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Encounters




For my beloved parents, Ánde and Phil 




The human world is today, as never before, split into two camps, each of which understands the other as the embodiment of falsehood and itself the embodiment of truth. Often in history, to be sure, national groups and religious associations have stood in so radical an opposition that the one side denied and condemned the other in its innermost existence. Now, however, it is the human population of our planet generally that is so divided, and with rare exceptions, this division is everywhere seen as a necessity of existence in this world hour. He who makes himself an exception is suspected or ridiculed by both sides. Each side has assumed monopoly of the sunlight and has plunged its antagonists into night, and each side demands that you decide between day and night.

—Martin Buber, “Hope for This Hour” (1952)1

1 Martin Buber, “Hope for This Hour,” in Pointing the Way: Collected Essays, trans. Maurice Friedman (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press International, 1990), 221.
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Introduction

… he believes that he has ideas, his opponent only ideologies.

—Martin Buber1

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a tragedy; it is a clash between right and right. And therefore it’s not black and white. Sometimes, recently it is indeed a clash between wrong and wrong.

—Amos Oz2

Jerusalem stone is the only stone that can feel pain.

—Yehuda Amichai3

There is no place like the Holy Land to make one cynical about religion.

—Raja Shehadeh4

Talking about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is painful. In these conversations we often feel unsafe, unsettled, angered, and even betrayed. In the wake of October 7, 2023, commentators were referring to this massacre as a pogrom and reminding people that more Jews were murdered during these hours than in any single incident since the Holocaust. Within a week after the bombing of Gaza started, images of tens of thousands of Palestinians, walking with donkeys and wheelbarrows packed with what was left of their earthly possessions, prompted many commentators to remind people of the Nakba (the catastrophe). In both instances, these observations were challenged by journalists and scholars as lacking context—Israel is in power, so practically Israelis can’t experience pogroms; contextually Palestinians have already been expelled from their homes, so this was not another Nakba—yet, for those interested in dialogue, these critiques missed one important point: this is how these people experienced these events. If you’re Jewish, how could you not see the murderous carnage left in the wake of this massacre as anything but a pogrom, or be reminded of the Holocaust? If you’re Palestinian, how could you not see the starving and killing of tens of thousands and the mass expulsion of people from their homes as anything but the Nakba and continued collective punishment, or even a genocide?5 These are moments filled with collective pain. For Jews, the anguish and suffering from this event, the horrendous situation of the hostages, is often too much to bear. There is simply too much pain. For Palestinians, the daily violent reminders of their lost homes and way of life, indeed their very right to self-determination, plays out each time government agencies in Israel declare Palestinian loss of life collateral damage. Isn’t the starving or killing of children wrong in all contexts? Yet the pain of “our” people is often too much for any one person. To engage in dialogue, however, we must agree to allow the other’s suffering and pain to inform our own. We agree to take on their pain. Yet as many of us know, caring for our own people is painful enough; the thought of caring for two, especially when we blame one for the other’s pain, for many of us, is simply unthinkable. Yet to be in dialogue we must experience both our pain and that of those with whom we are in dialogue or with whom we seek to enter into dialogue.

I am a practitioner and facilitator of interreligious dialogue. My career started as a scholar of German-Jewish intellectual history. Now I am the Jewish scholar and Head of Scholarship at the Institute for Islamic, Christian, and Jewish Studies (ICJS) in Baltimore, MD. We are

an independent, educational nonprofit [that] straddles the academic arena and the public square with programming to advance interreligious dialogue and understanding. Our audiences include the general public, seminarians, higher-ed faculty, congregational leaders, civic leaders, teachers, and chaplains. Through educational programming, public-facing scholarship, and relationship-centered fellowships and workshops, ICJS models a new conversation in the public square that affirms religious diversity in the United States.6

In this book, I draw on my scholarship, my identity as Jewish and American, in addition to my vocation as a practitioner of interreligious dialogue to work out how we can be our best selves when we discuss the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in interreligious contexts. The pain described above informs so much of what we say and do in these conversations. It makes us hyper-cognizant to the words and intentions of our interlocutors. It reminds us of those painful histories that comprise our collective memory. And, somehow, even when we are not discussing this conflict, it remains front and center in our minds and hearts. It is always the elephant in the room.

There are many books out there advocating for certain readings of history or orientations to this conflict. This book is different. I’m interested in how we talk about it. I work in dialogue. What I’ve found over the years is that lack of literacy is not always the problem. Everybody seems to know just enough to feel confident about their views. It’s more about identity and experience. How do we meet each other—by focusing on our identities and experiences—in dialogue about this conflict? Why does it bring out the worst in people? How many relationships have been lost over it? I admit that I was a little nervous to write this book. I know we live in a polarized society. I also know that once I’ve written something about this conflict it will become part of my own identity, whether I want it to or not. Of course you want to know: Am I pro-Palestine? Am I pro-Israel? Am I a Zionist? Am I not a Zionist? Do I support a two-state or one-state solution? These questions are often the ones people ask to gain trust. You want to know, as articulated in the quote from Martin Buber above, whether I have “ideas” or “ideologies.”7 Twenty-five years ago I would have been able to provide you with those answers. Today, not so much. What happened? The short answer is that up until that point I was only committed to learning about my history, my collective memory, and my collective pain. Then I chose to learn about another’s. I changed. Now, I also know that by not answering those questions here, I risk being “ridiculed by both sides.”8 And, yes, while I do have political sensibilities and a certain orientation to how I interpret the conflict, my advocacy is anchored in bringing people together to find some trust despite seemingly insurmountable and irreconcilable differences. I still think there is hope.

So why is antisemitism in the title and not Islamophobia? The realities of both, as you will learn in this book, inform many of our conversations about the conflict.9 Learning about Islamophobia is critical to understanding the machinations of our current political culture.10 However, over the years, I have learned that accusations of antisemitism often prevent constructive dialogical encounters. In too many cases, these accusations are meant to suppress conversation or dissent, rather than to make Jews safe from hate and religious bigotry. Very often, many who care deeply about the people involved in this conflict self-censor, since they


We All Say the Wrong Thing













Chapter Descriptions



	1. Name one thing you know about the conflict with certainty.

	2. Name one thing you understand about the conflict but might be wrong about.

	3. Name one thing you don’t know about the conflict.
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