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Preface

by Daniel Noah Moses

Each night before bed, my great-aunt Sophie
took the teeth from her mouth and put them
in a glass.

When I was a child I spent my sum-
mers at a bungalow colony in the Catskill
Mountains with my grandmother and two
of her sisters. I shared a room with my
great-aunt Sophie. The oldest of ten broth-
ers and sisters, she was born in what is
now Belarus, somewhere around 1900, in
a world without cars, refrigerators, nuclear
bombs, televisions, airplanes, or fear of cli-
mate change. There was no iconic photo-
graph of our blue planet from outer space.
There was no Internet. People in places
without orange trees did not drink orange
juice all year round. An iceman delivered
ice. They ate mostly what was local and in
season. They hovered by the stove in win-
ter and died of diseases that we now easily
cure. Even as a child I struggled to imagine
what she told me each night, while get-
ting ready for bed — about her life, about
the family, the migrations, the tumult, the
radical flux, the gulf between the world
that she was born into and the one I took
for granted — as she took out her teeth,
carefully put them in a glass, covered her
mouth, finished her last reflections, and
turned out the light.

When Sophie was growing up the old
people around her had been born in the
middle of the nineteenth century, in an
environment that we know from Russian
novels. She must have interacted with
wrinkled villagers who had once been
serfs (her grandfather worked for a
landowning aristocrat). When the teenag-
ers of today are as old as Sophie was when
I knew her they will tell stories to children
in a future that we can barely imagine. It
might be a post-apocalyptic nightmare;

perhaps we will be pleasantly surprised.

I follow the headlines about the con-
flicts that rage around us. I live in Jeru-
salem. I work with Seeds of Peace. I visit
schools. I visit colleagues and friends in
homes, offices, community centers, coffee
shops. The headlines can be distracting. It
is easy to focus on the thorns and nettles
that inflict us while the ground shakes
underneath.

I visit a dean at Al Quds University, out-
side of Jerusalem. An elegant Palestinian
man in his early sixties, he takes me out
to his balcony. “When I was a child, “he
says, motioning with his hands, “I walked
these hills. I worked for my uncles, who
owned thousands of sheep. All that you see
in front of you was wide open land” Now
I see rows upon rows of apartment blocks
made from pale Jerusalem stone. Later this
man explains that he is trying to under-
stand his grandchildren in California. He
still kisses the hand of his older brother;
his grandchildren sometimes call their
mother by her first name. When he was
a boy, the men sat in a circle and recited
Arabic poetry by heart; his grandchildren
are more comfortable with hip-hop. “Old
ways are vanishing,” he says, “and my fam-
ily has scattered”

Sandy, an Israeli teacher, speaks with
such depth, pride and sadness, while we sit
on a bus on the way to a workshop in Tel
Aviv. He points with his slender wrinkled
hand to where the orange orchards used to
stretch out in all directions and where now
there are rows of glittering new apartment
blocks. “Close my eyes,” he says, “I smell
oranges.”

I walk with an elderly professor of
German and Yiddish literature past four
undergraduate students as they study for a
large introductory class about the Holo-



caust held in an air-conditioned room with
stadium seating. The professor shakes his
head. Born in Vienna, he and his brother
were sent off to England as teenagers in
the late 1930s and survived. The rest of
their family became part of those statistics
of death: mounds of ash; cakes of soap;
whole worlds of experience, as real and
solid as our own; individual human beings
who left behind eyeglasses and shoes; un-
finished stories; unexpressed loves; shards
of memory; old photographs.

I sit in the El Arub refugee camp on
the road to Hebron listening to stories of
where my Palestinian friends or their par-
ents and grandparents are from in what is
now the state of Israel. The grandchildren
say that they are from the village of their
grandparents—a village that no longer
exists.

There are fundamental, critical, dif-
ferences, and I'm not trying to compare.
These differences matter deeply. At the
same time, whole worlds of individual
human beings, as real and solid as our
own, with cherished homes, farms, shops,
work sheds, cemeteries, are now covered
by national parks and shopping malls
frequented by people who don’t remember
those who, with their children and grand-
children, remain suffering, disempowered
and displaced.

I travel with a Jordanian friend whose
parents are both Palestinian refugees to the
place between Haifa and Nazareth where
her mother’s village used to be. On a hill by
a gas station we find decaying tombstones
and neglected orchards of fruit trees.

