Name of Fellow:  Victoria Lichtman

Host Organization:  Peace Now

Location of Host Organization:  Tel Aviv and Jerusalem offices, Israel

Brief History of Organization: Peace Now was founded in 1978 by a group of Israeli combat officers who composed an open letter to the government of Israel, urging it to persevere in its role in the faltering Israeli-Egyptian peace talks.   The letter received strong support from the Israeli public. Not long after the publication of the letter, an increasing number of Israelis began to unite around the mission of a secure Arab-Israeli peace.  Thus, the interest group Peace Now (Shalom Achshav in Hebrew) was formed.  At its inception, Peace Now centered on the promotion of the principle of an Arab-Israeli peace, consisting of the right for Israel to exist within secure borders and the diplomatic relations with its Arab neighbors.  Peace Now’s mission statement evolved with time, and it began to stress the urgent need to resolve the Palestinian question through the creation of a Palestinian state and an end to the occupation of the territories Israel has occupied as a result of winning the Six Day War in 1967. Historically, Peace Now has always promoted any measures of reconciliation between the two peoples and has been critical of much of the Israeli government’s policies.  In 1982, in the aftermath of the Sabra and Chatila massacres, Peace Now organized a demonstration of over 400,000 people calling for a commission of inquiry into Ariel Sharon’s role as the Defense Minister overseeing the Lebanese Christian Phalangist-backed massacre of Palestinian refugees, when Israel was occupying Lebanon. 

Peace Now’s current endeavors are focused on a variety of activities.  Much of Peace Now’s work is centered on applying pressure on the Israeli government, to modify its policies towards the Palestinians.  Efforts are directed at promoting dialogue between Palestinians and Israelis, in hopes of developing an understanding between the two peoples.  The organization provides a forum for both Palestinian and Israeli spokesmen, sympathetic political figures, grassroots activists and the like, to issue joint public statements condemning collective punishment, and urging a return to negotiations. Peace Now was involved in the recent behind the scenes Geneva Accords as well (an agreement signed by Palestinian intellectual and Palestinian Minister of Information,Yasser Abd Rabbo and former Minister of Justice and current leader of the left wing Yachad party Yossi Beilin, which stipulates a two state solution with East Jerusalem as a Palestinian capital, West Jerusalem as the Israeli’s and with different considerations for sovereignty over the various holy sites).

Peace Now’s latest source of pride is its Settlement Watch project, a new venture which meticulously monitors, protests and publishes the building of settlements in the West Bank and Gaza.  Settlement Watch also conducts studies of settler attitudes regarding evacuation and compensation.  The data is collected through ariel surveys and on the ground fieldwork.  The importance of this data became indispensable when Peace Now’s Settlement Watch Team Organizer, Dror Etkes, was sent as a delegate to present the information to the Near East and South Asian Subcommittee of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, during their recent assessment of Israel’s compliance with The Road Map.  Etkes, on behalf of Peace Now, urged the Senate to press on the Bush Administration to take note of the increasing threat of settlement activity in the West Bank.  Peace Now’s chief concern is to raise awareness among the Israeli public, highlighting the impact of settlement construction on prospects for the formation of a future Palestinian state, as well as the threat posed by the pro-settler lobby.  Peace Now highlights the catastrophic future that would result should Israel continue its retention of the Occupied Territories: the total demographic extinction of Israel as a Jewish state, incorporating some two million Arabs from the West Bank and Gaza.  The message of ending the occupation and evacuating the settlements, for Israel’s own ethical, economic, and ideological sake, is Peace Now’s definitive aim. 

Responsibilities of Fellow: Many of my overall responsibilities were largely administrative in nature, serving as translator and editor for much of the newly posted material on the restructured Peace Now website, which was launched during the first few weeks of my arrival.  As part of my regular hours spent in the Peace Now office, I worked on translating Settlement Watch information into English:  names, locations and descriptions of settlements and outposts, checking to make sure the mapping of the settlement maps recently posted was correct, and so forth.  I continued to assist in the translations of press releases and settlement watch materials, provided editorial help for the website, and some assistance with the activists' conference that was held the next month.   Sometimes I assisted English-speaking visitors, and often tried to work on any other administrative tasks that were needed.  I helped with some of the indexing of an ariel photo survey project, a publication which the Settlement Watch team had compiled.  I also helped run some of the information booths that Peace Now would organize during various public events, such as one during a film festival held in Jerusalem.  These were events when the Grassroots Coordinator at Peace Now’s Jerusalem office, would set up an information booth, containing Peace Now stickers, flyers and brochures, and would distribute the information to passersby.  These efforts proved to be effective measures.  Some of the bumper stickers that were distributed would wind up on the car bumpers of many Israelis, sending out a clear message to that the public is not a silent majority and that many Israelis do support Peace Now’s political message. 

