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Inter-religious dialogue:  

The case of Israelis and Palestinians

Jeremy Milgrom

Inter-religious dialogue – meaning dialogue between people of different 
religions, in which they openly turn to their religions for content, style, 
vocabulary, goals, values, etc – is believed to be a tool for groups of people 
to live peacefully together and avoid conflicts, or a mediating tool in 
conflict or post-conflict situations. However, this presumes that those 
involved in this dialogue find in their religions the values that need to 
surface in order to avoid conflicts and promote peace, and practice these 
values. Despite the presence of belligerent teachings in all religions, and 
the record of religiously inspired violence that stretches from antiquity 
to this very day, enough of us still maintain the hope that religion will 
contribute positively towards peace and conflict resolution, and, when 
these conflicts cross religious lines, that religions on both sides of the 
conflict can and should be enlisted in the service of peace. 

There can be no doubt that the contributions of Mahatma Gandhi, 
Martin Luther King Jr, and Desmond Tutu to the lessening of violence 
in the ending of colonial British rule over India, the advancement of civil 
rights for blacks in the United States, and the end of apartheid in South 
Africa are inseparable from the spirituality that was rooted in the religious 
life of each of these great leaders. Just as their Hinduism and Christian-
ity, respectively, formed them and sustained them in their non-violent 
struggle, so, too, have modern Muslim and Jewish activists sought to find 
non-violent teachings in Islam and Judaism. To be sure, the record is not 
good: Gandhi, King, and Tutu seem to be the exceptions who prove the 
rule, and no Jewish or Muslim promoter of non-violence has attained 
prominence. Yet, the expectation that religion is a positive resource for 
peace continues to be generally accepted, as a first and last resort.

Published in Faith in Civil Society: Religious Actors as Drivers of Change (2013), 

Heidi Moksnes and Mia Melin (eds), Uppsala: Uppsala University
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What benefit will readers of this article gain from yet another collection 
of religious exhortations on justice, modesty, charity, and compassion 
that are crucial for peace? When I prepared my oral presentation for the 
conference in Uppsala that preceded this volume, I searched for utopian 
themes in classical Jewish texts that would establish a Jewish rejection 
of nationalism and materialism, which are among the leading causes of 
strife; I issued a Jewish-based call for universalism and socialism that could 
give peace a chance. Sure, “you may say I’m a dreamer” in believing that 
religion could be like that; as things stand now, many would go the other 
way, agreeing with John Lennon that the only hope is “no religion, too.” 
There is the temptation, in response, to play the missionary and try to 
convert readers to my prophetic vision (which I am well aware is anathema 
in the Jewish establishment). However, I believe it may be more useful 
to provide a survey of the pitfalls in inter-religious dialogue in general, 
and particularly between Israelis and Palestinians as I have experienced 
it during the last three decades, so that we understand something about 
how and why the goodwill of participants, organisers and funders has not 
translated into significant results. But first, some general observations 
about religious functionaries and peacemaking.

Religion as inner- or otherworldly 

As clergy, we are constantly tempted to avoid the risk of saying something 
controversial and alienating someone; it is much safer if we dig up an 
obscure text, preferably quoting it in a dead language that no lay person 
in the congregation can understand. As masters of theology, who can 
challenge our expertise, especially when our congregation is neither 
partic ularly learned nor committed to a religious lifestyle? When rituals 
are given higher value than morals, or filling the seats during worship 
times, as opposed to the good deeds that are performed out in the real 
world, religion has clearly made a choice to be marginal in the promo-
tion of good in the world, in favour of the maintenance of social order.

This is not to belittle the calming role of repetitive liturgy, the 
importance of meditation, and the aesthetics of beautiful music and 
architecture that worshipers experience when they come to take part in 
communal celebration. But the salves we place on the soul – as we fill the 
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role of the priest – are morally neutral: they will not deter evil from being 
executed; when this is not addressed and challenged – that would be the 
role of the prophet – religion will have only done half the job. Too often 
do clergy take refuge in their otherworldly status, one which the powers 
that be are happy to yield to them. Heaven can wait, it has been said, 
later there will be time for soul searching, it is never too late to repent.