I have an Israeli friend in her 70s who
was born and grew up in Egypt. She
recently returned to Cairo and walked her
childhood haunts. “I finally took what I
wanted,” she said, “and left the rest be-
hind”

On a wintry day in Portland Maine,
you will find Somali and Darfuri mothers
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walking across the street in somber hijab.
You will find them with their children
walking through the aisles of the local
Walmart. It is not difficult—in a state
where French Canadians were until re-
cently the most visible minority—to have a
goat slaughtered according to Islamic law.

Faten, the grandmother of my friend
Manal, grew up in an Arab village in what
is now the north of Israel. At the funeral of
her aunt, Faten’s father said to the wid-
ower (his brother-in-law), you have lost
my sister so I will give you my daughter.
Faten was then 14. Meanwhile, Manal’s 16
year old daughter reads Harry Potter and
poetry in English and is comfortable with
American slang; she texts on her smart
phone; this summer she is going to an
exchange program at a private school in
Massachusetts. This girl lives five minutes
by foot from her still vigorous great-grand-
mother.

How many of us, how many of our par-
ents, grandparents, and great-parents have
come from somewhere else? They packed.
They said goodbye. They broke from one
world and jumped into the new. Or they
were pushed. They brought recipes, ritu-
als, habits, stories. They learned to adapt.
How easily homes can change hands or be
demolished. And even the headstones of
cherished loved ones in cemeteries become
hard to read and go back to being just
stone.

What distances covered while staying in
one place. The parents of Deepa, an Indian
Seeds of Peace educator, married across
caste lines. From the perspective of her
mother’s high caste family, eating with her
father (born into a low caste) would cause
contamination. Throughout her child-
hood, when visiting her mother’s side of
the family, her father took his meals at a
separate table.

Because of clumsy categories of “them”
and “us,” we individual human beings lose



sight of other individual human beings.
We draw and redraw the lines around us.
We draw the lines that surround us. We
draw lines that turn into walls.

Armenians look from Yerevan across the
Turkish border at Mount Ararat and yearn
for what they consider theirs. The wars
that rage now in Syria and Iraq are fought
in states cobbled together from the ruins of
the Ottoman Empire. The Zionist pioneers
came from states—the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, the Russian Empire—that have
since vanished. Those lines on the map
are only lines on the map. The Raj (British
India). India. Pakistan. Bangladesh. When
I was growing up, the Soviet Union was a
real place. When Sophie was growing up,
it did not yet exist.

We have covered the ground with
asphalt, concrete and metal. We have dug
out the land and reconfigured the planet;
we have mowed down the trees. We have
terrorized, raped and murdered; we have
built machines of death and mass graves.
During the Second World War, approxi-
mately 19 million civilians were killed.
Between 1939 and 1943 alone about 30
million people were made refugees at the
hands of Hitler and Stalin combined.*

The uprooting and the displacements
continue. The latest refugees escape. We
live in the midst of unseen violence. The
borders change. The adaptation doesn’t
stop. The refugees and immigrants keep
scattering: they keep arriving from some-
place else. Old hierarchies crumble. Bright
colors fade. Demands for equality and hu-
man rights keep rising. We consume more
as resources get continually stretched.
Gaps in wealth increase. There are con-
tinual new beginnings, along with deep ir-
revocable loss. Such are the stories around
us. And yet our openness to these stories
can depend upon who we are and from
where we come from. When I get specific,
when I tell of specific stories—some will

say, why this one and not that one; where
is your bias; what about us?

Through the papercuts and poems in
this book we peer into other words—with
disorientation. The images and poems
tell of childhoods disrupted by historical
events. But what events? These are poems
of refugees and immigrants. But where are
they from? Where are they going? These
are stories of disruption, of conflict and
uprooting. These are stories of violence
and migration, of new beginnings; adapta-
tion; both gain and loss. These are stories
that families share: but what families?
Through this disorientation, we have the
chance to let down our guard. Without
the labels, we can let in our humanity.
What suffering human beings cause. What
suffering human beings endure. What suf-
fering we face and cause; cause and face.
What flux. And yet what hope and love can
be contained in a single gesture or act. The
images in this book grow from the art-
ist's imagination alongside the combined
efforts of a group of unique, wonderful, in-
dividuals who lived together briefly by the
shores of Pleasant Lake. After the curtain
in Portland, Maine, closed, we the per-
formers ate gourmet pizza upstairs. Three
days later, we were again scattered around
our blue planet as it orbits our slowly dy-
ing sun. Yet something precious remains.