Yet by far the most exciting period of my experience transpired during the first 10 days of my visit.  My first week at the internship coincided with Peace Now’s sister branch, Americans for Peace Now’s (APN) regular visit to Israel.  I spent much of the week compiling information for the visiting staff, and had the opportunity to transcribe details of findings on the World Zionist Organization’s Settlements Division’s involvement in the planning related aid for Jewish outposts in the West Bank, an activity which constitutes a breech of the 2002 President Bush’s administered Road Map (which stipulates Israel’s obligation to dismantle all outposts constructed since March 2001).  Today, there are around 100 outposts in the West Bank, close to half of which have been erected since March 2001(when the current Prime Minister Ariel Sharon came to power).  These outposts tend to resemble caravan/mobile home structures, which are usually organized in clusters, and geographically situated in an area close to a large settlement block.  Many of these structures are inhabited (usually by persons professing religiously backed ideological convictions surrounding Israel’s right to encompass all of the West Bank, or what they refer to as biblical Judea and Samaria), and display the early stages of development of infrastructure work: electricity grids, water towers and paved roads.  In a sense these caravan container clusters are new settlements, created to minimize any uninhabited space between permanent settlements, by creating large settlement blocs encompassing additional land. 

I also attended a tour of the West Bank outposts, many of which are supposed to be slated for evacuation, and I accompanied APN on a tour of settlements, to large settlement-cities such as Ariel, as well as to smaller, less populated settlements to the south, such as Eli and Shilo.  Certain international officials have taken the view that under the Geneva Convention of 1949, which deals with the rights of civilians under military occupation, Jewish settlements in the West Bank are illegal(, since the Convention prohibits an occupying power from populating the occupied territory with its own citizens.  A majority of Israelis do not support the construction or the guarding of far-flung settlements, which requires the exhaustion and endangerment of Israeli army personnel.  Nevertheless, settlement activity does continue, under the pretext of “natural growth”.  During my visit, in August, the Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz published a government announcement allowing for 1000 new tenders for new housing units in existing West Bank settlements(.  Since the start of 2004 alone, some 2,200 dunams of land in the West Bank have been declared state lands,( creating a situation, which is making the prospects of establishing a contiguous Palestinian state in the West Bank very difficult.
This first week was an exciting time, when I was able to accompany APN on many of their meetings and fact-finding missions, where they gleaned information that provided the team with necessary updates.  The APN team would then gather the data, which would aid in their efforts as a lobby group, to convince the American Jewish community of the damaging effects of the continuing occupation. I was fortunate to accompany the group to meetings with various ministers of the Israeli parliament, politicians who were key supporters (primarily Labor party members and some members from the centrist party Shinui) of the current administration’s efforts to push forward with the disengagement plan from Gaza, and of the long-term strategy of dismantling settlements in the West Bank.  I observed meetings with security analysts such as Yossi Alpher, former Director of the Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies at Tel Aviv University, who discussed the ramifications of the withdrawal plan and the future possibilities of evacuating West Bank settlements, of modifying the contentious route of the security barrier, and of the future composition of an Israeli coalition government.  All of these important issues would directly affect prospects for eventual negotiations between the two sides, and the realization of a two state solution scenario.  The group also met with leader of the Labor part and former foreign minister Shimon Peres, to learn of his party’s official stance on the disengagement process and prospects for an near future evacuation of the West Bank.

Accomplishments: In order to deepen my own understanding of the Israeli Left’s advocacy efforts, I needed to study political movements and their ability to influence policy.   I decided to conduct some of my own independent research and to speak to other peace activists, as well as people on the street, both Palestinian and Israeli.  I began by researching my host organization, by contacting Peace Now activists and spokespersons.  I spoke to several long-standing officers in the movement, volunteers who have/had careers as politicians, leaders within NGOs, professors of universities, and so forth.  I asked them direct questions surrounding Peace Now’s stance on various issues, such as the unilateral disengagement plan, refusnik reserve officers (officers who refuse to serve in the Territories), their positions regarding certain IDF policies, and their analyses surrounding the failure of the 1993 Oslo Accords, and the 2000 peace talks in Taba, which sparked the intifada uprising.  Through conversations with activists and spokespersons within the organization, I received additional names of other persons involved in grassroots activism and reconciliation efforts.  