The big tent and the bottom line 

Global religions (as opposed to tribal ones) imagine themselves to be 
serving all of humanity (thus, the missionary thrust to convert everyone, 
which some religions restrain better than others). The concern for 
all humanity – “We’re all God’s children” – persists, even when the 
activity of a particular religion focuses primarily on those who identify 
with it. However, the degree of commitment shown to the larger circle 
of humanity is often limited when the members of a religion feel their 
needs should come first. When the neediness of the community gets out 
of hand, attention paid to others begins to be seen as disloyalty. Beneath 
the surface of inter-religious activity there is a tug of war on the loyalty 
of the participants: the more they are seen to be promoting the needs of 
their own group, the less suspicion they will be under – and the more 
threatened the group feels in general, the greater their resistance to support 
inter-religious dialogue.

Pacification vs peacemaking: The legacy of Pax Romana 

The three-letter Semitic root S-L-M, which gives us the Hebrew shalom 
and the Arabic salaam, also gives us the Arabic and Hebrew words for 
surrender. Pax Romana, the 207 years between 27 BC and 180 AD, 
during which there was relative tranquility within the Roman Empire, 
was made possible by the repressive weight of the Roman Empire which 
stifled resistance and kept opponents from using violence effectively, 
but would we call this peace? Religion often seems to function, as Marx 
declared, both as “the opium of the masses” and “the illusory happiness 
of the people.” Can we describe a situation characterised by the absence 
of bloodshed as a peaceful one, when it is achieved by force and without 
the preservation of human dignity and the basic human freedoms? Peace 
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implies a positive situation of wellbeing, not only the absence of warfare. 
Religion has been known to serve the interests of the powerful, who have 
enslaved the masses by preaching the divine right of the rulers to rule, 
and the necessity of the downtrodden to accept their subordination; this 
is not the positive role of religion that we will settle for.

In ‘enlightened,’ ‘democratic’ society, clergy who are routinely invited 
to open sessions of Parliament or Congress do not feel the same revul-
sion shaking hands of politicians they would have felt, had they been in 
the company of ruthless dictators whose hands had once been literally 
stained with blood. But today’s religious institutions are just as depen-
dent on the goodwill of rulers as they were in the past, especially when 
favourable legislation or taxation is under consideration. Clergy may find 
themselves caring more about preserving their status and privileges and 
serving Mammon and Caesar than looking after the welfare of the less 
fortunate. The situation is even worse when sectarian politics are involved, 
and religious communities are separated along ethnic or class lines. The 
loss of independence that results when inter-religious dialogue seeks and 
receives the blessing of governments and financial support from bodies 
that are dependent upon them is a very expensive price to pay.

Peace and the Abrahamic religions

Christianity and Islam 

Much is made of religious intolerance which sometimes escalates into 
religious belligerence. The latter phenomenon has plagued all three Abra-
hamic religions: examples include the religious wars of conquest by the 
Israelites recorded in the Bible, those that created the Islamic empires, and 
the Christian Crusades. Right-wing Christian European politicians invoke 
the history of Islamic expansion as an excuse to forbid the construction 
of minarets and the wearing of the hijab, and the notion that neophytes 
sometimes graduate from madrasas to weapons training is not without 
basis. On the other hand, there is also no lack of internal Christian milit-
ancy (eg the Oklahoma City bombing and last year’s attack on Oslo); 
I recall Israeli (!) radio stations playing God Bless America when George 
Bush’s invasion of Iraq began in 2003. Since the memory of religiously 
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inspired wars still pervades the international scene, it would behoove all 
religions to determine whether their ostensible advocacy of peace is under-
mined by teachings that can be used as a basis for territorial or cultural 
conquest, and to neutralise them. Inter-religious dialogue can strengthen 
this demand, when all acknowledge the problem and are encouraged by 
positive moves by the other side. Purists might resent this process and 
see it as an admission of weakness, even fallibility, but it could also be 
seen as a sign of strength, as is every act of self-correction.

Judaism and the Other 

The traditional rubric for interaction with the non-Jewish world, which 
dates back to antiquity, has undergone many changes over the last two 
thousand years, from a time when the Other was assumed to be a pagan, 
through the early centuries of the common era, when Christianity and 
then Islam emerged, first as expressions of legitimate theological varia-
tions of Jewish thought and finally as rival religions, intrinsically linked 
to hostile governments and cultures. 