*See Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Postwar Eu-
rope, New York: Penguin Books, 2005, pp 13-40.

Some names have been changed.
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Introduction

by Annie Jacobs

“Expressive Arts; Educational Transfor-
mations,” was the name of our course. We
were a group of 35 educators, artists, and
musicians from Israel, Palestine, Jordan,
Egypt, Cyprus, the USA, India, and Paki-
stan. Selected for our interest in the arts
and education, we represented a diversity
of ages, ethnicities, and creative inclina-
tions. As an artist and writer from the
states with experience in the Middle East, I
was thrilled with the opportunity.

The two-week intensive was packed with
experiential learning sessions, workshops,
and field trips where we met and learned
from exceptional leaders in the arts and
peacebuilding. We were also tasked with a
beautiful challenge.

Just a few days in, during one of our
daily Morning Circles, Deb Bicknell, who

Razia Merchav-Donio

had helped to dream up this course with
Daniel Moses, stepped into the circle hold-
ing a poster proudly, as if she were ap-
plauding our imagined accomplishments.
She told us it was already posted around
Portland. It read:
“9 Countries, 35 artists, One Concert.”
That would be us—yes, we were the 35
— and the performance was planned for
the Portland Stage Company in less than
two weeks. This assignment would flavor, if
not dominate, the rest of our time together.
The pre-planned concert was stressful to
many of us, for a variety of reasons. Some
in the group were educators, not perform-
ers. Some were professional musicians who
felt the need to plan and practice exten-
sively in preparation for a concert. A few of



us responded to this sense of overwhelm
by joining the planning team, hoping,
grasping for some way to realize such an
important collaboration.

The planning team was a mix of musi-
cians, theater artists, visual artists, writers,
and educators. We brainstormed together
while sitting in a circle of benches, each
drawing from a unique expertise. We were
joined by Emilia Dahlin of The Transcen-
dence Project,* who, along with Bicknell,
was spearheading the event. For the
concert, Dahlin offered her exquisite skills
as a musician and her vision of music as a
unifying activity.

I approached the challenge as a writer
and editor, and imagined: what if the group
—all 35 of us — could create and perform a
text that would embody the rich array of
voices among us? People liked the idea, and
the theme of a “journey” emerged.

A journey. An exciting but laborious
task. The theater artists and I discussed
how best to collect writing and story
imagery from everyone in the course who
wished to share. As part of a Morning
Circle, we set a few minutes of creative
writing time with the offer of four differ-
ent prompts to choose from. They were:

1. You are on a journey and you come to a
barrier. How will you get across?

2. What is your earliest memory of home?

3. Can you remember a time when you
had to leave your home for another life
somewhere else?

4. What is one thing you would like to take
with you? What is one thing you would like
to leave behind?

A few days later, I offered a writing
workshop in which I shared poems that
make use of memory and the five senses,
and asked participants to close their eyes
to receive the sound, smells, and imagery
of the poems. Participants then worked in
pairs to create writing that reflected one
another’s memories of places that are or

were at one time “home.”

Soon we were sorting through pages of
writing from the two exercises, filled with
rich anecdote and sensory information.
Participants helped to select, translate, and
edit strong pieces. This work would become
the script and outline to our performance.
We chose to remove place names from the
writing, in an effort to weave stories from
different regions into something that could
be a place-neutral, collective journey. The
poetic verse would then be read by someone
other than the original author, furthering a
sense of anonymity.

My biggest concern in the process was
that we would fall short in representing
the entire group in a satisfactory way. But
my colleagues eased that anxiety over lively
breakfast meetings and late-night script
and scene edits. The skill and dedica-
tion of the theater artists as directors and
choreographers of what would become
something of a play within a concert was
awe-inspiring.

So too were the musicians among us,
who practiced so much that I fell asleep
and woke with their songs in my head.
They included: a percussionist from the
Amman Symphony Orchestra; guitarists,
drummers, and singers from Heartbeat;**
an oudist, a violist, and a cellist; and ac-
complished singers and dancers, all who
congealed into a masterful band with a
beautiful set of songs from across cultures.
Before long, many of us were humming
and dancing to these stirring songs, antici-
pating the day when the makers might get
back together to record.

