding irlsrael/Palestingthe report was published in Septemi2€03, as No. 51 in the U.S.I.P

series of monographs call®&aceworks It is accessible atww.usip.og/pubs/peaceworks/pwks51.pdf
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negotiationsthat prescribe only political, military, and economic arrangementsare
doomedto fail. Israeli and Palestinianleaders,as well as representative®f other
governmentsand organizations(including the United Statesand the United Nations),
must take into accountthe deepfeelings, the fervently held convictions,the spiritual

yearnings, and the symbolic images that Israelis and Palestinians harbor

Religion: A Blessing or a Curse?

Many commentatorshave observedthat the conflict over Israel/Palestinds not,
essentially a religious conflict. However religious traditions are invoked to justify
nationalisticclaimsandgrievancesReligioustradition, with its symbolsandloyalties,is
fundamentato the identitiesof both Arabsand Jews,evenfor thosewho do not define
themselvesstraditionalor observantAnd thelandtheyboth claim andlove is, afterall,
considered OholyO by most Jews, Christians, and Muslims.

Unlike manyliberal Westernsocietiesthe JewishandArab culturesin Israel/Palestine
are not conduciveto total separatiorof religion and state.Throughoutthe Middle East,
religion is a public concern,not just a private pursuit. Thereare plusesand minusesto
this, astherearein the complementaryeality that Americanstake for granted.Evenin
Israel, whose culture is more Westernizedthan Palestiniansociety or Arab culture
generally the religiousdimensionis closeto the surface As a Jewishstate,it is a hybrid
of seculardemocraticpolitical norms,the enlightenedfruits of modernity and ancient

covenantalwisdom from Sinai. The homecomingof Jewsto Israel has createda new



setting in which Jewscandefinewho they areandrelateto Christiansand Muslims out
of that self-understandingl'he political turmoil deflectsthe deepercultural and spiritual
enegies that Jews and Palestinians could otherwise invest in national renewal.

The intermingling of religion and power politics corrupts both. Invoking SodfMe to
justify harmto otherspervertseverythingthat is sacred.But protractedconflicts have
alwaysgeneratedhis spiritual contaminationyhich is exacerbatedy political violence.
The problematicelementsof the differentAbrahamictraditionsadd fuel to the fire. In
our world today the mixture of religion and nationalismis dangerouslycombustible.
SinceSeptembefl, 2001, muchhasbeenwritten on the paradoxof religion: how it can
inspire the most noble and altruistic humanbehaviorand can also be usedto endorse
actionsthatto outsideobserversareclearly criminal. (See for example,TheAmbivalence
of the Sacedby R. ScottApplebyandWhenReligionBecomegvil by CharlesKimball.)
Over the centuries,the Holy Land has offered more than enoughevidenceof both
tendencies in religious traditions.

Since the dangers of nationalistic religion are considerable, many political analysts and
theoristsof conflict resolutionseereligion as a negativefactor in society They favor
keepingreligious leadersout of any peacemakingrocess.But for Israel/Palestineas
elsewherethis doctrinaire stancerisks forfeiting the positive contribution of religious

peacemakers.Someexpertsin the field of conflict transformationargue that religious

2There are Biblical precedents for the Zionist homecoming, of coMvbile some Jews cite the military
conquest under Joshua, religious Zionists like myself prefer to cite the nonviolent return of the Babylonian
exilesNpartof the exiled community returning partof the beloved homeland, under the auspices of the
new Persian Emperor Cyrus. Psalm 126 captures the spirit of this Providential return, as the Jews felt Olike
dreamers.O In the last cenfiing homecoming dream of Jews turned into a nightmare for the Palestinian
people, and the challenge to all of us now is how to ensure that both pelspleds, and rights, of return

are mutually accommodated in two sovereign states living in peace alongside each other



elementsmust be incorporatedinto the theory and praxis of healing international
disputes.For example,Rabbi Dr. Marc Gopin, in his book Holy War, Holy Peace,
marshalsstrongevidencefor this position.To effect genuinereconciliationin the Israeli-
Palestiniancontext, he assertspeacemakerseedto tap the resourcef both Judaism
andIslam (sinceJewsand Muslims are the two majorities). | sharethis convictionand
believe, also, that local and international Christians have their own constructive roles to

play in healing this tragic conflict.

