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In recent years there has been increased media coverage and public attention paid to escalating Muslim-Christian tensions. This so called "enmity," which is rooted in a variety of issues (not just religious difference), has been understood in terms of "West" versus "East," or dubbed as a "clash of civilizations." The widening divide has both local and international symptoms. On an international level, we hear talk of the rise of radical Islam, political Islam, globalization, modernization, the decrease of secular Arab nationalism, American involvement in Iraq, etc. On a local scale, Holy Land communities have been affected as well, with tensions contributing (among other significant factors) to the breakdown of local authority and to a deepening economic crisis. In addition, due to difficult circumstances, there has been a significant decrease in the number of Christians in the West Bank. Many have chosen to emigrate, leaving behind a marginalized Christian community that feels threatened by the gradual loss of its influence. 

In light of this, Musalaha has seen the need to actively build bridges between these neighboring communities. From the outset, Musalaha has hoped to see its vision spread from the believing communities of the Holy Land into larger segments of society. After careful consideration, we decided to implement this vision in the Bethlehem district, which has a serious need for bridge-building work. After researching, we found that little is being done to address existing tensions and bridge the two communities. Leaders from both sides have neglected to pay heed to the severity of the situation.

One religious leader who also participated in this program expressed this very reality. He noted: "I have seen in Bethlehem that the religious fanaticism is growing and becoming more dangerous, and even some of the daily life troubles take religious direction. For example, if there is a car accident between Muslims and Christians, it turns into a religious issue. Religious issues aren’t being solved from the root, so spite stays in people's hearts." 

Initially, we were unsure which bridge-building approach would best suit our goal. Which members of the community should we target as agents of change? We ruled out the traditional conflict resolution form of "family mediation" due to its limited effectiveness. The stronger family involved can easily take advantage of its status and prevent real dialogue and negotiation from taking place. An imbalance in power can prevent real meaningful dialogue. Instead, Musalaha decided to approach a different target group: upcoming community leaders in their 30s-40s. 

We approached Muslim leaders with this idea, and they responded enthusiastically. They in turn selected upcoming leaders from the main political factions of the Bethlehem district, influential either in the city, refugee camps, or in different Bedouin tribes. Christian leaders were selected primarily from Bethlehem, Beit Sahur, and Beit Jalla, representing a variety of Christian denominations and traditions. They included youth leaders, community leaders, and pastors. Throughout the selection process we made it clear that we were simply providing a bridge-building workshop; we did not want to rouse any suspicion that we had ulterior motives. 

After completing the selection process we headed out to the desert of Wadi Rum in Jordan for the first stage of execution. The setting for this encounter was the desert because of Musalaha’s expertise in reconciliation work among Israelis and Palestinians, and the unique methodology they have developed which incorporates the desert. In total, twenty-five leaders attended the desert trip, including four women (two from each side), and myself as the leader. As is customary in all our desert encounters, we spent our days riding camels, hiking, jeeping, and hearing teachings. Sure enough, the desert proved itself once again to be a powerful location for bridge-building. Walls of prejudice were broken down, honest discussion was initiated through ice-breaking games, and relationships began to form. 
We chose to go to the desert because of the unique atmosphere and setting it provides; it is perfectly suited for both disarming the natural suspicion that exists when groups of people in conflict meet, as well as for establishing a real sense of togetherness. The harsh and rugged landscape of the desert forces people to work together, and to help each other, and does away with any power imbalance that may normally exist. In the desert everyone is on new, unfamiliar turf, and all must rely on others to perform even the simplest tasks. Musalaha has found the desert to be a particularly effective environment for reconciliation encounters to occur, facilitating a reach across national, religious, and linguistic divides. A number of team-building activities that are available in the desert such as hiking, and camel-riding, are coupled with teaching and training sessions, which make these encounters very intense and fruitful times of discovery and growth. 
In one of the first ice-breaking games, the participants stood in a circle, passing around (and across) a long piece of string, memorizing the name of the person to whom they passed the string. By the end of the game the string had made so many rounds it became tangled up and intricately interconnected through all those who were holding on to it. It had formed a kind of web. This illustrated how we are inevitably connected as a community and a people. Together we asked: "How are we dependant and why do we need each other?"

On the final night of our encounter, we left the desert and headed to a hotel in the southern Jordanian city of Aqaba. There the group gave an evaluation of the desert, all agreeing that its unique atmosphere was significant for relationship-building. Some even noted their preference to have stayed an extra day in the desert instead of in a hotel; the "oneness" gained in the desert seemed to the participants as unparalleled. 