And those who weren’t playing music,
directing, or otherwise working behind
the scenes, became actors, practicing until
midnight several nights in a row, under
the direction of the theater artists. For
some, the idea and practice of acting was
entirely new, surprising, frightening, and
transformative.
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Razia Merchav-Donio

And at the end of the course, within
such a short time of ever knowing each
other, we were ready (or not) to perform
the play and the musical concert for a siz-
able audience in downtown Portland.

Minutes before the performance, having
seen the stage for the first time only hours
before, we stood in a large circle that filled
the practice room. Led by Emilia, we took a
few deep breaths, and joined as a group the
way performers must, letting go of angst
and shortcomings.

The performance itself? Unforgettable,
and a little indescribable. Easier to note the
late bus back to camp: calm singing, quiet
conversation. Tired, but deeply satisfied,
washed-over faces. I believe we succeeded.

Once the concert was behind us, we
continued to dream. As artists, we hoped
that some of what took place could be
preserved. And it has been. Ajay Noronha,
an Indian filmaker, recorded our planning,
practicing, and performance of the concert.
He has since produced a film with this ma-
terial that shares our story in intimate de-
tail. *** Israeli artist Razia Merchav-Donio
had drawn us practicing and playing, and
hung her drawings in the lobby during
the concert. The musicians traveled across
borders for many months to record, and
have just completed their album. I hoped
to find a way to keep the text alive, and to

go deeper into its universal, sensory-based
imagery. And so, I took an x acto knife to
colored paper, and used my imagination.

How to use this book

My intention with this little book is
for the illustrations and text to help you
encounter places, memories, and life
experiences other than your own, yet with
familiar elements. I believe that noticing
similarities across cultures and conflict
areas is an important ingredient to mov-
ing us toward peace. Please share this
book with people of all ages. For infor-
mal education purposes, I have included
creative writing exercises in the back that
can be used for groups of children or
adults in any setting. This book can also
be brought to life through role playing and
drama exercises. Just as it was a script for
our concert, it can be read by members of
any class or group, or used to inspire new
scripts unique to a particular group. Use
your imagination, and let creative writing
be a thread among us. For more ideas, see
Resources on page 38.

A note on the editing process

Most of the text was written in English.
Non-native English speakers were encour-
aged to write in their native tongue, but
many chose not to. “Small Stone” was writ-
ten in Hebrew and translated to English by
a participant. Other than removing place
names and correcting grammar, all of the
text was edited very little from the original.

Credits and Acknowledgements

As this book would not exist without the
performance it is based on, I would like to
acknowledge those who were involved.

Text by the 2012 Seeds of Peace
Educator’s Course Participants:

Ajay Noronha, Almas Butt, Amanda N.
AlHusainat, Ami Yares, Annie Jacobs, Ayala



Cudykier, Deanna Hartel, Gemma Laser,
Ghassan Biromi, Gulan Kripalani, Hadara
Rozenblum, Hadass Aharon, Hagai Aha-
roni, Jihad Sarhan, Julianna Acheson, Lior
Lapid, Lubna AlRayyes, Manar Zimmo,
Marisol Rosa-Shapiro, Mohammed Isleem,
Mohammad Taha Elayyan, Najwa Abbas,
Natalia Kouhartsiouk, Noga Raz, Pam
Cummings, Rachel Talbot Ross, Razia
Merchav-Donio, Reham Ali, Rihab Essawi,
Rina Mesika, Sarah Badran, Shoshana Got-
tesman, Stan Alexander, and Yoram Bitton.

Performance

Music by: Aaron Shneyer, Ami Yares,
Ghassan Biromi, Hadass Aharon, Lior
Lapid, Mohammad Taha Elayyan, Noga
Raz, Shoshana Gottesman, Tamer Omari,
and Tareq Mugpbil.

Editing and script by: Annie Jacobs,
Gemma Laser, Hagai Aharoni, Marisol
Rosa-Shapiro, Natalia Kouhartsiouk, and
Reham Ali.

Choreography by: Hagai Aharoni, Mari-
sol Rosa-Shapiro, and Natalia Kouhartsiouk.

The performance was facilitated by and
also included Seeds of Peace staff:

Aaron Shneyer, Daniel Noah Moses,
Deborah Bicknell, Molly Moses, Rachel
Nagler, Rebekah Steinfeld, Tamer Omari,
Tareq Mugbil, and visiting poet Elana Bell.
Rebekah Steinfeld ran lighting during the
performance.