Challenging the Secularist Paradigm

The OsloAccordsfailed, in part, becauseghey were a secularframeworkimposedby
secularleaderson a Holy Land, wherelarge andinfluential minorities of both Jewsand
Palestiniansare motivated by deeply held religious convictions. The U.S.-sponsored
OroadnapQnitiative, launchedn the springof 2003andbolsteredby the recentsummit
in Annapolis,is likely to suffer the samefate if its sponsordail to takeinto accountthe
spiritual needsof both peoples.The samecan be said for peaceplansformulatedby
nongovernmentalepresentativesuchasthe Genevalnitiative. For a peaceagreement
to win the backingof thosewho opposeany compromisejt hasto include, explicitly, a
religious dimensiongroundedin sacredsymbolsand spiritually resonantactions. For
there are festering wounds that require spiritual, not only political, remedies:the
displacemenanddispossessionf Palestiniansn 1948 andof Jewsfrom Arab countries
afterward;a seriesof Arab-Israeliwars spanningmorethanhalf a century;a prolonged,

harsh,and debilitating occupationof Palestinianterritory by Israelsince 1967; a forty-



year policy of building Jewishsettlementsand accessoadsin that occupiedterritory;
continuingviolenceon all sidesdirectedagainstcivilians; reluctanceamongboth peoples
to acceptthe other as a legitimate sovereignneighbor sometimesout of a territorial
ideology with Jewishor Islamic OreligiousQustification, claiming an exclusiveright of
sovereignty between the MediterraneanSea and the Jordan River; and mutual
dehumanizatiorexacerbatedy fear, anger and grief. All of thesefactorsengendera
spiritual pathology that must be addressed if a political agreement is to take hold.

Theseseriousissuesrequire simultaneousaction on at least three levels: official,
grassrootsandinternational.The official negotiationsneedto include crediblereligious
authoritiesto lend themlegitimacy especiallyon religiously sensitiveissues.The future
of Jerusalemaccesdo holy sitesin Israel and Palestineand the statusof the Temple
Mount/Haram al-Sharif require attention by religious leaderson all sides. But less
obvious issues,such as the elementsof national identity and purpose,also touch on
guestionof meaningandvalue.Religiousauthoritiesshouldhelpin reachingagreement
on these points of contention, also.

To complementhe conversationst the highestpolitical and diplomaticlevels,grass-
rootseducatorsartists(includingwritersandmusicians)andmediaprofessionalsn both
societiesneedto generatea Ocivil societyCethosthat encouragesruitful engagementf
thesefundamentalissuesamongthe wider public. Teachersand administratorsshould
meet acrossthe national divide to discusscurricula in the different religious school
systems.Religiousactivistscanaddreshumanitariarissuessuchasthe rehabilitationof

refugeeswhereverthey endup living, or environmentathallengeghat affect everyone.



Restricting the role of religion to synagogueschurches,mosques,and Ministries of
ReligiousAffairs forfeits the opportunityto inject a deeperspiritual dimensioninto the
process of reconciling Israelis and Palestinians.

An exemplaryreligious initiative that earnedcoveragein the Hebrew Arabic, and
internationalmediawasa campaignby Palestiniarisraelisto demonstrateolidarity with
Jewish suffering in the Holocaust,without demandingthat Jews reciprocatethrough
solidarity with Palestinianossesand grievancesThis amazingreconciliationeffort was
originated by Fr. Emil Shufani, an archimandriteat the Greek Catholic Church in
Nazarethln the daily newspapeHaOagtz,he wasquotedassaying,Olrealizedthatthere
is no chancefor true dialogueand reconciliationunlesswe [Arabs] have an in-depth
understandin@f this matterof the Holocaustunlesswe touchthe suffering, the memory
the terminology It may not be sufficient to get us out of the mud weOrestuckin, but itG
definitely necessary@eeArie Lavie, OPartners1 Pain,CHaOaetz, February10, 2003).
The seminardor this initiative, in which Jewsalsoparticipatedculminatedin a four-day
visit to the Auschwitz-Birkenaudeathcampin May 2003, wherethe participantswere
joined by a large Jewish-Muslimdelegationfrom France(seeStuartSchofman®essay
OTanscendencé a CursedPlace,Orhe JerusalemReport, June 30, 2003). Shufani®
colleaguein this projectwasjournalistandeditor Nazir Majli. He wasaskedat thetime,
OWhyare you going to Auschwitz whenthe Israelisarekilling our childrenin Jenin?0

Majli®® reply recorded irHaOaatz:

| tell people that we mustriél ourselves be prisoners of the existing modes of thinking,
that we shouldhfe fettered to outmoded conceptss, we are trying to turn things

inside out, which is good, because the present situation and all the hatred that exists will
destroy both peoplegle know weQll get clobbered by critics and perhaps even pay a



heavy personal price, but the hope for a better future in this region is worthWabne
living in hell and we want to breathe a little cleantaibe more pure. IOm out to cleanse
myself and my people of the hatred that exists today

