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PERSONAL PAPER

Shadows and Light:
Encounters in the Holy Land

PAULA GREEN
Karuna Center for Peacebuilding, Leverett, MA 01054 USA

A large grey poster with strong red lettering proclaims ‘Nakba. The
Catastrophe. 1948’. The year of celebration by Israelis for the founding of
their state. A year of catastrophe for the Palestinians. The dramatic
photograph shows a child crying, alone. Two adults, clearly Palestinians,
move behind him, against a background of sand, sky and refugee tents. The
poster hangs in Hebron, in the Al-Watan Centre for Nonviolence, in the
midst of this most volatile of cities in the West Bank.

I am in Hebron as a facilitator of seminars in Conflict Transformation
and Peacebuilding, a task that I share with two Palestinian colleagues. That
a centre for the study and practice of nonviolence exists in Hebron is an
achievement. That I, a woman, an American and a Jew, am teaching in this
centre, is a wonder. The Nakba poster haunts me, reminding me of the
complexity of making peace in the Holy Land, of how much history and
sacred ground must be touched and acknowledged for Israelis and
Palestinians to move forward together.

In the closing moments of the three-day seminar, our Palestinian
participants ask me directly for feedback. What do I think of them? What
do I think of their efforts to make peace, to learn new skills, to struggle
with impossible problems toward a better world for their children? Most of
them are men, some with important positions in their local government and
ministries, others in professional occupations like medicine or education.
Some few are women, mostly university students, free to attend seminars
before the responsibilities of marriage and motherhood keep them home.
My Arabic translator from Bethlehem attends graduate school in
Edinburgh; his Palestinian-Scottish brogue adds to the melange of this
strange situation.

Unplanned, the words tumble out. “You are so much like your Israeli
counterparts,’ I tell them. ‘Your voices and gestures, the way you love to
argue, your abundant hospitality, devotion to your families, your love for
this land, your passion.” Our small, crowded classroom is still; their eyes are
accepting, so I go on. ‘In so many ways you are mirrors of each other,
reflecting the light and shadows of your traumas and histories. It breaks my
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heart to feel the distance between you: the intense fear, the stereotypes,
mistrust and yes, hatred. How I hope you will find the way forward
together, so that you do not destroy yourselves and each other.’

Ardent and innovative Israelis and Palestinians are forging an
unprecedented experiment in inter-group dialogue. Although I and my
fellow peace-builders work in many settings of intense inter-communal
conflict around the world, nowhere else have we witnessed this
proliferation of dialogue groups. Israeli and Palestinian schoolchildren
attend coexistence workshops, women from the two cultures share their
concerns about the effects of violence, engineers meet over water rights and
distribution, university students and academics explore common interests,
and religious leaders compare Jewish, Muslim and Christian beliefs and
practices. Dialogue partners struggle intensely, but they continue on. The
fact that so many do not give up, and that new dialogues sprout like spring
flowers in the desert, gives me hope for the future that despite all odds,
Israelis and Palestinians are creating a way forward, saving themselves from
mutual destruction. In the spirit of peace, perhaps these two profoundly
wounded peoples will choose to share their Holy Land rather than destroy
their own soul and that of their neighbour.

Dialogue offers many Palestinians and Israelis their first opportunity to
know each other face to face, to have a relationship different from that of
‘occupier’ or ‘terrorist’. ‘Prior to this encounter’, a Palestinian reflects, ‘the
only Israelis I knew were soldiers who marched through our streets with
guns’. While dialogue groups neither end hostilities nor bring peace, these
humanizing encounters between adversaries do prepare the ground for
peace, weaving the fabric of community that will either uphold or destroy
peace accords and legal agreements. Establishing intensive interaction
between Palestinian and Israeli citizens by means of in-depth, structured
conversations allows fear and hostility to be gradually replaced by warmth
and mutual respect. Actual contact, especially if sustained, can contradict
preconceived notions of the ‘other’, often dramatically shifting long-held
perceptions and softening people hardened by years of warfare. After her
dialogue experience in Nablus, an Israeli wrote: ‘I have gained a deeper and
more comprehensive emotional connection to the Palestinians. I feel I
know them better. They are more individualized for me, and I know more
about the differences between us, especially cultural.’

Within the state of Israel, Arab citizens number approximately 20% of
the population. The Abraham Fund has been instrumental in nurturing and
supporting grass-roots Israeli Jewish and Israeli Arab dialogue projects,
while the Israeli Education Ministry promotes inter-ethnic dialogue among
its Jewish and Arab pupils, providing the only substantive contact for these
students who live in different neighbourhoods and attend separate schools.
For the Israeli Jewish population, life experiences, historical trauma,
economics, insecurity and deep philosophical understandings about the
nature of a state, the role of religion, and relationships with their Arab






