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This Interfaith Mission was a result of discussions between me and Ambassador Dino Djalal of Indonesia more than a year ago. We began to imagine together, how religion might be transformed from a force of division and conflict in the world to a force for peace and reconciliation.  

It is no surprise that we quickly turned our eyes to the Middle East. As the birthplace of the three great faiths of the Western World, there is no place on earth where religion plays a more central role. The question of course is whether that role will be a constructive one or a destructive one. 
Although we were in the region for only six days, we saw, heard and even experienced how much distrust, hatred and intolerance exists in this region. The Minister for Islamic Affairs in Jordan accompanied by Christian leaders who claimed to be committed to interfaith work spouted the most hateful accusations about the state of Israel and chose to quote the most racist statements emerging from Jewish extremists, as if in their own country there were not examples of equally racist and hateful expressions if not actions. It was a stark contrast to the moderate tones that their own king, King Abdullah II, has used to advance peace in the Middle East. 
We also heard testimony of Muslims and Christians who are finding it increasingly difficult to get permission from the Israelis to travel to Jerusalem to worship at their Holy sites. And two American-Muslims from our own delegation faced demeaning and insensitive treatment from Israeli border patrol, giving us some sense of the experience that Palestinians face every day. 
But we also met faith leaders and civic activists of great vision and courage. Rabbi Michael Melchior, the founder of Mosaica: Center for Inter-Religious Cooperation and a former member of the Israeli Cabinet, is working together with Dr. Abed al Rahaman, the Secretary General of the Muslim Council of Religious Leaders in Palestine to moderate the views of extremist religious leaders. We met leaders of Neve Shalom/Wahat al-Salam which for over 40 years has created a model community of Jewish-Palestinian co-existence, including a School for Peace that has trained thousands of youth and teachers to help create a humane, egalitarian and just society.  And we met with leaders of Parents Circle/Bereaved Families Forum who have lost loved ones in the conflict but who have turned their anger and loss into constructive work to advance peace and reconciliation. 
While many of the American faith leaders in our delegation have had some exposure to the Middle East, this was a new experience for our colleagues from Indonesia. Indonesia does not have diplomatic relations with Israel and it was clear that many of the Indonesian delegation had less than favorable opinions about the Jewish state. For them the trip required a traverse of several thousand miles as well as one of cultural and historical assumptions. One illustration: After going through Yad Vashem, Israel’s museum of the Holocaust, one Indonesian delegate said to me: “Now I get it”, in other words, he now understood in a way that he previously could not, why Jews felt so strongly about creating a place that they could call home. Yet another Indonesian delegate asked: “The Holocaust was perpetrated by Europeans; why do the Jews now do the same thing to Palestinians?” 
In the American context, such a statement would be considered outrageous—lacking historical accuracy not to mention sensitivity. But this religious leader was not a bigot. He was simply a product of a culture and society whose media and academic establishment had portrayed Israel as nothing more than a tool of colonial powers inserted into a region of the world to which they did not belong that then proceeded to displace and oppress the native Arab population. Some version of this view was widely held by our Indonesian colleagues when they entered into Israel just this past Thursday night. I know that every one of them has a view of the region that is far more informed and nuanced today. Ambassador Djalal, along with Dr. Nassarudin Umar and 
Dr. Slamet Effedy Yusuf, deserve credit for doing what so few leaders in the world do today—have the courage to cross over a great divide to learn about and better understand the “other” so that that “others” are no longer demonized and seen as the enemy but rather seen as children of God with their own noble aspirations.
I believe that Jews and Palestinians in the Middle East have much to learn from the example of our Indonesian sisters and brothers. In a desire to protect their citizens from terrorism, Israel has built all kinds of walls—concrete, electronic, checkpoints, surveillance, etc. They have brought about a complete separation between Israelis and Palestinians who live in the Palestinian Authority. Neither Israelis nor Palestinians are legally able to do what we did twice this week—sit in the home of the other, drink coffee and hear personal stories that turn the “other” into a person. Even within Israel, the society is structured in such a way that there is virtually no opportunity for Jews and Palestinians to meet as equals. The multi-cultural school at Neve Shalom/Wahat al-Salaam was a remarkable exception to what is otherwise the norm of separate and, mostly, not equal schools in Israel for Jews and Arabs. 
I am a deeply committed Zionist. I told the group last night that my deepest wish is that they go home no longer thinking that Zionism is a dirty word. It is the ideology that allows my Jewish heritage and history to enjoy contemporary expression in a sovereign nation-state called Israel.  

Since the year 70 of the Common Era, when Jews were driven out of Israel by the Romans, the Jews were a people with a rich religious and cultural heritage but without a land or a common language, except for the Holy tongue of Hebrew. Governments of Israel come and go. Some I like; some I dislike. But similar to most Jews around the world, everytime I walk in the land of Israel I feel a deep connection to the history of my people and its highest aspirations to create a society that fulfills the most ethical and noble aspirations of the Hebrew prophets, prophets named Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos and Hosea. It is the vision of those prophets that needs to guide all the people who currently reside in the Middle East. It is a vision of bridges and not of walls. 

All of which brings me back to the main purpose of our Interfaith Mission. In the last decade, policy leaders have come to recognize the critical role that religion can play in current political reality. It is impossible to meaningfully engage any country in the world without a deep respect for the religious and cultural heritage of the people who live there. For more than 60 years, a just solution to the Middle East conflict has eluded the greatest statesmen of our time. Perhaps it is time for a different strategy. Let us call it the Abrahamic Peace Plan. 
Professionals who work in the field of conflict resolution know that you need to help the parties in dispute to peel back the layers of their difference until they can find some common ground on which both parties can agree.  In the Middle East, that common ground is our common ancestor Abraham. Abraham did not build walls. He built wells to sustain all those around him with life-giving water. He did not exclude anyone from his home, opening all four flaps of his desert tent so that any wayfarer, coming from any direction, would feel welcome and share in his hospitality. Even when confronted with the most despicable evil in the Biblical period, the sadistic crimes of the people of Sodom and Gemorrah, Abraham pleaded with God to spare the city. That is why we are taught that the core character trait of anyone true to the Abrahamic tradition is “compassion.” 
No peace plan will ever work in the Middle East until there is a wholehearted commitment to get Jews and Christians and Muslims to come together to recognize that the core values they share from the Abrahamic tradition transcends political ideologies, flags, national anthems and even geography. They must be educated in the same classrooms, play music together in the same bands, join hands in launching social action projects to help the most vulnerable in society, visit each others’ places of worship and then go back to each others’ homes to drink coffee and become friends. 

I have the greatest respect for those of you who have committed your lives to public service to the United States. This country has the ability to play a crucial role to advance Middle East peace. Perhaps our Interfaith Mission may pave the way for Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim democracy, to play an equally critical role to broker a peace agreement in the region. But the road to peace will only succeed when hundreds of thousands of people coming from different sides of the conflict come face to face with each other to realize that their hopes for their children are the same--a world of peace, a world of prosperity, a world of human dignity, and a world of equal rights. It is part of the Abrahamic vision that we share. And this is also where we, national faith leaders from two of the world’s largest democracies, stand ready to be of help. 

Political solutions have failed. Let us try a new strategy, one that goes back to the faith of our common ancestor Abraham who realized his destiny with a journey to the Promised Land. Start with that, and peace will follow. 
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