Majli took his views to Cairo, where he talked with prominentintellectualsand the
Egyptianforeign minister all of whomgavehim their blessingThis courageousitiative
was forged at the grassrootdevel, which must complementthe inclusion of religious
leadersin official diplomacy Majli& trip to Cairoalsopinpointsa third level of activity
that shouldbe encouragedand thatis activity in the internationalarena.The Egyptian
governmenthas promoted Israeli-Palestinianpeaceefforts by hosting the Alexandria
interfaith summitin January2002 (seethe following section),and,in the yearssince,by
sponsoringdiscussionswith the different Palestinianfactions aimed at reaching a
moratorium on violencehudng.

Governmentsrenotthe only actorswith influenceandresponsibilityin peacebuilding.
NongovernmentabrganizationgdNGOs) suchasthe World Conferenceon Religion and
Peace (WCRP), the International Association for Religious Freedom, Initiatives of
Change,and the Catholic community of SantOEgidiean play their part by sponsoring
internationalmeetingsthat bring togetherreligious leadersfrom the Middle Eastand
other parts of the world. The warfareraging in the Holy Land is a global crisis that
demandsa global religious responseWilliam Vendley generalsecretaryof WCRE has
observedthat becauseissuessuch as Jerusalemand the Temple Mount/Haram are
internationalin charactertransnationabodiessuch as the Organizationof the Islamic

Conference should have a role in addressing them.

The Role of Religioudwuthorities: TheAlexandria Summit and |i&ftermath




On January21 and22, 2002, at the heightof the Al-Agsa Intifada, a group of Jewish,
Christian,and Muslim leadersfrom Israel, the PalestinianAuthority, and Egypt metin
Alexandria.The then-archbishomf Canterbury Geoge Carey servedas convenerand
primary sponsorof this gathering.lt was a historic occasion;never before had such
distinguishedreligious authoritiesfrom the region, representingall three Abrahamic
traditions,metto talk aboutendingthe violencethat hasengulfedthe Holy Land. From
accountdy variousparticipantsijt is clearthatthe highestpolitical echelonsn Israel,the
PA, andEgyptgavetheir blessingdo the AlexandriaSummit. The seven-poinstatement
that emeged from this meeting was titled the OFirstAlexandria Declarationof the
Religious Leadersof the Holy Land.® Seventeerreligious dignitaries,including the
Sephardchief rabbiof Israel,Eliyahu Bakshi-Doron;SheiknMohammedSayedTantawi
of the prestigiousAl-Azhar University in Cairo; and ministerof statefor the Palestinian
Authority, SheikhTalal el-Sider signedthe documentBy meetingwhenthey did, they
tried to counterthe slaughterand suffering with a commonappealfor reconciliation.
Sheikhel-Side@ participationwas especiallymeaningful A prominentcleric in Hebron
anda former Hamassympathizerhe cameover time to sidewith thosewho seereligion
asaresourceor peacemaking.He saidon variousoccasionghat Owepeopleof religion

cannot wait for the politiciansNit is our duty to do all we can to end the bloodshed.O

3 The full text of the declaration, with the names and titles of the signatories, is appended to my U.S.I.P
research report.

4 Sheikh el-Sider attributed his change of heart to the many meetings he held with Rabbi Menachem

Froman fromTekoa in thaMest Bank. Rabbi Froman is an indefatigable peace activist who has spent years
forging and sustaining relationships with Palestinian leaders, including high-level figures in Hamas.
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OAccordingto our faith traditions,Othe Alexandria Declaration affirmed, Okilling
innocentsn the nameof Godis adesecratiomf His Holy Name,anddefamegeligion in
theworld. Theviolencein the Holy Landis anevil which mustbe opposedy all people
of goodfaith. . . .We call uponall to opposencitement,hatredandthe misrepresentation
of the otherOThe political authoritieswereurgedto Oworkfor a just, secureanddurable
solutionin the spirit of the words of the Aimighty andthe Prophets.@s a first step,the
declarationcalledfor Oareligiously sanctioneccease-firerespectedind observedon all
sides,andfor the implementatiorof the Mitchell and Tenetrecommendationsncluding
thelifting of restrictionsandreturnto negotiations.{n the meantimepf coursetheroad
maphassupersedetheseearlierproposalsyhile including elementdrom thosestymied
initiatives.)