Throughout the two-week session,
Charlie Murphy and Nadia Chaney of
Partners for Youth Empowerment (PYE
Global) were invaluable facilitators of and
mentors to the creative collaboration and
confidence within our group.

*Learn about the Transcendence Project at
http://www.thetranscendenceproject.org/

**Learn about Heartbeat at
http://heartbeat.fm/

“*Watch Ajay Noronha’s film
“The Elephant in the Room” at
http://vimeo.com/94481061

If any person was missed in these acknowledg-
ments, it was done so unintentionally. Please
accept my sincere apology.

Concert planning committee
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SMALL STONE

[ want to send a message

to the other side of the river
To make a connection
Write a letter

Put a small stone

into an envelope

to send to the other side
Wondering what is there

Wondering of what to be aware



SILENT SCREAM

I had gone there for the first time
Everyone had been so

kind, warm, hospitable

Still: us and them

Supposed to be enemies

Families torn apart

by arbitrary maps

On the flight back, late at night
I looked down
and saw a long, long line of lights

in the absolute darkness

The line started I don’t know where
disappeared who knows where ...

... An unending line of lights

I asked the person sitting next to me
if he knew what it was,

He said “It is the border.

We put lights along the partition.”
Blackness on both sides

and the line of lights — a wall

Like a silent scream
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FIRST MEMORY
Smiling reflection
bathroom mirror

soft, warm, rosy

My earliest memory of home
is seeing my smiling reflection
in the bathroom mirror

as my mom held me

snuggled to her chest

We were soft, warm, rosy
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MY HOME

Small house

Red floors, open windows, open door
A little bundle of toys

A mattress

Play pens

Safe

A colored fence

Blue, yellow, orange, green

Blue skies

Mid-day siesta with grandma

The smell of her sweat

Ice cream, my father’s laughter
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MY HOME

Summer hot air flowing through the window
Sitting under the table

Square, blue

Home cooked food

Smell of watermelon and cheese
Dirty feet

Cold marble floor

Sunset

White clouds

Grown up sounds and baby cries
waiting for their moms to come

Cold orange juice
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MONSOON’S COMING

Eight months of searing sun Then the rain comes, bringing
Everything’s turned a mossy smell to the earth
brackish brown Far down below our 10th story flat

Us waiting, waiting, just

waiting for June kids dance dizzily
mothers catching the rain

to drench us in their gaping mouths

The sky, whole day now, is dark

Clouds roll in from the horizon
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SILENCED

After my father returned from war, we were
sent to a foreign land. While he was away
my little sister stopped speaking

and I began to speak for her.

In our new school, I was standing on a marble
balcony overlooking a playground full of
children. I saw my sister standing alone
looking lost and afraid. I wanted to yell to the
children, “Please be kind to my sister!”

But I was too far away for them to hear.
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NO REAL SUITCASES

After mom got the fake certificate for my
eldest brother

we had to flee as quickly as possible
We had no real suitcases

so we made parcels

and tied them with a rope

and like this we went to the train station

19
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WHAT I WANT TO LEAVE BEHIND
[ want to forget:

The war memories in my heart

The look of fear

in my daughter’s eyes

The smell of blood spreading

over the town

I would like to live in peace

To raise my daughter with

love and care
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THE FIELD

I am on a journey

walking through a field

I come to the end and the only way out

is down a very steep slope

If T can get to to the other side,

I will enter a land where I will never die
I lie down in defeat

and I fall asleep

and dream of a way to cross

23






Of Smoke Rings and Bubbles

(on imagination, learning, and the human future)

Essay by Daniel Noah Moses

1

Blowing smoke rings from his mouth, with
the “nargeela” pipe in his right hand and his
elbow on the table, the eminent philosopher
Jurgen Habermas looks at me with sad eyes
and a crooked smile.

“Perhaps,” he says, “the Intuitive Dog often
does wag the Rational Tail.”!

It takes effort to understand him because
of his German accent and hair lip, because it’s
been an intense day and we are both on our
second large glass of beer.

“Yes,” I say, as he hands me the pipe. “If you
ask me for one ‘take away’ after fourteen years
of work on the ground combining theory and
practice, it is this—that we human beings are
not nearly as reasonable as I had assumed.”

