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Background and Goals of the Trilateral Meeting:
The FAB leadership invited me as external consultant to facilitate a three-day seminar in Jerusalem to deepen the dialogue among a group of Palestinian, Jewish-Israeli, and German participants. In the past, similar efforts by FAB did not fully succeed in bringing together these three national groups, and the cooperative work towards an educational peace program stalled. The aim of FAB is to create two-year-training cycle for students to become “peace carriers.” In these two years, these students are accompanied by (adult) mentors. The Jerusalem meeting set itself the task to reignite the educational peace building efforts by training the mentors and consolidating organizational responsibilities. To this effect, FAB invited new and old participants to a three-day seminar, hoping to move beyond those obstacles that prevented more constructive cooperation. The group consisted of 6 Palestinians, 7 Israeli Jews, and 5 Germans. 
The specific goals of the seminar were fourfold:

· to give old and new FAB-members and mentors a chance to get to know each other

· to built up trust between the national groups in order to succeed in future educational efforts

· to introduce first-hand experiences with a process-oriented method for reconciliatory work (with possible application for future international student meetings)
· to distribute responsibilities and organizational tasks among FAB members and mentors 

The Seminar:
The seminar was divided into two parts: 

1) In the first two days, I facilitated a creative and intensive process of non-traditional dialogue work that relied on reflective and self-reflective units. We presented and shared biographical and cultural histories, we engaged in improvisations and subsequently analyzed them, and we split into small groups and rehearsed new ways of listening and talking across borders.

2) The third day was reserved for explaining the organizational structure of FAB and for distributing tasks and responsibilities for the coming year. This day was led by the FAB leadership, especially Brigitta Mahr; my task consisted of observing and moderating the discussion.

The first part: Dialogue across Borders 

In a total of 10 sessions, the group moved from simple introductions toward increasingly complex structures of dialogue across cultural and political differences. The idea was to open new ways of communicating with each other despite those differences, staying respectful toward each other while, at the same time, trying to stay true to oneself. In order to visualize the “opening of new ways,” I brought to the group a real iron key. This key accompanied us throughout. It symbolized the ability to open or close doors, to lock secrets away or find new treasures, to seek safety and protection or to invite others to look into our hearts. 

The attached agenda for the seminar reflects well the particular steps of the seminar, starting with a simple introductory session on Thursday morning and concluding with a final reflective session on Saturday morning. It is not possible to discuss in detail the exchanges transpiring in each of these sessions. The group interactions were so dynamic, rich, suspenseful, and complex that a detailed description and analysis would simply exceed the scope of a report. (I recommend, however, to encourage participating members to submit in writing their own personal impressions and perceptions. These could be collected in a FAB-archive. Such an archive would have to be protected from the public, or rendered anonymous when and if made accessible to the public).

What this report can accomplish is to summarize the various stations of the journey this group embarked on. The report will conclude with some analytic suggestions. 

Day 1: Following a general introductory and welcoming session, the key as symbol and metaphor was introduced to the group (session 1). In small groups, participants collected—through brainstorming—all their associations when looking at, or thinking about, keys. These associations were written on posters; the posters were displayed on the walls and briefly discussed by the entire group. In a second step (session 2), we used the symbol of the key to share (in small groups) something significant about us as a person. Again divided into small groups, each participant had to complete the following sentence, “In order to understand me, you must know that I….” Each member was further asked to condense his or her biographical answer to one or two significant issues.
In session 3, we continued working in small mixed groups. Now, the “key” opened an imaginary bag out of which each participant pulled items from the following three categories:
· our extended family history

· the community with which we currently identify

· the person I am today          

In addition, two items for each category had to be pull out of one’s bag:
· one that obstructs or hinders the reconciliatory work (as envisioned by FAB)

· one that helps and assists the reconciliatory work (as envisioned by FAB) 
The next step (session 4) consisted of creating with our bodies a national monument that represents “our” people. Warm-up exercises--in which sound, movement, and an emotional quality were combined to dramatic effect--were geared toward preparing the group for the improvisational “living sculpture.” The participants then had to meet in their national groups. After about 20 minutes, each group had to display their national monument in a “public square,” that is to say, they had to present it in our seminar room for the other two groups to see. We then worked with each of these sculptures: together, the group slowly approached and analyzed each “national monument,” moving back and forth between what each group intended to represent and what the other groups actually saw. 
In the evening of Day 1 (session 5), we met for conversation and reflection. Since the “national monuments” about each respective cultural history brought out many of the issues central to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the group experienced heightened tension and awareness: “Can we really trust the other side?” “Can we move forward together?”
Day 2 began with a continuation of the living sculpture work (session 6), focusing on the German monument. After trying to understand and analyze the German national monument, we split into two groups (session 7) to share each other’s impressions about the work we did with all three national sculptures. Though the task given to each group was very specific, each group experienced difficulties with staying focused and, instead, veered toward the exchange of political differences. It was at this point that I intervened most strongly and actively, mirroring back to the group what I considered real obstacles in our dialogue: namely, the insistence on one’s own “master narrative” of the fate and suffering of one’s people. This insistence made partially blind to the presence of each other. Because the pull of the “master narratives” is so strong, participants often missed the few opportunities in which some tried to open themselves up to new and other dimensions. 