The Alexandria Summit receivedconsiderablecoveragein the Hebrew and Arabic
media.But no cease-firewas achieved(with or without religious sanction),andinstead
the cycle of violenceworsenedn the springof 2002andhascontinueduntil today The
ongoing warfare in and around Gaza, now now controlled by Hamas,and the war
betweenHizbollah andIsraelin the summerof 2006, havedeepenedhe mutual enmity
and augmented the sense of hopelessness on both sides.

Despiteits limitations, the AlexandriaSummit did producesomesignificant results.
The network of relationshipsthat emepged from that meetinghelpedresolvethe thirty-

eight-daysiegeof the Churchof the Nativity in Bethlehemin April andMay of 2002> A

5The site, sacred to Christians, was taken over by Palestinian Muslim militants, who confronted Israeli
military forces surrounding the building-his nightmare scenario could have ended in catastrophe, with
international repercussions. CamamdrewWhite, Archbishop CaregGpecial representative to the Middle
East, was integrally involved in tidexandria Summit from the outset and participated in the negotiations
to end the Bethlehem crisis.



committeefor implementingthe declaratior®points met severaltimes, including one
consultationn Londonin October 2002,that produceda practicalagendawith religious,
political, and educational goals.

In recent months, a new interreligious framework has emeged to actualize the
Alexandria Summit® aspirations. Establishedin 2005, it is called the Council of
Religious Institutionsin the Holy Land. Justbeforethe Annapolis Summit, its high-
rankingJewish,Muslim, andChristianclericsfrom IsraelandPalestindssueda six-point
statementpledging to work together Oto preventreligion being used as a source of
conflict, andto servethe goalsof a just and comprehensivgpeaceand reconciliation.O
Council memberstraveledto the United Statesto deliver their messageafter meeting
with Secretaryof StateRicein Jerusalem Amongthe stepsthey calledfor are: creating
a OhotlineOto addressssuesof accessto holy sitesand their protection;establishing
mechanismsfor monitoring negative religious stereotypesin the media; seeking a
OcommorvisionOfor the holy city of Jerusalemtaunchinga joint educationatampaign,
in schoolsandthe media,advocatingnutualrespectandconsultingwith political leaders
on the wider peace process.

Rabbi David Rosen, Director of Interreligious Affairs for the American Jewish
Committee,was a signatoryof the AlexandriaDeclarationandis a memberof the new
Council. He seeghis latestinitiative asa further stepforward, noting thatthe Alexandria
meetingbroughttogetherindividuals,notinstitutions,andthe subsequerntrnoveramong
the high-levelclericsunderminedhe efforts to involve religiousleadersn peacemaking.

It remainsto be seenhow effectivethe new Councilwill be,butthe visibility andofficial

10



statusof its memberggivesit an uncommonopportunityto convincethe wider public in
both Israeland Palestinghat making peacewith long-timeadversariess a religiousand
moral imperative, not just a political expedieficy

On the Israeli side, the most active catalystof the AlexandriaSummitand a central
force in the subsequenimplementationprocesshas beenRabbi Michael Melchior. In
early October 2002,1 wentto the Israeli ForeignMinistry to interview him. He wasthen
servingaslsrael®deputyforeign minister sincehe headshe Meimadfaction allied with
the Labor Party Here are some of Rabbi Melchior@ observationsduring our

conversation:

In all integroup or international conflicts, with collective identities at stake, the foundational
stories told are OnarrativesO if told bysoow® side and OmythsO if told by the other side.
Social processes need to take identities into account, and for the majority on both sides
religion plays a central role in identity formation. In September 1993, just afi&ihites

House signing ceremarlystated that any peace process that neglected the clash of narratives
and that failed to grant basic legitimacy to both of them would not succeed.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a territorial dispute, not a religious or existential one
(which would make any solution impossible). But tleeaeligious issues and overtones
involved. Sadlyfor the people leading the peace process, religion is a closed book. By
failing to address core issues of faith and ideritigy have allowed radical, totalitarian
religious forces to dominate this crucial arena.

Since the peacefeit has been led by secularists, peace itself has become identified in

Israel with the secular left. Religiously committed people then feel threateneditmyit.

may not be against peace or compromise, but they seddhidimfed to increased

secularismlhe religious dimension of the struggle for peace transcends the specific issues of
holy sites, even Jerusaléwithout a religious foundation to the whole process, the Prince of
Death takes over and eclipsesTee of Life, which is in every tradition. Demonization

grows, and murderers like Barukh Goldstein ®ighl Amir become heroes to sections

of the alienated religious communityd their slogans, like @fritories for Peace, not

TerrorO appeal to wider segments of the population.