With the help of contacts of family friends and through connections given to me by activists within Peace Now, I began compiling a list of useful contacts:  a professor at Hebrew University who belongs to the Arab-Israeli coalition movement Taayush (an Israeli-Palestinian group that jointly protests human rights violating activities in the Occupied Territories), a 70 year old activist from the International Women’s Peace Service, (a group of women who monitor and report human rights violations in the Occupied Territories), another women activist from Taayush, a few women from Machsom Watch, (a group of some 400 women who witness, monitor and report violations that occur in the over 50 check points that riddle the West Bank).  I visited the Alternative Media Center in Jerusalem, a center run by Palestinians and Israelis, that attempts to provide alternative (left of center) sources of journalism. I spent an afternoon in Givat Haviva, an educational center in northern Israel, headed by a Peace Now officer, Mossi Raz, that aims to provide much needed funds for educational programs in Israel, designed to foster reconciliation among Israeli Palestinians and Jews.  I took a trip to Bedouin centers in the Negev, with the Yachad party group (the Israeli left wing political party) to witness the dire situation facing unincorporated villages, which have no electricity, water, or basic provisions of any sort.   I also visited The Palestinian Peace and Democracy Forum, a Palestinian NGO in Jerusalem, designed to foster reform and sustainable democratic principles in Palestinian society.  

One of the most memorable experiences I had was when I accompanied a Machsom Watch group of women to the Wadi Nar checkpoint, in the village of Sawachre.  Activities at the checkpoint were rather quiet; it was what I witnessed on route to our destination that had a profound affect on me.  As we passed east Jerusalem into the adjacent village of Abu Dis, I witnessed the distressing effects of security barrier.  Here a portion of the barrier, in the form of a wall, cut the village of Abu Dis directly in half, cutting the central highway in two.  Elderly women and school children, passed through a gap where the wall’s construction was halted due to the high court ruling (see section under “challenges”, for more information about this ruling).  Unsteadily they stepped over series of jagged cast aside rocks, rocks which I myself had difficulty traversing.  The Israeli government decided to construct this barrier (consisting of a series of fences, wires and in some cases, 8 meter concrete slabs) in order to prevent the infiltration of terrorists from the West Bank and Gaza, inside Israel.  But to build it in such a way, where villages were cut in two, or farmlands were confiscated, in order to include as many settlements as possible on the Israeli side, was deplorable.  And to witness the uncomfortable sight of elderly women on all fours, climbing down the passageway, was a terrible sight to see.  

Another powerful experience I had was when I visited Palestinian villages with a 70-year-old woman who had dedicated the remaining years of her retired life to activism and human rights monitoring.  On a regular basis, she would drive to various West Bank villages to monitor Israeli Defense Forces’ (IDF) violations and to listen to the complains of the villagers.  I and a few other students accompanied this woman to three villages: Marda, Kief el-Hares, and Hares.  The village of Marda sits on the eastern most tip below the large Jewish settlement of Ariel. The villagers of Marda have had difficulties tending their land, as some olive trees stand between Ariel and Marda, at the foot of the hill on which Ariel sits.  The Palestinian farmers of those trees claim that they are not permitted to cultivate the groves and the shepherds are not permitted to graze their flocks on the hill’s slopes. 

It was difficult for me to listen to the villagers’ complaints, as I realized that due to a conflict of interest between the settlers and the villagers, this issue would remain unresolved.  What was more distressing was the haphazard destruction of some 25 of the trees by the IDF, as a result of an unconfirmed rock throwing incident that took place somewhere within the vicinity of the groves. As olive trees take decades to ripen and to cultivate, I understood the sense of frustration and loss experienced by the villagers, due to this measure of collective punishment.  Another measure included the closure of the single remaining unblocked entrance into the village, blocking vehicle traffic.  Fortunately there was a field next to the road where one could drive through, however I did not understand the security logic of this arrangement, as it was just as easy to bypass this blockade for those needing to do so.  I learned that to follow through with these types of grievances, activists sometimes call the Civil Administration to request an explanation for the IDF’s behavior.  Although at times the complaints are investigated or a sympathetic administrator may take notice, most likely these complaints remain unsettled. I am not aware of what any follow-up by the activist achieved in the Marda case, but this incident made a strong impression on me regarding some of the unwarranted policies of the IDF. 