We are in the Jerusalem Hotel, across the

1 Jonathan Haidt. The Righteous Mind: Why Good People are
Divided by Politics and Religion (2012). New York: Pantheon
Books, 2012, p.27

Sarah Badran

street from the buses to Ramallah, a short walk
to Damascus Gate. Habermas opens up a large
hard cover book. “I've been reading what you
gave me. Be more specific: what do you want
me to see?”

“Take a look at this,” I say, pointing to a
place on page 91. Habermas reads: “Conscious
reasoning functions like a press secretary who
automatically justifies any position taken by
the president.”

“And this here,” I say to Habermas, who was
included in a Time Magazine list of the 100
most influential people in the world. They
called him “the sage of reason,” though the
author wrote that Habermas “is often cited as
a sage by people who would rather chew glass
than read his lumbering prose.” 2

In his German accent Habermas reads: “Rea-

2 Time Magazine, April 26th, 2004, p. 109.
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soning can take us to almost any conclusion we
want to reach, because we ask ‘Can I believe it?’
When we want to believe something, but ‘Must
I believe it?” when we don’t want to believe. The
answer is almost always yes to the first question
and no to the second.” * “And yet,” Habermas
says, “this book and others like it are them-
selves presented as arguments, no?”

“Yes,” I say.

“They emphasize the weakness of reason and
how much we operate through intuition. Yet
they appeal to our reason to understand.”

“That’s right.”

“Okay,” says the eminent philosopher. “And
what is the connection between such state-
ments and your embrace of the arts?”

II

At a peace conference in Anatalya, Turkey,
in December 2006, I quoted Habermas in my
argument for how critical it is for people in
conflict to engage directly with one another.
A participant called me “naive” because of my
faith in the ability of people to work through
differences nonviolently. “You are clearly not,”
she said, “from the bloody Middle East.” That
month I moved to Jerusalem to work with
Seeds of Peace.

To understand Seeds of Peace, imagine a
sturdy tent in an environment of intense con-
flict and howling winds. This tent is a haven, a
place where warring sides can meet safely. In
the tent, the opportunity exists to speak one’s
heart and mind to those from “the other side”
and to listen to what is in their hearts and
minds.

A group from one side of the conflict stops
by for coffee. They say to the people who keep
the tent steady and strong: “why spend your
time with this tent? We need you to join our
struggle”

A group from another side of the conflict
stops by for tea. They say, “Why don’t you sup-
port us against them?”

But the tent cannot be pulled in any one
direction. It must remain safe for those who
want to come in from the harsh environment,
where such tents—containers for productive
conflict—are in such short supply.

People inside have the opportunity to rage

3 Haidt, p.91.
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for all who they are, to rage against what they
see on the “other side,” to marshal their facts,
to take risks and exercise courage, to listen,
to build respect and trust, to transform the
conflict into something more productive, more
meaningful, more humane.

Seeds of Peace is a test of Habermas’s faith.
In his magnum opus, he depicts a precari-
ous human future where our technological
development is outpacing our ability to cope.
We have destructive power unprecedented in
human existence.* To navigate such a real-
ity, Habermas puts his faith in the practice of
public reason—the potential of active citizens
engaged in public discussion about the press-
ing issues that matter. The complexity of such
issues is overwhelming. The physical and emo-
tional barriers are high, the radical gaps in un-
derstanding wide and deep. The conflicts that
burn and simmer are embedded in our larger
horizons of understanding—the contrasting
and overlapping “narratives” (what Habermas
calls “lifeworlds”). Systems of the market and
the state shape how we learn, from where and
how we collect our information, what “we”
believe versus what “they” take as a matter of
course. In his work, Habermas explores how,
with the appropriate practice and tools, people
can engage with one another in authentic
democratic ways, confront ideas, perspectives,
needs, that are different from their own, and
figure out how to share this small blue planet.

Teenagers and educators arrive at the Seeds
of Peace International Camp on the shores of
Pleasant Lake armed with facts. Confronted
with challenges to the frameworks that sustain
them—they are shaken. Suddenly what was
taken for granted becomes something to
explore or run and hide from before gathering
the courage to look again. I have seen adults
of all ages act like unruly children. I have seen
sixty year olds cry. It is not easy to express one-
self. It takes bravery to listen. Participants share
a room with one of “those” people. They share
chores, a toilet, the humdrum routines of their
humanity; they listen to one another snore.
Facts, stories, images, that previously bounced

4 See Jurgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action,
Volume I: Reason and the Rationalization of Society and

The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume II: Lifeworld and
System: A Critique of Functionalist Reason, translated by Thomas
McCarthy. Boston: Beacon Press, 1984.



off now get lodged in their souls. There are no
straight paths. Such contact enlarges the scope
of empathy; it makes room for uncomfortable
complexity. What one learns can take years

to flower. Some who remain silent during
“dialogue” pick up a paintbrush, walk together
early in the morning, work on a new curricu-
lum, plan new projects, or put up dry wall for
an art project. Others sit around the fire late at
night until the last embers die down.