OReligious leaders still have more credibility with the public than do the politicians,O

Melchior asserted. He mentioned some earlier instances in whichdr@zed meetings

6 For a journalistic report on the Council of Religious Institutions in the Holy Land, which quotes Rabbi
Rosen and other religious observers, see Jane Lampman, OCan Reli§ieace Bbrt?OThe Christian
Science MonitgrDecember 20, 2007, pp. 13, 16.
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of Jewishand Muslim religious leaders,back when Binyamin Netanyahuwas prime

minister In that period, his intervention helpedon one occasionto avert a crisis. A

RussianJewish immigrant had circulated a flyer in Hebron/Al-Halil, in which she
depictedthe prophetMuhammadas a pig. Naturally the Muslim inhabitantsof the city

were outragedandthe wave of protestspreadthroughoutthe Muslim world. The prime
minister tried to calm the situation, but his credibility amongPalestiniansvas low. So
RabbiMelchior broughtChief RabbiBakshi-Doronto meetthe mufti of Hebron/Al-Halil.

This meetingreceivedthen-A PresidentYasir Arafat® approval. Rabbi Bakshi-Doron
explainedthat what this fanatic womandid was a chilul Hashem,a desecratiorof the
Divine Name.The mufti wasamazedMelchior sayshe almostfell off his chairwhenhe
heardBakshi-Doronspeak.The mufti thenwentto everyMuslim preacheiin the city to

relay the messagéehat what the womanhad donewas againstthe teachingsof Judaism,
citing the chief rabb&emarks.

Melchior broughtup the AlexandriaSummitas an exampleof the positive impact of
interreligiousdialogueon the political arena.With emotion, he saidthat, at Alexandria,
the heartsand minds of the participantswere Oreally really moved.CHe had advocated
holding sucha summitevenbefore1993.What triggeredthe opportunity he said, were
the eventsof Septemberll, 2001. After the terror attacksin the United States,the
Muslim side suddenlyneededio redeemits image.Before that, Muslim participantsin
interfaith conversationtiadbeenworried aboutpublicity. But now, he said, Olwassitting
with SheikhTantawi, askinghim if we could usean expressioriike Othalesecratiorof

God® Name,@nd he said, @¥, you can use such a strong expression.00
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| askedMelchior how secularpoliticians view suchcontributionsto reconciliationby
peopleof faith. He said, OOpponentsf religious peacemakingay it is hard enoughto
arrive at compromisewithout addressinghe foundationalnarrativesand symbols.For
someondike Ehud Barak [who did not invite Melchior to the CampDavid Summitin
July, 2000,eventhoughJerusalemvason theagenda]religionis seerasanegativeforce
and somethingthat a rational strategistcannot control. At the Nobel PeacePrize
ceremonyfor Rabin,PeresandArafat, a high-levelPalestiniarhadsaidthatall the clergy
shouldbe lockedup andthe keysthrown awayOMelchior wenton to saythat, giventhe
prevailing negativestereotypeof religion, the religious passionsof whole communities

remain Oa blind spotO for secular politicians and secuittgrsf

Grassroots Interreligious Initiatives

Religiousleaderscan add a spiritual dimensionthat is too often absentfrom politics
anddiplomacyin the Middle East. Yettheyarenotthe only oneswho cando so. In fact,
they need the help of grassrootsreligious educatorsand activists, individuals and
organizationsthat can make a concretedifferencein the lives of ordinary people.
Religiouselitescanseta toneandan examplefor the societyat large. Photosof imams
andrabbismeeting,andthe positivemessagethatemege from suchencountersgo have
an impactin counteringthe polarizedclimate that prevailsin Israel/Palestine.But the
educationaleffect needsto be reinforcedon a regular basisin schools,universities,

seminaries, summer camps for youth, and many other informal settings.
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There are many educationalinitiatives that promote interreligious dialogue and
cooperatioramongJewsand Palestiniansboth within Israeland acrossthe GreenLine.
In this paper| can only offer a generaloverview of theseactivities, but I want to
emphasizethat the dedicatedprofessionalan this field needrecognitionand support.
They labor underseriousconstraintspoth political andfinancial. Most of their efforts
go unreportedsincethe mediafocus more on the sensationalparticularly the violent or
the salacious.