Throughout history, liturgy and rituals have provided tangible expres-
sion of Jewish attitudes towards Christians and Muslims. When the walls 
of separation began to fall, and Jews sought acceptance into Western 
society in the early decades of the 19th century, certain texts were censored, 
discarded or rewritten by liberal streams of Judaism in order to remove 
traces of antagonism and xenophobia (a famous case of this last option 
being the total revision of Hanukkah hymn Maoz Tzur by leaders of 
the Reform movement in Germany). While more traditional Jews were 
loath to go so far as to change texts sanctified over time, they tended 
to offer new interpretations that dulled the sharp edges of problematic 
prayers that remained in use. In any event, no one imagined that the 
venom contained in those problematic texts and practices could inspire 
intolerant Jewish behaviour; after all, they were a small minority of the 
population interested in being integrated into general society. Zionism, 
however, which began at the end of the 19th century as a fringe ideology 
with few followers and became mainstream after the Second World War, 
was essentially a separatist nationalist movement; what effect would 
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Jewish self-determination in Israel, and increased political power in the 
Diaspora, have on historical attitudes of intolerance towards non-Jews? 

A new Jewish perspective: new needs, new demands

In reality, the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948 has created two 
new Jewish cultures, one in the Diaspora where Jews are never more than 
two percent of the general population but enjoy security to an unprece-
dented degree, and a Jewish culture in Israel that is reminiscent of Biblical 
Israel, where Jews are in the majority and are obsessed with creating and 
maintaining a Jewish society (whatever that means – its definition is 
under constant debate) but are ever fearful of internal and external forces. 
Inter-religious dialogue has undergone significant change since 1948: 
the religious/spiritual aspects have waned, and been replaced by political 
agendas. In the Diaspora, dialogue between Jews and Christians (and only 
occasionally Muslims) has largely become a forum for Israeli advocacy, and 
thus enjoys Jewish and non-Jewish establishment support, while in Israel, 
where the unending violence between Jews and Palestinians has hardened 
attitudes and diminished hopes for co-existence, dialogue between Jews, 
Muslims, Druze, and Christians (respectively 75 percent, 17 percent, 2+ 
percent and 2- percent of the Israeli population) is a Sisyphean effort, as 
ancient Biblical and rabbinical texts are now being used as rallying cries 
for Jewish privilege and to exclude, expel, and persecute non-Jews in 
increasing frequency and vehemence. Inter-religious dialogue between 
Israeli Jews and Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza, who are basically 
under siege by Israel, is almost non-existent. 

What is there to talk about? Two parables

On religion 

Moderator: This is an opportunity to learn about each other’s culture. 
Let’s start with the religious holidays that each of us celebrate.
Ami (an Israeli Jew): Imad, tell me something about your holidays, special 
foods, ceremonies, etc.
Imad (a Moslem, Druze, or Christian with Israeli citizenship – the term 
‘Israeli’ should include all who have Israeli citizenship, but in actual usage, 
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it always means Israeli Jews, since Israel is self-defined as the Jewish state): 
Excuse me, you’re on my foot!
Ami: I’m very curious, I’ve never been inside a mosque.
Imad: Your chair, the front leg of your chair is on my foot!
Ami: Do men and women pray together or are they separated?
Imad: The pain is killing me;
Ami: We Jews have suffered so much throughout history…

On peace and reconciliation 

In the book Country of My Skull by Antjie Krog (1999) the following 
story appears:

Once there were two boys, Tom and Bernard. Tom lived right opposite 
Bernard. One day Tom stole Bernard’s bicycle and every day Bernard saw 
Tom cycling to school on it.

What do we know about Tom and Bernard? They are neighbours and 
school-age boys. Reading this carefully, we realise that it only states that 
Tom goes to school; does Bernard also go to school? How does having a 
bicycle impact on Tom’s life? Presumably, he gets to school faster; perhaps 
it enhances his self-esteem, perhaps it makes him more popular among 
his peers, perhaps he picks up girls. Does the loss of the bicycle keep Tom 
from attending school because school is out of walking distance, or is he 
perhaps so embarrassed that he cannot bear the shame?

After a year, Tom went up to Bernard, stretched out his hand and said,“Let 
us reconcile and put the past behind us.”

The long awaited breakthrough; how did it happen? Did it come from the 
outside? Did his classmates shame him or entreat him? Was it a neighbour? 
Was it something Bernard did or said? Or did something happen inside 
of Tom? What does Tom mean by “[let us] put the past behind us”? 
Presumably, the history of the acquisition and ownership of the bicycle.

Bernard looked at Tom’s hand: “And what about the bicycle?”