III

“What would you say is the purpose of art?”
Habermas asks me as we walk in the park
below the Israel Museum, past the Monastery
of the Cross, built on the spot that the Empress
Helena identified in the fourth century as
where the tree once stood that was cut down
and later used to make the Crucifix.

“First off,” I say, “through the arts, human
beings transform sadness, suffering, pain, joy,
celebration, laughter, love and mundane details
of everyday life into creations that exist beyond
us, that we can share, that enrich our lives.
Through the arts, we communicate; we express
ourselves; we enlarge our perspectives. We
exercise our imaginations.”

“Yes,” says Habermas.

“We are constrained by the shortness of our
lives and extreme limitedness of our experi-
ence. Through the arts we have the chance to
live vicariously. We open up doors to worlds
difficult to gain access to otherwise. Through
the arts, we multiply and deepen our expe-
riences and perspectives. We exercise our
imagination. We enlarge our scope of empathy.
Art can empower us to see the world in new
ways. It can spark within us a sense of different
possibilities.”

“That’s a start,” Habermas says. “How about
some frozen yogurt?”

After we are sitting with our yogurt, up the
hill on Azza Street, he asks: “Do you think that
being involved in the arts somehow makes you
a better, more caring, person?”

“I don’t mean that,” I say. “But I do wonder
about the relationship between imagination
and empathy. Isn’t there an ‘elective affin-
ity’ between the two? If we can imagine more
perspectives, if we can understand one another
and the vast range of needs and ways of being

in the world—does this perhaps increase the
chance for kindness?”

A strawberry sits precariously on Habermas’s
spoon. “Hmmm,” he almost whispers, as he
brings the spoon to his mouth. As a teenager in
Nazi Germany, he was a member of the Hitler
Youth. “Love of music, of art, of literature,” the
aged philosopher then says, shaking his head,
“T'am sorry to say, is compatible with the most
dehumanizing acts of cruelty.”

v

In response, I turn to the wall of my liv-
ing room where there hangs the painting of a
hippopotamus with a micro-bus (or mini-van)
jutting out of his mouth. This is one of a series
painted by Sarah Badran, a participant in the
Educators’ course. You might ask what paint-
ings of wild animals and micro-buses have
to do with the themes we are talking about—
experiential education, cross-cultural under-
standing, civic engagement, mutual respect,
human dignity, empowerment, leadership,
active transformation of the status quo, even
“peace.”

What use is a giant polar bear’s apparent
inquisitiveness about a micro-bus (or perhaps
it’s a regular sized polar bear and a tiny micro-
bus)?

What might we make of a seal twirling a
micro-bus on his nose?

What really is the significance of an elephant
about to squash a micro-bus or a of a micro-
bus pierced violently by a swordfish?

It boils down to imagination. Sarah did these
paintings as a creative response to a difficult
reality around her. Instead of just getting angry
or upset, she created surprising beauty. I smile
when I see these paintings. Through the arts,
human beings transform sadness, suffering,
pain, joy, celebration, laughter, love and the
mundane details of everyday life, into creations
that exist beyond us and that enrich our lives.
Through the arts we communicate with one
another. And by exercising our imagination in
specific ways we can grow stronger.

Inside a museum in Yerevan, Armenia, are
tiny portraits sketched on bottle caps by Sergei
Parajanov, a famous Armenian filmmaker
who did time as a political prisoner of the
Soviet Regime. To me, these tiny sketches are
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grand monuments to the human imagination.
Although done under radically different condi-
tions, I think of Sarah’s paintings of animals
and micro-bus paintings in a similar way.

At this level, the arts—the focused applica-
tion of the imagination—help us to survive
and even flourish in the midst of difficult
conditions. Through the imagination, we are
more adaptable and resilient than we otherwise
might be. Yet this use as a tool for coping and
even flourishing is only part of what the arts,
and the imagination, have the potential to do.