The Interreligious CoordinatingCouncil in Israel (ICCI) sponsorsa wide range of
educationalprograms: for women,for religious educatorsand community leaders for
high schoolteachersfor theologiansandfor environmentakctivists. One particularly
noteworthy initiative has brought Jewish rabbis and lay educatorstogether with
PalestinianChristianclergy from Jerusalemand the West Bank. Participantsfocus on
how spiritual resourcedrom their respectivetraditions can help overcomeanxiety and
despair especiallyamongthe youngergeneration. LutheranBishop Munib Younan,the
principal organizeron the PalestiniarChristianside,affirms thatinterpersonaéncounters
are essentiato maintainbridgesof trust and hope, evenas the political reality seems
hopeless.

The Interfaith EncounteiAssociation headedy YehudaStoloy, sponsorseminarsand
weekendretreatsthat are avowedly apolitical. The sessionsare organized around
differentreligiousthemesencouragingnteractionsthat can help peopleovercometheir

conditionedfearsandprejudices. Whenpeople€emotionsandattitudesaretransformed,
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Stolovbelievestheycanbe moreeffective agentsof socialchangeandhelpforgea more
peaceful society

Adina Shapirois an OrthodoxJew who attractedsomemediaattentionseveralyears
agoasan Israeliteacherat the Hope FlowersSchoolin the WestBank. Shefoundedthe
Middle EastChildren®Asscociation(MECA), which sheco-directswith her Palestinian
colleagueGhassarAbdullah. It is one of the few organizationsthat works acrossthe
GreenlLine, forging friendshipsand alliancesamonglsraeli and Palestinianeducators.
Given the violence close to home, meetingsare usually held abroad,in placeslike
Istanbul. Shapiroreportedthat Omuchof the work is with parallel uninationalgroups
thesedays, but with coordinationbetweenlisraeli and Palestiniangroup leaders. Right
now the focusis how to copewith traumaand tension,in our individual lives and as
teachersn schools. This combinationof personahealingandprofessionatlevelopment
is whatthe educatorsieednow.O Reflectingon therole of religion in herwork, shesays
that Omy religiosity forces me to be active in this way. Religion is generally a
conservativeforce in society But we canfind commonvaluesthroughour traditions,
suchasgrantinghonorto the elderly for their life experienceandwisdom. Suchvalues
have the potential to help us transcend our ideological divisions.O

Anotherprojectfor professionabducatorss the YesodotCenterfor the Studyof Torah
andDemocracyheadedy RabbiDov MaimonandShlomoFisher This initiative seeks
to fostereducationfor democracyandtolerancein Israeli statereligious schoolsandin
academie®f the BneiAkiva religiousyouth movement. One program,called OReligion,

Democracy and Coexistence,Oinvolved twenty-four religious educatorsNJews,
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Christians,Muslims, andDruse. They mettentimes,thenshareda two-dayretreatwith
Muslim guest speakersfrom Bosnia, Turkey and France. Some practical exchange
programs resulted from the links §@d among the participants.

Otherinitiatives focus on public rituals and ceremoniess catalystsfor peacemaking.
Marc Gopin, in the book cited earlie; recommendsghis approachas one with largely
untappedpotential for peacebuilding. One exampleis the PeacemakeCommunity
directedby an American Jewishimmigrant to Israel, Eliyahu McLean. He sayshis
multifaith associationrseeksOtoempowerpeacemakersvith a spiritual orientationthat
includesa social action dimension,a stancewe call engagedspirituality,. Combining
socialactionwith spiritual disciplineslike prayerandmediationoffers anintegratedpath
to bothinner peaceandpeacen the wider societyO Togetherwith co-facilitatorlbrahim
Abu el-Hawa,McLeaninitiated a peacevigil atthe startof the Al-Agsa Intifada, held on
Fridaysfrom 11:30a.m.to 1:30 p.m. nearthe WesternWall in Jerusalem.Includedwere
interfaith prayer chanting,Muslim zikr, drumming,storytelling,sharingvisionsof peace,
and periodsof silent mediation. It hasdrawn Israeli peaceactivists, Palestiniangrom
East Jerusalemand foreign visitors of different faiths. For McLean, this Osustained
spiritual fellowship undersuchtrying conditionsis a significantachievemenanda sign
of hope.