For Bernard, the bicycle cannot be separated from its history; seeing 
the bicycle with Tom keeps the hurt in the present (of course, it would 
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be nice to know how Bernard acquired the bicycle in the first place…). 
Bernard responds to the symbolic gesture of a handshake by attempting 
to change the agenda and have his grievance redressed.

“No,” said Tom, “I’m not talking about the bicycle -- I’m talking about 
reconciliation.”

There are allusions here to ‘talking’, and to ‘talking about.’ Talking is a 
start, but it can also run aground very quickly when there are different 
ideas regarding the parameters of the conversation. And there is an 
expectation that there will be action beyond the talk. Tom may not be 
interested in giving back the bicycle, and may believe that by not allow-
ing the conversation to go there, he will be extending his control over 
the bicycle. Are there any circumstances under which words themselves 
would satisfy Bernard (for example, an apology)?

A nightmare of a dialogue 

A European NGO wishing to advance peace between Palestinians and 
Israelis recently made great efforts to develop inter-religious dialogue 
between Israeli and Palestinian partners. After a few years of organising, 
they felt the time was right for a three day workshop they wanted to 
run on the future of Jerusalem. The workshop could have been held in 
a Palestinian hotel in Area C of the West Bank within easy commuting 
distance of Bethlehem and Jerusalem, thus allowing participants to sleep 
at home and reducing the cost of the dialogue considerably. In fact, it 
was held in a resort in a Mediterranean country, which meant that the 
Israeli participants spent two half days of additional travel, while the 
Palestinians spent two extra days to reach Jericho, cross the river, and 
catch flights in and out of Amman, since permits for quick passage via 
Tel Aviv, which the Israeli side enjoyed, would probably not have been 
granted to the Palestinians. The reasoning behind the huge extra expense 
and time investment was that many of the participants would not have 
taken part in a local workshop; what they really wanted was to spend 
some time at a resort abroad.

There were morning and afternoon sessions, each lasting three hours, 
on the three days of the meeting. Aside from the time facing each other 
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across a U-shaped table and speaking through a translator, there was 
hardly any contact between the two sides; there was no mixing during 
meals.

The presentation of one of the Israeli participants centered on the 
Holocaust: his parents had miraculously lived through it, and it was the 
basis of this participant’s Zionism. How relevant was this to the question 
of Jerusalem? While it was an authentic personal reflection that came 
from the heart, it did not engender dialogue. No Palestinian spoke about 
a personal or collective experience of suffering. Some of the Palestinians 
did not speak at all.

Both sides lobbied for their society’s mainstream political position; 
close relatives of one of the participants worked in the government: the 
manner of his speaking was exceedingly reminiscent, in tone, if not in 
content, of a foreign office statement. 

There was a tremendous amount of hostility towards the other group 
during the separate planning session that I attended; why the meeting 
was held at all puzzles me; it seems as if the NGO had to pull it off no 
matter how poor the quality of the discussion would be.

A year and a half later, there has been no contact between members 
of the two sides, even though the hotel in Area C is so accessible. 

In every dialogue I have been part of, some participants have been 
more enthusiastic than others, some have been more cynical or skeptical 
than others. In this dialogue, it seemed that the least enthusiastic pulled 
the rest of the group down and kept anything from happening. As soon 
as the negative tone was set, everyone just went through the paces; since 
there was a minimum of expectations, there was little investment and 
not a lot of disappointment.

A recent article by Noam Sheizaf (2012) concludes with the following 
observation, which may help explain the meager results of the dialogue 
I have been describing:

At the end, I feel that what the recent Facebook conversation showed is 
the futility of any form of ‘dialogue’ at this point in time. As long as the 
political issue remains unsolved, such contacts make both sides more 
angry and ‘extreme.’ The heart of the matter are the issues on the ground 
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– the occupation, the refugee problem – and when these are solved, or 
even when there are some real steps taken in the right direction, I believe 
that rhetoric and ideologies will change too, at least in the mainstream.

References

Krog, Antjie, 1999. Country of My Skull: Guilt, Sorrow, and the Limits of Forgiveness in 
the New South Africa, Vintage.

Sheizaf, Noam, 2012. On Anti-Normalization, Dialogue and Activism, +972Maga-
zine, September 10, http://972mag.com/on-anti-normalization-dialogue-and-activ-
ism/55611 (accessed November 5, 2012)

Author affiliation

Clergy for Peace, Israel


	Faith in Civil Society.pdf
	document-1.pdf



