Seminar for German Members of FAB: 
A Brief Report

(Schloss Wasmuthhausen, May 29 – June 1, 2009)
facilitated by Björn Krondorfer,
Professor of Religious Studies, USA
Background & Formal Structure:
In the fall of 2008, Brigitta Mahr invited me to design a weekend seminar for the German members of FAB and to facilitate such a seminar in the spring of 2009. The seminar’s intention was
· to provide a space for self-reflection in the context of one’s own cultural history

· to raise awareness of one’s personal motives and biographical motivation to participate in the work of FAB

· to introduce a safe and creative process through which to approach the emotionally charged dynamics of trialogue 

· to clarify one’s personal, cultural and national position within the trilateral structure of Palestinian-Israeli-German peace work

The seminar was held at a retreat center in Germany, starting on Friday afternoon and concluding on Monday after lunch (see attached schedule). 9 German members of FAB participated in this seminar. As sole facilitator of this seminar, I am coming to this work with a long experience in intercultural dialogue processes.
The seminar progressed through a series of clearly structured units. Each day consisted of 2 morning sessions (9am-1pm) and 2 afternoon sessions (3pm-6:30pm), followed by an evening session (7:30pm-9 pm). Such an intensely structured seminar leads to a desired level of depth and honesty that allows participants to explore the predicaments of trialogical situations as well as to experience group cohesion. It is essential for the success of such a process that all seminar participants are fully present for all sessions.    
Seminar Method:

Various creative methods were employed to open the hearts and minds of the participants for exploring one’s background, motivations, and affective attachments to particular positions and ideas in light of the peace work of FAB within the trilateral structure of Israeli, Palestinian, and German cooperation. Although we occasionally sat in a circle for conversation and discussion, these more conventional sessions were kept to a minimum. In its stead, we engaged in guided processes of non-traditional dialogue work, such as sketching one’s biographical journey on poster-size papers, tracing one’s family lineage, entering contemplative self-reflection and small-group work, probing the possibility of a “caring imagination,” creating improvised “living sculptures” and systemic “national memorials,” engaging in select in-depth analysis of particular “cultural gestures,” or experiencing the difference between self-perception and perception through the Other. The process oscillated carefully between the dynamics of the group as a whole and attention to individual participants.         
Seminar Content:  

In the following paragraphs, I will summarize in brief the major thematic steps of the seminar process: 

Day 1 (Friday): The group started with an informational session about new developments in the organization of FAB. After a light dinner – and after everyone had arrived – the group met for its first thematic unit of 2 ½ hours (6:45pm-9:15pm). The focus of this opening session was to become aware of one’s biographical journey. Participants were asked to reflect upon different stages in their lives and name each stage according to

· the social ROLE one occupied

· the prevailing EMOTION for a specific age/decade

· the LEITMOTIF (guiding principle) for such age

Those answers were the combined in a biographical drawing/sketch on paper and exhibited in our work space. After looking at the “paintings” as if in an art gallery, each person talked about their life’s journey.

Day 2 (Saturday): The focus of the day was to reflect on one’s own biography and family origins within one’s own cultural premises.
Morning:  Participants were asked to paste into their biographical posters an image that best represents their reasons/motivation to participate in FAB. We explored those images through re-enacting “cultural gestures” and interviewing each participant.
Afternoon: a) Each participant sketched a family history through 3-4 generations, adding names of ancestors and significant geographic markers. Imposed on these family trees, participants indicated what kind of “cultural/national” grand narratives were reflected in various generations (or between generations). Participants also pasted ONE significant family photo onto the poster-size page.

b) In small groups, participants distilled from their personal family histories a sculpture (performed with one’s own bodies) that represented, like a monument, an example of a German family of 3 generations. 

Evening:  Continuation with the work on sculptures through in-depth conversation about the dynamics and meaning contained in them. Observations were shared about layers of significant individual and collective emotions passed on through intergenerational transmission.
Day 3 (Sunday): Focus of the day was to widen perception of one’s own cultural and family upbringing by including perspective of the Other.

Morning: Participants were asked to emphatically imagine a Jewish participant to enter the room and view the exhibited German family trees and German family sculptures. What would they see? How might they feel? What might they miss? Through this process, we added another layer to the participants’s self-perception of their own German family backgrounds. In a series of small steps, the reality and history of the Holocaust became more visible.

Afternoon:  With the help of a short role play, participants were asked to identify temporarily with various positional statements uttered by Germans, Palestinians, and Jewish Israelis (taken from different contexts). The group entered a conversation by adopting and developing particular standpoints. Doing so broadened our perspective to the trilateral dimension of the FAB peace work.
Afternoon and Evening: Participants were asked to visualize through improvisation with ropes the various possibilities of Palestinian-German-Israeli trialogue. The ropes symbolized various emotional, personal, historical or political attachments between these three groups; they also demonstrated the complexity of the peace building process. The various improvisational sketches were analyzed together as a group, and particular gestures isolated and amplified in order to comprehend the full weight of the triangulation that is inevitably part of any German-Israeli-Palestinian cooperation.

Day 4 (Monday): The focus of this day was to bring to a fruitful conclusion the various thematic strands and process-oriented steps of the seminar.

Morning: a) By amplifying one particular gesture in a triangular rope-configuration, we contemplated the possibility of failure: What would have to happen for the FAB work to succeed (rather than being aborted before it even starts)? In a series of small steps participants focused on the question: Why do I participate in FAB? The thematic part of the seminar concluded with articulating the kind of support each member needs, and with a general feedback session.

b) The final two hours were spent about thinking how the insights from the seminar could be constructively employed in the future work of FAB as an organization.

The gathering ended with lunch on that day.

Recommendations: 
· Each national FAB group may benefit from a seminar that follows a similar thematic intent and allows for a process-oriented structure. Theme-centered seminars that employ non-traditional methods help to clarify the reasons for individuals and groups to work with FAB’s peace initiative; they also lead to trust and cohesion.
· People who sign up for seminars must commit to attend the full-length of a seminar. I recommend conducting seminars in places that are somewhat “secluded” and provide a supportive environment. 

· Members of FAB who have experienced such a process understand better the kind of intercultural work that students (FAB’s target group) will have to learn in their international gatherings.

· Seminars as described above (or similar to those described above) could be offered to FAB members on an occasional basis, both nationally and internationally. Such occasional educational offers for FAB members could happen on a volunteer basis, and thus could be separated from the actual peace work with students. 
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