Challenges:    On a personal level, I constantly waged debates within my soul regarding the morality and legitimacy of each sides’ actions in the conflict.  I knew both sides were to blame for the disintegration into violence.  Through my empirical analyses, I became increasingly convinced that despite my love for Israel, I had to face the unpleasant realization that Israel was guilty of systematic human rights violations.  I felt that many of the Israeli activists were at work largely for this very reason, that they felt that many of their beloved country’s policies have served to be counterproductive to its long term goals. That they could not remain apathetic citizens in light of the never ending cycles of chaos and violence that gripped their nation. 

Another challenge I faced was that of a steep political learning curve.  I had to get up to speed on developments fast, as the quick pace of news events left my mind reeling.   I arrived in the region at a time when the political scene was bursting with activity.  Israel’s disengagement from the Gaza Strip, the fate of the controversial security barrier’s route, and discussions surrounding the possible configuration of a future coalition government, were all topics of heavy coverage during the most recent months.   

Prime Minister Ariel Sharon was moving ahead with his unilateral disengagement plan from the Gaza Strip and several West Bank settlements, his government, taxed under the strain of recent scandals and strong opposition to his disengagement plan, was entering the stages of reorganization.  This reorganization, either in the form of a new coalition government or through new elections, would bear direct consequences on the pace and fulfillment of the disengagement plan, scheduled for completion by the end of 2005.  

The outcome of the International Court of Justice’s ruling on an advisory opinion regarding Israel’s construction of a security fence/wall (portions of the proposed approximately 400-500 kilometer barrier are series of barbed wires and electronic gates, and other portions consist of 8 meter concrete blocks, to be constructed between Israel and the West Bank) was also in the headlines.  Rendering the construction illegal, the ICJ’s ruling, which was dismissed by the Israeli government, nonetheless sparked a flurry of discussion in Israel surrounding the wall’s legality, and the fate of the remaining contentious portions of the fence/wall that were to be constructed around the Jerusalem envelope. The Israeli High Court subsequently ruled that the construction of some 30 km of the barrier around the northern Jerusalem area was to be halted indefinitely and proposed for rerouting.   However public pressure favoring the acceleration of construction of the remaining portions of the wall has increased. The barrier’s harmful impacts on Palestinian lives are well documented by human rights groups. The route at some points juts several kilometers off the 1967 border into Palestinian areas, in order to encompass as many Jewish settlements as possible, thereby cutting off Arab villages from the rest of the West Bank and creating enclave like structures.

I knew that if I wanted to develop a true understanding of peace activism of Israeli and Palestinian groups, I needed to understand the intricacies of each of these developments.  

How the fellowship changed the ideas and expectations I had prior to my departure: The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is one that is exhaustingly complex, and illustrative of the resistant will and determination of peoples’ rightful attachment to land.  The complexity and pessimism surrounding this issue was something that I naturally anticipated, but not to the extent that I experienced.  When an observer attributes the bloodshed to “religious or ethnic hatreds” it is an oversimplification.  It is useless to attempt to determine who is the “rightful owner” of this land.  Palestinians’ and Israelis’ indelible connection to this land cannot be minimized - generations upon generations of Palestinians and Israelis call this place home. 

I wanted to get beneath the headlines and the slogans and to see for myself the difficulties and realities of the conflict as the people who experienced it on a daily basis. I wanted to ask the difficult questions of both sides: the threat posed by extremist Palestinian groups poised for Israel’s destruction, the deliberate targeting of Israeli civilians, the rampant corruption of the Palestinian Authority and Arafat’s inability to provide basic services for his people, the outright disregard by a substantial portion of the Israeli public to the daily sufferings of Palestinians, the discrimination towards Arabs within Israel (there are over a million Arabs living within Israel, as well as Druze, Bedouin and other minorities that hold Israeli citizenship.); the policies of collective punishment justified in the name of Israel’s security, such as house demolitions, targeted assassinations and arbitrary detention, in the Occupied Territories.  I tried to bring up these topics during my encounters with Israeli and Palestinian activists and citizens, but I soon found out that getting answers to such laden questions would not prove to be an easy task.  Unfortunately, I oftentimes found myself bypassing these questions in my bashful attempts to tread safe ground.  