In the afternoon, the group was asked to work through improvisations on the triangular relationships between Germans-Palestinians-Israeli Jews. Two groups of three worked vicariously for all. Each group consisted of a Palestinian, Jewish and German volunteer. Tying ropes to themselves, they explored their relationship to each other. How could they visualize their understanding of this relationship? Both groups ended in a sculpture that formed a close, almost intimate circle: one group was holding hands to support each other, the other group opened their palms in a receiving and offering gesture. It took some effort to fully engage the participants in this particular improvisational exercise, but we did get to the point of gaining clarity about the role and function of the German group in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Conceived as a “third party” (a third party that is not exactly neutral but carries its own passions rooted in cultural history), the German group was seen as a key to bringing together two people in conflict.

In session 9, each participant was asked to write down on note cards the specific expertise, experience and tools that they personally can bring to the work of FAB. Everyone had a chance to talk about these skills, and each card was placed on a poster.

Day 3: A last round of final reflections on Saturday morning (session 10) concluded the process-oriented part. Holding the material key in one’s hands, each participant shared some of the key moments they experienced during the seminar before handing the key to another person of their choice.

The second part: Organizational Tasks of FAB 

Day 3 continued with organizational matters. Brigitta Mahr explained the organizational structure of the educational vision of FAB, and other members of the FAB leadership introduced aspects of each national group as well as the timeline for starting the actual work with students in the summer of 2010. Clarifications were sought and various suggestions made. The two most urgent items concerned the fundraising and the development of a detailed curriculum for the two-year student training. In an active learning unit, each participant had a chance to rehearse in their own words what FAB stands for and how FAB envisions concretely the international student training program. 
Analysis and Recommendations:
I would like to mention some insights I share briefly with the group during session 7, when the process seemed to stall again. 
1) It is very easy for each group to return to entrenched political positions. Even though each group laments that the other side always repeats the same stories (Jewish Israelis lament that they hear nothing new from the Palestinians; Palestinians lament that Israelis always return to the same story line), each group seems unable to break out of the circularity of politicizing. The question is: Why? Why does this happen so often, thus obstructing everyone’s good intentions to the contrary? 

2) One answer may lie in the phenomenon of asymmetrical power relations. Asymmetrical power has always been a hindrance to effective dialogue, since there is no (legal, economic, political) equality between the dialogue partners. However, complicating the dialogical situation even further, the asymmetrical power relations move in two ways in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. For one, there is an asymmetrical power relation today between the state of Israel and the Palestinian people. The state of Israel has political and military prowess, while the Palestinians are far more limited and restricted in their options. Because Israel is seen as a “super power,” Palestinians may wonder why Israel is so afraid. In such a view, Israel as a powerful state holds the key to a peaceful resolution. On the other hand, there is also an asymmetrical power relation between the Jewish people and a majority Christian culture and Muslim culture. Variously beleaguered, subjugated and persecuted over the last twothousand years, Israelis see the resistance of the Palestinian people as an extension and continuation of the threat to their existence by the dominating majority cultures. Rather than seeing the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as a local issue, it is fraught with historical experience, with the effect, that the Palestinian people are merged with all Arab nations. In this perception, it is the Palestinians (and, by extension, all Arabs) who hold the key to a peaceful resolution. In both cases, daily political events reinforce those perceptions of the other, thus obstructing dialogue across borders. Each side does not feel heard and understood.
3) Because of those and other dynamics, each side is insisting on its master narrative. A master narrative consists of versions of the official story of each people that combines history, memory, “facts”, emotions, politics, ideologies, family loyalties, and religious sentiments. When two master narratives confront each other, there is no dialogue but just that: confrontation! Behind each master narrative, however, hide experiences that are far more convoluted. Each people has internal conflicts, uncertainties, hopes, dreams, contradiction, ambiguities. Yet these internal contradictory realities are not shown to the respective “other.” Or, if someone tries to open a little the door to these realities, it is usually countered by the master narrative of the other side. The results are mutual defensiveness and mistrust. One can play this game endlessly.

4) Because the master narratives are so strong, and because the emotional attachments to these narratives are so powerful, the dialogue that organizations like FAB envision are difficult to achieve. One way of moving forward is to continuously focus each group to the presence of the other, to keep the focus on those individuals present in dialogical situations. Because group identification and collective memory dominate the political discourse, it is only in the acknowledged presence of the other that options for the future can be explored. Such a plea for the presence of the other does not deny or ignore the reality of master narratives. Rather it merely asks people not to employ these narratives in self-defensive and apologetic ways.
I think that these four points describe well the challenges that FAB is facing when training “peace carriers” for the future. I also think that these challenges hold the key to FAB’s success. Members and mentors of FAB must be willing to become aware of their entrenched political positions, of the twofold asymmetrical power relations, of the power of master narratives, and of the necessity to stay in the presence of the other.

Björn Krondorfer 
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