Another interfaith framework using traditional symbols and rituals is the Sulha Project.
Its principal organizersare GabiMeyer, a Jew andElias Jabboura ChristianArab. Their
aim is to tap the wisdom of traditional Middle Easternrituals and methodsfor healing

conflicts, particularlythe Arab reconciliationprocessof sulha Peace-orienteteachings
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from Jewish tradition, music from different cultures, and kosher/halalfood prepared
jointly are other elementsof the annualSulhaDays that draw hundredsof participants
from all over the country

An organizationthatis morepolitically active,working explicitly for inclusivejustice,
peaceandreconciliationis Rabbisfor HumanRights(RHR). In strictly Jewishterms,it
is exceptional,for it has succeededn bringing togetherrabbis from the four major
branchesof Judaism: Orthodox, Conservative,Reform, and Reconstructionist. In a
social contextin which rabbisare often seenas establishmenfigures, the membersof
RHR areassertivelyindependent.They focuson socialandethicalissuesjncluding the
rights of foreign workersin Israel and the impact of governmentpolicies on the poor.
But mostof the mediaattentionthey elicit, especiallyin recentyears,centerson their
active solidarity with Palestiniansvho arevictims of injustice or who suffer hardshipat
the handsof soldiersor Jewishsettlers. RHR members,often in concertwith other
humanrights groups helpto rebuild demolished?alestiniarhomesor to replantuprooted
olive andfruit treesof Palestinianfamilies. In somecasesactsof civil disobedience
protestinglsraeligovernmenpolicy resultin the arrestof RHR membersNmostoftenit
is the executivedirector American-bornReform RabbiArik Ascherman. For many
Palestinianssuchactsof solidarity and affirmation of our commonhumanity amidsta
climateof mutualde-humanizatiorserveto redeeman otherwisenegativeimageof Jews
and Judaism.

The religious Zionist peacemovementOz veShalom-NetivoShalom(Strengthand

Peace/Pathsf Peace)has beenactive since the mid-1970€) when Oz veShalomwas
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foundedto counterthe partisan,militantly messianicviews of the GushEmunimsettler
movementThroughseminarsgonferencesSabbathretreatspnewspapeads,publications
in variouslanguagegincludingArabic), andoccasionapublic demonstrationghis small
organization(numberingseveralhundredmembers)as presenteda dovish, humanistic
and humaneinterpretationof Judaismand Zionism. It seesitself as having a dual
purpose: offering a religious dimensionto the Israeli peacecamp (which is generally
secular)andoffering a peace-orientetheology(rootedin Biblical andRabbinicsources)
to the religiously observantJewish community Among its leadersare rabbis and
educators,including ProfessorsAviezer Ravitzky and Uriel Simon and Dr. Deborah

Weissmar.

Journeys of Person@tansformation

OBettetthe painsof peacethanthe agoniesof warQis the messageof a remarkable
organizationmakinga uniquecontributiontowardlsraeli-Palestiniapeacebuilding.The
Parentsircle/BereavedFamilies Forum was founded by Yitzhak Frankenthal,an
observantJew who was, during the mid-1990€) the director of Oz veShalom-Netivot
Shalom After his soldierson Arik was kidnappedand murderedby Hamasgunmen,
Frankenthaldecidedto devotehis enegies to establishingan organizationthat would
bring togetherisraeliandPalestiniarfamiliesthathadlost loved onesin the courseof the
conflict. Frankenthahassinceleft the ParentsQircle, which hascloseto 500 families

participating. Its powerful message,of grief transformed to compassionand

7| was executive director @z veShalom-Netivot Shaldrom 1982 to 1991.
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reconciliation,is conveyedthrough mediacampaignspublic teach-ins,and occasional
activities that use potent symbolsNlike hundredsof coffins drapedwith Israeli and
Palestinianflags. Ronit Avni@ documentaryfilm, OEncountePoint,Opresentsthe
moving storiesof ParentsQircle membersandit showshow the group®emotionaland
spiritual appealNto transforma war mentality to a stanceof principled nonviolenceN
elicits different reactions from disparate segments of Israeli and Palestinian.society
Finally, a brief look at the initiative with which I myself have been most closely
associatedn recentyears: the OpenHouse Centerfor Jewish-ArabCoexistenceand
Reconciliationin Ramle,Israel® Thecentralfigure in this storyis my formerwife, Dalia
Landau. Bornin Sofia, Bulgaria,shecameto Israelwith herfamily whenshewasayear
old, attheendof 1948.Like manyfamiliesatthetime, herswasplacedin anArab house
in Ramle, then consideredOabandonedropertyOAfter the Six-Day War in 1967, the
original Palestinianownersof her family homecameto visit, not just oncebut several
times. Dalia alsovisited them,and over the yearsa specialbond developedwith the Al-
Khayri family, who now live in the WestBank city of El-Bireh. Dalia learnedthat they
had not left the Ramlehousevoluntarily but had beenforcibly evacuatedy the Israeli
army in July of 1948.After her parentsdied and sheinheritedthe house,the two of us
(thenmarried)soughtout the Al-Khayris to consultwith themaboutwhatto do with the
property The resultingdiscussionded to the creationof OpenHousein 1991, a peace
educationcenterbasedn that Ramlehouse:a homeof two families, symbolizinglsrael/