During our hotel stay, the group partook in a workshop on the topics of effective communication and conflict resolution. As part of the workshop, the participants were divided into two groups and asked respectively to list the grievances Muslims and Christians have towards one another. It was amazing to see the similarity of the issues listed from both points of view. This exercise successfully brought to the fore the main points of conflict that needed to be addressed if dialogue was going to continue. This is not an easy thing to do, but it is important for everyone to be heard, and for both groups to hear how they are perceived by the other. 
For example:

Christian complaints against Muslims:

Muslim complaints against Christians:

1. Do not feel respect for their traditions

1. Christian self-isolation from community

2. Take advantage of their weakness as minority
2. Discrimination against Muslims in 

3. Treat Christian women with disrespect

workplace.

4. School curriculum too Islamic


3. Disrespectful of Islamic traditions

5. Palestinians suffer because of what Christians
4. Christians get better treatment from 

in other countries do, collective punishment

Israelis

5. They receive help from Christians overseas, but do not help Muslims

The Muslims were surprised to learn how threatened the Christians feel, and were shocked at their level of insecurity. The Christian response was one typical of a minority that feels under threat, and the Muslim response was also typical of the majority, generally unaware of the threat perceived by the smaller group. Most of these complaints were generally accepted by both sides; however some of them generated lots of discussion. For example, the Christians objected to the claim that they do not share the help they receive from overseas with their Muslim neighbours, and to the Muslim complaint that they get different treatment from the Israeli army, and are given passes to leave the West Bank easier. 
This discussion was useful for both sides to see themselves from a different perspective. Both groups were able to agree that there should be a focus on the young generation, because they are far more susceptible to the influence of radical strains of Islam that have gained prominence in recent years. The freedom to say these things openly, without fear of being silenced, and secure in the knowledge that you are being heard, is the whole purpose of this project. 

It is an enormous achievement that this group was able to talk about, and come to an agreement on the problems causing the conflict between their communities. Not only this, but they were able to listen openly to the other side, and expressed willingness to address these problems and make changes as a result. This was a huge step in the process of reconciliation. Not content simply talking about it, we also appointed a committee which would continue to address these issues in the aftermath of the encounter.

The participants expressed their amazement at this life-changing experience. They felt that the encounter had been effective, balanced, and contributed to the building of real relationships. One of the Christian participants recounted: "The desert encounter was important and successful because we (Christians) talked about our suffering from the Muslims and they talked also about their suffering from us. Both of us emptied a lot of the spite and suffering freely. Before the encounter I had disappointment to work together with Muslims in conflict resolution, but now I find out that I can work with moderate Muslims in this field.

The same group met several more times in a number of follow up meetings, to further strengthen their friendships, and discuss how to implement what they had decided on in the desert. In the end of October 2007, we were faced with the question: how should we continue with this project. We decided to proceed with a seminar in Cyprus with the same 24 Palestinian Muslim and Christians participants. We invited Rev. Brian Cox of the International Center for Religion and Diplomacy to join us and help with the teaching and aid us in defining our joint moral vision. 
Rev. Cox has invaluable experience working on faith-based reconciliation all over the world, and specifically working with Muslims and Christians. He was asked to lead the seminar, and we were anxious to see if his approach would be applicable to the Muslims and Christians in the Palestinian context. He began by emphasizing our shared Abrahamic faith, and trying to establish a moral vision, with specific values that are common between the two groups, such as inclusion, peace-making, social justice, and forgiveness. 
The five day seminar was very intense, as is to be expected, as the days (and evenings!) were filled with lectures, training workshops, and discussion among the participants. It was tiring and yet very uplifting and encouraging as well, and the participants felt as though they had really acquired some of the tools needed to further the Bridge-Building effort, and to help resolve conflicts in their communities.
One of the most interesting activities we did during the seminar had to do with identifying our own values, and understanding the values of others. The Muslims and Christians were split up into two groups, and then asked to list what values were important to their community. They were also asked to list what they thought the values the other group would be. This is an informative exercise because although our values can tell much about us, we don’t often spend much time thinking about what they are, much less contemplating what others might think our values are.
 The results were fascinating for a number of reasons. First, they demonstrated how influential things like our faith, culture, history, and tradition are on our values. Second, they showed both the proximity in some ways, and the distance in others, that exists between these two neighboring communities. 
The Muslim group’s values:

