DRAFT

March 24, 2002

EZEKIEL’S PLACE RETREAT CENTER

  GLOBAL FORUM ON:

RELIGION AND CONFLICT IN THE MIDDLE EAST: PERSPECTIVES ON THE 3 MAJOR FAITHS

(Saturday, April 12, 2003, 9 – 3:30 p.m.) 

CONTEXT

There is general consensus that the lack of progress in attaining durable peace in the Middle East, especially the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, is one of the most important global issues.  This conflict is further complicated by the spread and threat of terrorism involving the Al Qaeda network, and now the war on Iraq. While there are varied underlying causes of these complex conflicts, there is a growing awareness that there are important linkages between religion & conflict involving the 3 major faith perspectives. 

There is a need for better understanding the nature of these linkages for more informed dialogue, advocacy work, and policy decisions.  While there are many individual participants in the US, there is a role for community-level groups to better understand these issues, and for such participants to use their “spheres of influence” to share these insights and promote appropriate responses.  It is recognized that addressing these complex issues will require a complex political and international process; in the meantime, there are merits for convening community-level dialogues which can be facilitated by informed “experts” having varied perspectives. 

Over the past 10 months, Ezekiel’s Place Retreat Center, has been convening a series of  community-level forums on the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, as part of EP’s vision of promoting peace, justice, renewal, and reconciliation.  While EP is a Christian retreat center, these global forums require inter-faith participation and a willingness for participants to learn from one another, with the aim of better understanding appropriate responses. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE FORUM  

The main objective of the forum is to have a meaningful and informed dialogue on the relationship between religion and conflict in the Middle East: perspectives on the 3 major religious faiths (Christianity, Islam, and Judaism). The resource speakers will also address selected aspects regarding the current war on Iraq, especially some of the implications on the middle east peace process.  A secondary objective is for the participants to explore appropriate responses to these issues, beginning from an individual level, and then to explore responses involving the relevant church and/or other organizational affiliations of the participants.

WHEN AND WHERE:  Saturday, April 12, 2003, 9 – 3:30 p.m. (includes morning coffee/tea and lunch), at Ezekiel’s  Place Retreat Center (Hedgesville, W. Va). For further information on EP (including our Newsletter under Activities and directions), please visit our website (www.ezekielsplace.com). Now that spring is here, participants will be able to enjoy the serene and outdoor environment of EP. 

COSTS/CONTRIBUTION:  To help cover the costs of the forum (including lunch, snacks and materials), each participant is requested to contribute $15.

RESOURCE SPEAKERS

We are very fortunate to have 6 excellent resource speakers to facilitate our dialogue. Below is a brief biographical profile on each of them. Other forum participants will also serve as resource persons, as they share from their rich and varied experiences.

Main presenters:

(1)  Roy Hange:  He has served for ten years in the Middle East in the areas of education,development and peace-building under the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), in the countries of Egypt, Syria and Iran. He established MCC's program in Syria in 1991 and worked there for six years as MCC country representative in the areas of education, refugee relief, writing, peace-building, hosting delegations and interfaith and intrafaith dialogues. 
Roy served most recently in Qom, Iran where he and his wife Maren participated in interfaith dialogue and peace-building sponsored by the Imam Khomeini Education and Research Institute and Mennonite Central Committee.  They were the first Christians to ever live in Qom and participated in interfaith dialogue with clerics there while studying Islamic and Persian languages. Roy's main interest is in peace-building and conflict transformation in contexts where religious identity is the main element of contention. He is currently a clergy in Charlottesville, Virginia, convener of the Charlottesville - Albemarle Clergy Association (interfaith) and an Interim Associate at Eastern Mennonite University's Conflict Transformation Program. 

Roy writes frequent articles, based on his research.  For a recent article relevant to the topic, you may wish to see:  Occasional Paper for MCC - "Curtains of Fire: Religious Identity and Emerging Conflicts" www.mcc.org/respub/occasional/24.html
On April 12, Mr. Hange will make a presentation on the following topic:  “Religion and Conflict in the Middle East:  Nexus of a Triple Bind”

(2) Samir Khouri:  A Palestinian Christian, from Jerusalem, and a well known specialist on Holy Land sites and tours.  He speaks to many groups in Israel, and is currently in the US speaking to various groups on aspects of the Middle East conflict, with a special focus on Jerusalem. For the forum, Mr. Khouri will address the forum’s topic, with special emphasis on the religious significance of Jerusalem from the perspectives of the 3 major faiths. (Note:  Further details will be added to his bio sketch as they are obtained).

Other Resource Speakers/Participants:

(3) Dr. Shahab Siddiqui:  From Pakistan, a Muslim, resides in Hagerstown, Maryland, and works as a medical doctor. Dr. Siddiqui an active member of the Washington County Inter-Faith Group, which has organized a number of community-level dialogues. See their website:       He will share his perspectives from the Muslim perspective.

(4)
Adina Friedman: An Israeli, currently completing her Ph.D. at George Mason University, ICAR. She has served in the Israeli military, and for many years has worked on projects involving Palestinian, Israeli, Jordanian and Egyptian cooperation in fields of education/academics, culture, development, environment/health, refugees, and peace & coexistence. While in the US, Adina is active in peace-building dialogues, working closely with Palestinian colleagues.

(5)
Husam Jubran:  Palestinian, currently working on his Masters Degree at Eastern Mennonite University (Conflict Transformation Program). While in Palestine, Husam worked as a guide for religious and political tours in Palestine/Israel. He is also active in several nonviolent resistance initiatives.

(6) Yaron Shukrum:  An Israeli, he is currently working on his Masters Degree at Eastern Mennonite University (Conflict Transformation Program).  He served in the Israeli military for 6 years, as an intelligence officer.  While in the US, he is involved in middle east peace-building dialogues.

(7) Father Eliseo Mercado:  A Filipino (from Mindanao) and Catholic Priest, he is currently a Fulbright Scholar at Georgetown University (Muslim –Christian Understanding Center). Until recently he was President of Notre Dame University (Cotabato, Mindanao). He continues to be peace mediator/advocate in Mindanao, and chairs several grassroots peace advocacy groups. 

Participants:  There will be about 20 participants at the forum, representing varying religious, cultural, and professional perspectives (including representatives from peace-advocacy groups based in the Washington D.C. area).  Given the limited space available, especially considering that we are very fortunate to have the above listed knowledgeable resource persons, participants are being invited, and are requested to reconfirm their participation not later than March 27, 2002. We recognize that the forum is being held on the Jewish Sabbath, due to the availability of the resource persons.

�  For example, there was an insightful article in the New York Times Magazine (3/23/03) regarding one of the key intellectuals which has influenced the establishment of Al Qaeda.  The writer (Paul Berman) states that the “roots of Al Qaeda are not in poverty or in anti-Americanism, but in Sayyid Qutb’s ideas about how Christianity went wrong and how martyrdom (of Muslims) could change the world” (through conflict).
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