Palestineas the homelandof two nations. Open House sponsorsaffirmative action

8 | was co-founder and co-director of Open House from 1991 until 2003. | am now vice chair of the U.S.
support oganization, Friends of Open House (seew.friendsofopenhouse gy
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programsfor Arab children and their families, as well asjoint programsfor Jewsand
Arabsof all agesTheAl-Khayris areMuslims,andDaliaandl areJews.Thethird corner
of the Abrahamictriangle enteredthe story in the personof Michail Fanousa native of
Ramleborninto a devoutChristianfamily with rootsin that mixed city. Togetherthese
threefamilies soughtto actualizethe promisemadeto Abraham/Ibrahinin Genesisl2:3:
Othrough you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.O

A shywoman,Dalia neverdreamedf attractingmediaattention.Sheharboredremen-
dousfearsaswe setout to realizeour vision for OpenHouse.Oldecidedto simply carry
my fearsalongwith me,shehassaidmanytimes.The journeyof faith andcouragethat
led Dalia to dedicateher childhoodhometo educationaprojectsfosteringreconciliation
is documentedin reports that have aired on CNN, CBS, Israeli national and local
television, Dutch, Spanish,and Italian TV networks,and National Public Radioin the
United States Her story hasalsoappearedn print in manylanguagesand SandyTolan
hasrecentlychronicledthe story of the two families andtheir commonhomein his book
TheLemonTree Dalia hasbeeninvited to sharehertestimonyat interfaithconferences
aroundthe world. Whenevershespeakssheconveysher belief that, to achievegenuine
reconciliation we mustundertakehreestepsi(1) to acknowledgehe harmdoneby one®
own side;(2) to apologizefor the hurt andinjusticeinflicted; and(3) to makeamenddor
pastactionsby actsof repentanceand rectification now andin the future. Thesethree
OABGareher practicalguidelinesfor peacebuildingand OpenHouseis a vesselfor their

application.
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I will endthis paperwith the abbreviatedstory of my dearfriend YossiHalevi, who
servesasthe boardchairof OpenHouse.The sonof a Holocaustsurvivor, hegrew up in
the Jewishneighborhooaf Boro Park, BrooklynHis rageover theShoahand thehistory
of torment causedby anti-Semitismled him to join Meir Kahane©militant Jewish
DefenselLeague.This phaseof his life is documentedn his first book, Memoirsof a
JewishExtremist: An AmericanStory After he movedto Israel,he becamea writer for
variouspublications.He wasfor severalyearsa seniorwriter for The JerusalemReport,
writing most of its articles on religious issues.Today he writes articles for the New
Republicand the Los AngelesTimes, while working on anotherbook dealingwith the
Israeli paratrooperswho took East Jerusalemfrom the Jordaniansand reachedthe
Westernwall in June, 1967. His secondbook, which appearedn late 2001,is entitled At
the Entranceto the Gardenof Eden: A Jew§Seach for Godwith Christiansand Muslims
in the Holy Land. It chronicleshis two-year journey into the devotional rites of
ChristiansandMuslims, includingmonasticsandSufi sheikhs The book offersa spiritual
angleon the political problemsin Israel/Palestinen the belief that suchan approachs

essential for true peacemaking.

In a recent conversatiovipssi expressed some views that provide some closure to this

reflection:

If the religions of this region cannot produce people who, in the nuclear era, are capable

of ofering a vision for saving humanijtthen all threé\brahamic traditions have outlived
their usefulness. It is easy to be pessimistic, listening tofthimledpokespeople for

the religions. But, fortunatelthere are deeper sources of spiritual strength and renewal
in each of the faiths that can be tapp®e .need to move from conferences and intellectual
dialogues to a dialogue of the heart, of prayfemeditationWe need to bring God

into this conflict, because only God has the power to create the kind of miracles that can
save usiVhen people of diérent faiths, especially in this Holy Land, pray or meditate
togethermy sense is that thefefft is greater than the sum of their separate prayers.
Joining diferent languages of prayer togethehen they are too often pretexts for conflict,
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can reverberate and draw Gopiftection and active intervention, in a way that is
more powerful than when each faith community prays on its own.
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