The values Muslims thought the Christians would list:

1. Submission to God


1. Forgiveness

2. Moral righteousness

2. Family
3. Religious Practice


3. Religious practice
4. Health



4. Health

5. Justice



5. Submission to God

The Christian group’s values: 
The values Christians thought the Muslims would list:
1. Unity (between Christians)

1. Submission to God
2. Love and Forgiveness

2. Religious practice
3. Family



3. Tradition
4. Respect



4. Unity
5. Security for the community
5. Authority
For example, The Muslims guessed that the Christians would consider ‘Family’ and ‘Forgiveness’ as important values, but didn’t realize that ‘Respect’ and ‘Security for the Community’ were so important, two values that take on added significance when it is remembered that the Palestinian Christians are a minority. Likewise, the Christians were able to guess that to the Muslims, ‘Submission to God’ and ‘Religious Practice’ were central values, but were sure that the Muslims valued things like ‘Authority’ and ‘Tradition’, which were not on the list. This made clear that while in some ways the Muslims and Christians knew each other, in many ways they didn’t, especially when it came to sensitive issues. 
The fact that the Christians thought that ‘Authority’ would be a core value for the Muslims says something about the power balance between the two communities, because the Muslims strive to obtain and maintain political power. It is an important value for their community. The Muslims didn’t know they were perceived in this way by the Christians, and hearing for the first time how they were thought of was a real turning point. After discussion they realized why the Christians had this view of them, and agreed that it is a value for the Muslim community. For the Christians, ‘Unity’ was highly valued, because of the many denominational divisions among Palestinian Christians, and because they are such a minority. The Muslims were unaware of how important this was to their Christian neighbors.

This exercise also highlighted the different religious cultures among the two groups. For while the Christians valued ‘Forgiveness’, the Muslims valued ‘Religious practice’ such as fasting and praying. We see that among this group of Muslims, the focus was on more visible displays of pious-ness, while for the Christians, the focus was on inter-communal values. In the end, both groups came together, and formulated a joint list of values. This was a key component, because it gave them a sense of togetherness and provided them with a foundation they could all agree on. Without values that are important to all, there can be no reconciliation, and it was encouraging to see that there are many basic values that are important to both groups.

The shared Christian/Muslim values:
1. Truth

2. Respect

3. Family

4. Peace

5. Security


It was a good sign that the Muslims and Christians had no problem whatsoever coming up with a list of shared values. However it was also very interesting to see how culture and tradition plays a role in the shaping of these values. For example, you would think that for the Palestinians, Muslim and Christian, who live under occupation and in near constant conflict, would value things like ‘Peace’ and ‘Security’. While they did value these things highly, they were listed below things such as ‘Truth’, ‘Respect’, and ‘Family’. This is evident in Palestinian culture, where family is the center of society, and respect is not an option. 
It is also important to note that although they were able to list shared values with ease, the values they listed as a religious group, and the values they listed together, were significantly different. There was some overlap, but the Muslims clearly had some values that the Christians did not share, and vice versa. It is often these values, which are not common to both groups that can lead to tension and conflict since they indicate conflicting visions about the future and character of society.
During the conference, a conversation started between a Muslim woman and a Christian woman, about the nature of God. The Muslim woman was saying our only response to God should be submission, while the Christian woman claimed that we could also experience his love. They were surprised to find that they were so far apart on this issue, and while talking about it didn’t make either of them change their minds, it did give them something to talk, and think about. It also helped them understand each other better, because your conception of God is a very important aspect of your identity. Seeing the difference and truly comprehending where the other person is coming from, makes reconciliation possible. This is always the first step. 
The seminar ended with the whole group agreeing to continue with this dialogue once they return to Bethlehem, and to work together towards the implementation of the measures that were discussed. Among these was a condemnation of the use of violence by both sides during confrontation (even though they agreed that in many cases Muslims resort to violence faster), a proposal for a new school curriculum that is religiously neutral, and not like the Islamic-infused one currently in use among the Palestinians, and an initiative to begin a religious dialogue based on respect and tolerance. Perhaps most importantly, they agreed to investigate the mass Christian emigration, and attempt to stem this tide of Christians leaving the community. This is an encouraging development, given the recent increase in tension and violence among the Palestinian Muslims and Christians. As these community leader return to their everyday lives, their experience with Musalaha will hopefully influence their behaviour towards each other, and influence those around them.
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