I had assumed that I would encounter some reactions of hostility, as I was an outsider coming in and expressing her opinion about a difficult internal ethnic conflict.  And I knew that I would undergo some emotional duress because of the dismal nature of the situation. Nonetheless, I was unprepared for the confusing situation I found myself in: many Israelis who opposed my political viewpoints, who were jaded and certain of the unfeasibility of any peace with the Arabs, accused me of being naive, brainwashed and dangerously pro-Arab, thereby encouraging the eventual destruction of Israel as a state and the rise of world wide anti Semitism.  It hurt me profoundly that many viewed my efforts and the efforts of organizations such as Peace Now, in this light.   I also encountered a sense of mistrust and suspicion from some Palestinians that I met.  Palestinians who when they learned about my Israeli background, distanced themselves from their initial eagerness to talk to me.  

 When upon my departure, my hometown of Be’er Sheva, Israel, suffered a double suicide attack, and 16 people lost their lives, one of which I recognized as an employee in a government office I visited, my gut instinct drove me to question the immorality of the retaliation policy that I was here to protest.  I still believe that vengeance policies and collective punishment are obstacles to future peace.  As journalist Ron Ben-Ishai states :”Military activity of all kinds and the suffering it causes reinforce the motivation of the non-combatant population to assist terrorism and to enlist in carrying out attacks.” (  It has been precisely this tit for tat mentality that has provided each violent act with the promise of another to follow, the legacy of demonstrating each side’s iron-willed resolve to not recoil in weakness.  In an article in Ha’aretz magazine, journalist Reuven Miran states: “If there is validity to the basic view that occupation, exploitation and enslavement are occupation, exploitation and enslavement, just as murder is murder, there is thus no room for symmetrical analogies that judge the occupier and the occupied, the colonizer and colonialism's victim by the same criteria(.”  I personally believe there is much to be learned from this statement.
How has my motivation for human rights work changed in the course of the fellowship:

During the devastating 4 years of the intifada, over 2800 Palestinians and 1000 Israelis have lost their lives(. The reputation of Israel within the international community has plummeted in light of accusations of gross human rights violations by the Israeli Defense Forces against the collective Palestinian population. The current violent tactics of the Palestinian resistance seem to have actually undermined their national liberation movement, also reflected within world public opinion.  Both publics are tired, weary, and morally exhausted.  Although in the last year or so, casualties on the Israeli side have decreased, believed to be in part due to a contentious 400-500 km barrier that is being built between the West Bank and Israel, Israelis have had to pay a high price in principles in order to resume their daily lives.  

Mainly because of psychological exhaustion and possibly out of the perceived sense of apathy that each side bears towards the other’s suffering, Israelis have become less interested in the price paid for their security.   Reports of attacks on security forces and the endless daily suffering of Palestinians are boundless, yet the use of military action and harsh measures by the Israeli government seem to be a method that many Israelis are accustomed to.  Over the past four years, the IDF has demolished some 3,700 Palestinian homes(: The disruption of villages and communities by the barrier’s route, and the excessive use of precision targeted strikes which result in numerous civilian bystander casualties, are acts which unfortunately seem defensible to Israelis, even if they punish those who are not responsible for aggression.  And one of the most commonly heard justifications for the current impasse in the peace process, is that there is no possibility for a peaceful resolution through a resumption of peace talks when both Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and Palestinian Chairman Yasser Arafat are leaders of their respective peoples.  Sadly this “no partner” excuse has become a self- fulfilling prophecy.   

In this bleak context, it was often hard for me to keep myself motivated and to remain convinced that the activity of these peace groups really pays off.  Nevertheless, behind the scenes negotiations such as the Geneva Accords have proven that there are politicians on either side, committed to a reasonable solution that would result in a long-term peace, and that the main principles of these initiatives could be very well accepted if they were held in an official context.  And the fact remains that the majority of Israelis does not support far-flung settlements in the West Bank, and a clear majority (56%) supports the intentions of Prime Minister Ariel Sharon to unilaterally disengage from the Palestinians, and important step that must be followed through with negotiations.(  

I began to think of the dangers of relinquishing pressure at this initial stage. If the occupation in the West Bank continues long after a withdrawal from Gaza, it would be easy for right wing elements within Israeli society to blame any continued terror attacks on the basis of feeding into the terrorists’ message, by “giving up Gaza” in the first place. How increasingly difficult it would become in even 10 years, to deal with the humanitarian crises in the West Bank, one that easily breeds new recruits for terrorist operations.  I believe that although the situation is dim and that it may take the stirrings of a civil war to evacuate 8,000 settlers from the seemingly hollow territory of Gaza, the West Bank will also soon follow in evacuation.  How soon and to what extent, is the question.  The Palestinian state will finally emerge, albeit with some concessions, and Israel will also remain strong and secure, also despite some concessions.  And this is the future that I hope can be approached more quickly, and with less bloodshed, if the work of moderate politicians, of Peace Now and of other peace groups perseveres in its efforts in educating the Israeli public and encouraging it to support peaceful initiatives.  

