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Mrs. Michal Zak

President Nichiko Niwano, members of the board
of the Niwano Peace Foundation, Ladies and Gentle-
men:

Shalom Alekhem,

Our country is small and divided. We are a culture
with two peoples, two languages, and three religions.
East meets West and in the midst of all this are
people, Jews and Palestinians, who live side by side,
and yet worlds apart. The conflict between the two
peoples have kept hatred, mistrust, anger, and resent-
ment on high levels, and left little room for justice,
friendships, cooperation and trust.

Abed has spoken briefly about our educational
work with young children. Through the School for
Peace in Neve Shalom/Wahat al-Salam we also con-
duct dialogue workshops for students and adults, Jews
and Palestinians, from all over Israel. Here the partic-
ipants share their experiences, feelings, and thoughts,
and learn from each other about their needs and
dreams. This is usually their first chance to sit side by
side, be together and talk. We are two peoples who
have a lot to talk about. Our histories touch at very
painful points, and in our every day lives we are
dependant upon each other.

When the Jewish and Palestinian groups talk, it is
not long before they start to argue about the past, and
soon they reach our mutual father Abraham, surprised
to see how similar our symbols are and how deep the
conflict lies. They are usually surprised at how easy it
is to just sit and talk—how interesting and natural.
But it is far from easy. Each one of them hesitated
before coming, wondering whether it is worth it,
whether anyone will listen, and whether they are
doing the right thing. The meeting point between Jews
and Palestinians in Israel is a painful point. It is a
process filled with anxiety, anger surprises and hope.
Thousands of Jewish and Palestinian youth have gone
through this process in School for Peace programs
since they began, 14 years ago. They meet, talk, learn
from each other and explore new possibilities that will
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suit both sides.

The School for Peace does educational work in a
country where emotions play a major role, where
political processes are not only in the newspapers, but
on our streets and in our homes and families. We are
a small society, torn, and not at peace. The encounters
are peaceful. They are full of energy and life. But they
are like our name—an oasis. A time for dialogue. The
dialogue between Jews and Palestinians can not be
simple, because the reality in which we live is not
simple. We at the School for Peace encourage the
participants to open wounds, to speak from their
hearts, and to explore new directions without
disregarding reality, without turning our backs to the
past and without trying to erase our differences.
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Each side in this conflict perceives itself as the
victim, and is surprised to learn that the other side
feels the same. Each side claims it suffers the most, is
the most just, and the most moral. How hard it is to
discover that the words we use have different, some-
times opposite meanings. “Independence” for the Jews
means “defeat” for the Palestinians. “Freedom
fighter” for the Palestinians means “terrorist” for the
Jews.

The School for Peace gives its participants an
opportunity to experience an intensive, meaningful
encounter, which enhances a humanistic outlook on
group relations, and develops the ability to understand
the conflict better, and to act in it with strength.

Our lives in this Jewish-Palestinian village have
contributed to our understanding of the difficulties of
the encounter. We use our experience to help facilitate
dialogue between Jews and Palestinians for whom the
encounter is usually their first opportunity to speak
with each other. The dialogue we facilitate is based on
equality and stresses the contribution of each sub-
group and each individual to the success of the proc-
ess. The participants are the real heroes of the School
for Peace.

I would also like to share with you some of my
thoughts as a Jewish woman and mother about what
it is like to live in NS/WAS.

I am proud to be a member of our community,
and proud that I had the courage to make such a
choice and do something small, symbolic, and mean-
ingful. The decision to come to NS/WAS was hard
because it is a decision that I made for my children as
well, and the questions are great. Is it the right way to
bring children up? No one has tried it before. Will they
be confused about their identity? Will they feel iso-
lated? Is it fair to impose my questions and reserva-
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tions on my children? I myself had doubts about my
ability to cope, to make a difference, to push new and
daring democratic ideas in our society, and yet stay in
touch with my own people. It is important to me to
work within the establishment and that our work be
received as legitimate by it. For this reason it is very
meaningful to me that the village has recently
received official recognition by the State, the School
for Peace is recognized and recommended by Israel’s
Ministry of Education, and our primary school now
stands a good chance of receiving state recognition as
well.

One of the things I learned living in NS/WAS—
and I now teach in the School for Peace—is that it is
not possible, nor is it our aspiration, to create a utopia
and escape from reality. Each one of us carries his or
her personal and national realities wherever we go,
and we must understand it and make peace with it.

I am no different from other Jewish women, and
not special in any way. I too feel that Israel is my
country. I too feel connected to my Jewish culture. I
grew up with stories of my parents and grandparents
immigrating from Eastern Europe and North Africa
to the land of their dreams. I too fear “the Arab” as
one fears an enemy. But I made a decision to build
something new from my experiences, and to build it
together with my neighbors, the Palestinians, knowing
it will mean compromising, sharing, and giving things
up—but also knowing that it is the just way.

I join Abed, Bruno, and our many dedicated co-
workers and friends in Neve Shalom/Wahat al-Salam
in thanking the Niwano Peace Foundation for its
support, and for seeing us as partners in a common
struggle for peace and justice.
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