In the conflicts where I have worked, in the
Caucasus, the Middle East, South Asia, the
United States, I have noticed that a dispropor-
tionate number of people who work actively
for a more humane world are involved in the
arts. ’'m talking about visual artists and musi-
cians; people involved in the dramatic arts, in
writing and filmmaking. This is not an acci-
dent. The imagination grows stronger with ex-
ercise. Because people engaged in the arts have
strong and well-tuned imaginations, they are
able to see what does not exist around them;
they are inspired to create what is out of the
realm of possibility for those confined to exist-
ing reality. At the same time, those involved in
the arts are equipped to express themselves;
they are able to depict and project experiences
that can be obscured for others. Through the
arts, they are able to resist the status quo.

For example, the situation between Israelis
and Palestinians is tragic, surreal and full of
suffering. People who persevere are so of-
ten (though not only) involved in the arts.
Among the most inspiring organizations
on the ground are those that focus on mu-
sic, theater and visual art. My friend Aaron
founded Heartbeat while we were both living
in Jerusalem. During that time, in late Decem-
ber 2008 and the first days of 2009, there was
a war, or an escalation of the conflict, in Gaza.
Nobody wanted to talk about “peace.” I used to
walk from Bethlehem to Emek Refaim, a main
thoroughfare in the German Colony, a posh
neighborhood in West Jerusalem (founded
in the late nineteenth-century by Germans
who anticipated the Second Coming), talking
on my cell-phone with my friend Moham-
med in Gaza. I could hear the bombs in the
background. Then I would sit with Aaron, as
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he talked about his vision to make music with
Palestinian and Israeli teenagers.” Through
making music together they express themselves
and engage in dialogue with one another and
the world around them; they resist the status
quo. “The mic is mightier than the gun,” says
their website. Heartbeat embodies what has
taken me so long to understand (and what I
continue to learn)—that we human beings
have a deep range of expression beyond words,
and that learning involves the heart at least as
much as the mind.

About three years later, in 2012, I ap-
proached Aaron about creating a Seeds of
Peace educators’ course focused on the arts;
he said yes. I asked Deb, my friend and col-
league, to work on the design of this course.

A native Mainer with deep roots in the area,
she had an idea. “Let’s do a performance in
Portland,” she said.

At the “Expressive Arts; Educational Trans-
formations” Course, at the Seeds of Peace
International Camp, on the shores of Pleasant
Lake, in Otisfield, Maine, with staff, we had
more than 40 people—Americans, a Cypriot,
Egyptian, Indians, Israelis, Jordanians, a Paki-
stani, Palestinians—working at the intersection
of the arts and education. The course took
place for two weeks at the end of July and the
beginning of August. It was during Ramadan
and the schedule was shaped accordingly. For
those fasting, there was a meal before daybreak;
for those eating there was breakfast and lunch
and snacks in the afternoon; we enjoyed a
big dinner together as a full group at an Iftar
after night fall, which comes late in Maine in
the summer. Participants engaged in a range
of activities: expression through the arts;
hands-on practice in facilitation through the
arts; small group discussions; workshops and
lectures; we did playback theater and yoga;
we went on site visits (road trips); we shared
best practices; we cooked and walked together;
a few learned how to swim. On hot days we
jumped into the lake. Participants struggled
with one another through the arts to express
pain; to listen; to understand. There was
genuine laughter by the shores of Pleasant Lake
and beauty all around. There were arguments.

5 Out of frustration with the political situation, I wrote “Gaza
Needs A Peace Stimulus,” The Christian Science Monitor (January
14,2009); see http://www.seedsofpeace.org/?p=881



Sometimes the questions stung. Assumptions
were overturned. Tempers erupted; hearts were
bruised. Even grownups get growing pains.

As the culmination of the course, participants
created a performance—“We Make The Road
By Walking”—which took place in front of a
packed house on the evening of August 5th,
2012, in Portland, Maine.

The days and nights leading up to the
performance were consumed by practice and
preparations. When the lights turned on to a
full house, what happened on stage was some-
thing difficult to capture with words; when the
curtain closed, audience members got to their
feet in a standing ovation.

I try to describe all of this to the eminent
philosopher Jurgen Habermas as we stand on
Jaffa Road, a pedestrian promenade, next to
a clown waving a long net-like contraption.
When the clown shakes the contraption, bub-
bles emerge and grow into the air. Parents and
children stand with their eyes on the bubbles
and their mouths agape. An