Who had the greatest affect on me during my internship experience and why:  Perhaps the most heartwarming moments I had during the course of my experience were during a few honest and open conversations I had during some of my encounters with Palestinians I met.  One such conversation took place during a stroll with a friend in the Muslim Quarter of the Old City in Jerusalem.  The Old City was a favorite shopping and tourist destination, I remember it well from my previous visits to Israel and from childhood trips with my family.  Yet since the start of the current intifada tourism has not only waned in the area, it has virtually disappeared.  Contact between Arabs and Jews, has become tense and has markedly changed in nature from what it was five years ago.  

Relations between Israeli Jews and Israeli Arabs have deteriorated partially because the initifada has sparked Israeli Arab sympathies towards the troubles of their brethren in the Territories.  The intifada had another galvanizing effect in that it also focused attention on the unique plight of Israeli Arabs, many of whom face discriminatory government policies. The streets of the Muslim Quarter and its main flea market used to be bustling with activity, but are now empty with the exception of a few tourist groups.  It is a sad sight to see.    We stopped by a coffee shop owned by a quick-witted and even-tempered Palestinian man who served us coffee and sat down with us for a cigarette.  The conversation began with my friend’s direct style of manner, when he began posing questions, asking our host about his personal feelings surrounding the situation, his family history, and his experiences in the last four to five years.  He began by describing the hardship and discrimination he faced, his imprisonment as a result of his earlier political activity, the dismal economic state of his shop and the circumstances that have forced surrounding shops to close due to lack of clientele, the friends he lost, his return from 13 years abroad to his beloved homeland, and to help his family and friends during the rough period of the last four years.  

I was struck by his optimism and sense of balance, despite the difficult story he told.  I had heard some Palestinians express a deep sense or frustration and disgust for Israel because of their terrible predicament, a fact that I understood, but something that nonetheless also made me hesitant to ask direct, specific questions, as I felt some subjects may prove to be too sensitive.  This man however, was openly encouraging.  He emphasized his remaining friendships with his Israeli Jewish neighbors, his daily attempts to build bridges by sending his children to a Jewish friend for babysitting or by attending joint protests with Israeli Jews.  

He retained a resolve to not let his hatred for an inequitable government taint his perspective.  He remained optimistic about the prospects of his children growing up with Israeli Jewish friends and so forth.  I was touched by the sincerity of his feelings. He hesitantly asked if I shared his sentiments.   I more than reassured him that I did and was humbled by his approach.  We entered into a long side conversation in broken Hebrew where he carefully told me that he personally was tired of the frictions and stigmas that his society and Israeli society perpetuated, that he would remain steadfast in his decision to not give in to the overwhelming sense of mistrust of either side, that he was worried for the recent generations of Palestinians and Israelis who have been fed propaganda and hatred.   I tried to visit him again, but his shop was closed, so I handed a farewell card to his brother and hoped I would have a chance to have another discussion in the future.  I don’t know if our conversations were an idealistic rarity, if they were naïve in nature, but I had heard of similar instances between Israeli and Palestinian peace advocates, who despite their difficulties persisted in their hopeful mindset: A father who lost his two year old son at the Qalandia checkpoint (because he needed emergency care and was not able to get through in time), yet remained a peace activist nonetheless, a father who lost his teenage daughter to a terrorist attack on a Jerusalem street, and began The Parents Circle, a joint Israeli-Palestinian forum of bereaved parents.  It amazed me how someone who had lost so much, remained hopeful in spite of his despair.  To me this was true courage.

How do I anticipate bringing my fellowship back to my community:  I still assist with some editing and translation for Machsom Watch reports, and am planning to contact several individuals in the Twin Cities that are affiliated with peace and reconciliation projects that are managed by some of the advocacy groups in Israel and Palestine.   I feel however that the bulk of my work would be most helpful if I was in Israel, working directly with some of the amazing groups that I met during those months.  After all, it is Israel and Palestine, where the help is needed, where I feel my primary community is, and where I hope to be.  I hope to return to Israel either as a part of a continued degree, or as part of a short-term employment; I hope I will be able to volunteer and be politically active, to become directly involved in efforts aimed at providing a decent life for all of the regions’ citizens. 
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