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We dedicate this book to all Muslims, Jews, Christians,
and others who have devoted their precious lives
to the pursuit of peace and justice
and who continue to sacrifice in many different ways

for all of us.
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FOREWORD

anyonge could acrually see interfaith dizlogue (IFD) as a way forward in

the morass of religiously fueled intolerance and hatred that is the Middle
East. Religions, they say, are a—perhaps #a—major source of intolerance, con-
Hict, and deadly violence in the post—Cold War world, whose dark side is
overpoweringly on display in the societies the authors have selected to study:
Egypt, Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, and Jordan. For exhibit A, one could point
out the Muslim Brotherhood, Hezbollah, Hamas, Islamic Jihad, al Qaeda; for
exhibit B, Gush Emunim, the radical Jewish “Bloc of the Faithful,” who es-
tablished illegal settlements in the West Bank. And for exhibit C, we have any
number of crusading, messianic Americans, plotting behind the scenes, pro-
voking Christian sentiments against Muslims, and bankrolling Israeli expan-
sionism. Indeed, one could argue that anyone whao proposes religion as the way
out of this mess is scarcely less addled than the religious fanatics themselves!

And opponents of dialogue scoff with equal scorn, calling dialogue the
refuge of the weak and irrelevant. They see those who lead or participate in
such efforts as having no clout with the powerful, and ralking across religious
and cultural barriers as a noble exercise but nothing more. Even were the IFD
practitioners to lead their respective “tribes” toward sustainable peace, dia-
logue’s opponents point out, it would take very lictle—a rash of suicide bomb-
ings, 4 hate crime, the desccration of a sacred site-—to wipe our years of so-
called progress. And when the “fact in the field” is something as momentous
as the war in [raq, for example, the political vulnerability of religions and their
would-be peacemakers is cruelly exposed.

Mohammed Abu-Nimer, Amal Khoury, and Emily Welty have heard it
all before, and they remain unconvinced. Indeed, Unity in Diversity ts their
eloquent rebuttal to the so-called conventional wisdom regarding religion
and dialogue. The authors of this groundbreaking comparative study of inter-
faith actors and initiatives in five conflict-ridden societies of the Middle East
conclude, modestly but significanty, that interfaith dialogue is an under-
developed but potentially powerful instrument in the peacebuilder's media-
tion and transformation tool kit.

How did they come to such a conclusion? Without assuming beforehand
that IFD would prove viable, the authors interviewed practitioners in their
disparate culeural and political settings and organizational contexts. In so
doing, they noted and lamenred the frustrations associated with interfaith
dialogue, especially the marginalization of faith-based processes by secular
politicians or non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Even when report-
ing cases where religious actors made progress, Abu-Nimer and his colleagues
wisely caution that IFD alone, taken in isolation from political and economic

T' he skeptics come in at least two varieties. Secularists find it naive that
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FOREWCRD

“Track One” diplomacy, does not provide the antidote to the complex and
overdetermined conflicts bedeviling the Middle East.

Yet these intrepid rescarchers were able to identify patterns of effective
religious interaction and develop plausible explanations for the successful
cases. Several themes suggested or developed by their methodologically pre-
ctse study deserve artention:

L “Dialogue” is a set of practices, not limited to elites or to formal means of com-
munication, which aims to foster long-rerm relationships based in mutual respecr
and caring. Dialogue is thus virtually a form of religious discipline.

Engagement with the “other” is the heart and soul of dialogue; it seeks to
“know the other,” not only or even primarily by exchanging official political
ot doctrinal pronouncements, but by listening and atrending to the “meaning
beyond the words.” Middle Easterners, in fact, seem to specialize in commu-
nicating by multiple means, especially via the religious gesture and religious
language, which speak of, and to, deeper meaning. Religious practices, such
as prayer, hospitality, forgiveness, repentance, and reconciliation, express rev-
erence for the human person. These practices, in fact, are the cultural currency
of the Middle East. They give homage to the God of Abraham by paying
respect to His children.

Religious symbol and ritual, in short, are a form of discourse, a self-
communication that plumbs the depths of human communities. I is this
dimension of human freedom that must be engaged if deadly conflict is to be
deemed intolerable, if peace is to be sustained. Far from being superficial, reli-
gious discourse brings competing sides 1o the heart of the issues dividing their
peoples, and addresses those issues via symbols and rituals charged wich cul-
tural and psychological resonance.

2. Precisely because of religion’s access to the full depth of buman relarions, faith-
based diplomacy is an effective means of democratizing and popularizing otherwise
state- and elite-centered peace negotiations, settlements, and processes.

The literature on contflict resolution demonstrates that it is impossible to
“resolve” a civil war or other long-term violent conflict that has caused pro-
found suffering and displacement of peoples. Such conflicts must be gradu-
ally transformed, a process thar unfolds beyond the solution of specific economic
or political problems. The process must occur, moreover, not only among
politicians and rulers but among working people and the poor—among, that
is, the so-called grassroats.

Rooting negotiations between warring parties in cross-cultural, cross-
religious collaboration establishes the conditions for a genuine peace process.
Interfaith dialogue, the authors argue, is an effective way of building che pop-
ular support and “buy-in" that are essential to the successful implementa-
tion of a peace accord. Fruitfully, they describe the etforts of religious actors
who possess the vision and courage to celebrace the internal pluralism of their
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FOREWORD

own religious tradition and to welcome the diversity of religions in the larger
society. Such leaders are capable of tapping what John Paul Lederach calls
“the moral imagination” of populations victimized by the war. Enlarged by
this moral vision, people are capable of risking the trust needed to embrace
the “other.”

3. The “best practices” of IFD both counteract the negative dimensions of veligion
and dialogue and evoke the considerable peacebuilding capacity present at the
moral and spivitual core of religious traditions.

Whereas religious extremists arrogate to themselves the authority to inter-
pret the complex and mulrivocal religious tradition, effective [FD partici-
pants “speak only for themselves,” write Abu-Nimer, Khoury, and Welty. The
participants’ own experiences of the consoling and healing balm of faith, or of
the efficacy of forgiveness and reconciliation, testify compellingly to the
transformative power of the religious tradition and practice.

Neither do IFD) parricipants presume to embody or comprehend the
entire tradition; rather, they respect its complexity and invite their coreligion-
ists across a spectrum of religious interpreration to join the conversation.

Moreover, the IFD exemplars presented in these pages do not interpret
“dialogue” as an attempt to sort through and reshape particular religious doc-
trines in ordet find common ground or “universals” to which all religions can
give assent. Rather, the common ground established by dialogue is the mutual
recognition of the irreducible dignity of each person, regardless of race, eth-
nicicy, class, or rellglous background. Paradomcaﬂy, however, it is precisely the
religious imagination that opens one’s eyes to the transcendent digniry of
human beings, whatever their path to the sacred.

Interfaith dialogue, in short, is not about reducing the complex, ambigu-
ous, multivocal religious tradition to a lowest common denominator. To the
contrary, it welcomes first-order refigious discourse and acknowledges the
particularity and integrity of each faith tradition. Only when standing before
the other on this solid ground of “untranslated” first-order religious discourse
do religious actors, ironically, exhibit the confidence and courage o employ
second-order language and thus to transcend their particular religious idiom
in murual action for peace.

Far from being itrelevant o the politics of social change, religious peace-
builders are capable of acring as power brokers. Moral agents and prophets,
they are shrewd diagnosticians of a society’s strengths and weaknesses. Indeed,
religious organizations often replace or complement the state in the crucial
task of providing education, health care, emergency relief, and other social
services. The authors counsel practitioners of interfaith dialogue to heed their
keen sociopolitical instincts when structuring the cross-religious dialogue. An
tmbalance of power can shatter the delicate dynamics of political and social
cooperation among faith communities. Accordingly, the core participants of
IFD—religious laity and local clergy drawn from the midlevel range of social
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FOREWORD

and polirical leadership—“must pay careful attention to the location, tming,
participant selection, and other dynamics of the dialogue design.”

Not least among the putative weaknesses of IFD addressed in this study is
the interfaith community’s fragility, seen most dramatically in its vulnerabil-
ity to external events (e.g., the war in Iraq, local riots, inequaliries thar spark
intercommunal violence, and so on). The useful concluding chapters propose
moadels for effective interfaith dialogue—patterns of communication and col-
laboration that can evolve into a lasting social foundation. Each of the soci-
eties studied in this volume, with varying degrees of success, has begun to build
such a foundarion; Abu-Nimer, Khoury, and Welty come loaded with blue-
prints for foundations that will endure the spasms of violence and the dualism
fostered by extremists who seek to divide peoples along religious, ethnic, and
class lines.

In this respect, as elsewhere throughout the volume, the authors skillfully
weave together description {of [FD in the five settings), analysis, evaluation,
and recommendation. The feat makes Unidzy in Diversity a groundbreaking
study —the first of a series, one hopes, of systematic, scientifically sound tests
and demonstrations of the limited but essential role that interfaith dialogue
does and can play in the peaceful transformation of deeply rooted conflicts,
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