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PARTNERS FOR PEACE: 
Understanding Narratives



THIS STUDY GUIDE is designed for 
four 50-minute sessions based on a 
video that sees the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict through the eyes of Palestinian 
and Israeli teenagers who gathered 
recently for dialogue at a program 
run by the Auburn Theological 
Seminary in New York. The video was 
created by Presbyterians for Middle 
East Peace. It can be subdivided for 
additional sessions or the moderator 
can choose to emphasize different 
texts or exercises. 

Please view the 11-minute video at 
www.interfaithpartnersforpeace.org



Session One: 
Parallel Narratives
Although all individuals construct their own 
personal narratives to explain and understand 
their lives, they are also influenced by the 
dominant narratives of their respective 
societies, cultures, communities, and families. 
For the Palestinian and Israeli youth in 
this video, the narratives that inform their 
respective views of the conflict often do not intersect with the narrative of the other 
side. Rather, these two narratives exist in parallel and often lead to contradictory or 
competing views. The existence of parallel narratives can contribute to the lack of 
understanding between Palestinians and Israelis and may also contribute to prolonging 
the conflict.

The following readings and suggested questions will help us to explore not only the 
ways in which Palestinians and Israelis understand the conflict but also the ways that 
competing narratives influence how we as observers in the West understand the conflict. 

Overview
As an overview of the two narratives, we recommend reading http://traubman.igc.org/
two-narr.htm This is a relatively even-handed description of the two narratives written 
by Dr. Deborah Flick, the author of the award-winning book, From Debate to Dialogue: 
Using the Understanding Process To Transform Our Conversations. From this document, 
we can begin to see how Israelis and Palestinians frame the conflict in their own terms.

Questions for discussion
•	 What are some of the elements of each community’s dominant narrative that the 

Israeli and Palestinian youth use at the beginning of the video? Do they seem to 
change their relationship to their respective narratives throughout the course of 
the video?

•	 How do Palestinian and Israeli youth use the words “terrorist” in the video? How 
do they define “terrorism”? How do we in the West define it?

•	 How might the existence of parallel narratives impact the process of negotiating 
for peace?  How do they impact our understandings and our roles as peacemakers?
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Please view the 11-minute video at www.interfaithpartnersforpeace.org
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Western influences
The following excerpt is taken from A Tale 
of Love and Darkness, the autobiography of 
acclaimed Israeli writer Amos Oz.

In the lives of individuals and of peoples, 
too, the worst conflicts are often those 
that break out between those who are 
persecuted.  It is mere wishful thinking 
to imagine that the persecuted and 
oppressed will unite out of solidarity and 
man the barricades together against a 
ruthless oppressor.  In reality, two children of the same abusive father will not 
necessarily make common cause, brought close together by their shared fate.  
Often each sees in the other not a partner in misfortune but in fact the image of 
their common oppressor. That may well be the case with the hundred-year-old 
conflict between Arabs and Jews.

The Europe that abused, humiliated, and oppressed the Arabs by means of 
imperialism, colonialism, exploitation, and repression is the same Europe that 
oppressed and persecuted the Jews, and eventually allowed or even helped 
the Germans to root them out of every corner of the continent and murder 
almost all of them.  But when the Arabs look at us they see not a bunch of half-
hysterical survivors but a new offshoot of Europe, with its colonialism, technical 
sophistication, and exploitation, that has cleverly returned to the Middle East 
– in Zionist guise this time – to exploit, evict, and oppress all over again.  And 
when we look at them, we do not see fellow victims either; we see not brothers 
in adversity but pogrom-making Cossacks, bloodthirsty anti-Semites, Nazis in 
disguise, as though our European persecutors have reappeared here in the Land 
of Israel, put keffiyahs on their heads, and grown mustaches, but they are still 
our old murderers, interested only in slitting Jews’ throats for fun.

Questions for discussion
•	 How have Israelis/Jews and Palestinians/Arabs felt oppressed by their 

interactions with Europe and the West?

•	 How have Israelis/Jews and Palestinians/Arabs felt oppressed by their 
interactions with each other? 

•	 How does this feeling of victimization contribute to the views of the participants 
in the video?
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How we understand the conflict 
The following excerpt from A History of the Arab-Israeli Conflict by Ian J. Bickerton and Carla L. 
Klausner delves into the ways that we who are not immediate participants in the conflict try to 
understand it and, ultimately, to pass those ideas on to our own communities.

How, then, can the Arab-Israeli conflict be explained?  Is it a 
religious war between the followers of Islam and Judaism in 
which the protagonists are driven by deep-seated suspicions 
and hostilities concerning the divine instruction to each 
other?  Is it an ethnic war between traditionally rival groups, 
reflecting changing demographic patterns?  Is it a war of 
nationalist aspirations in which rival militant nationalisms 
are seeking to establish a state and thereby find their “place 
in the sun”?  Is it a war of self-defense in which a newly 
established state is defending itself against the determination of its neighbors to destroy it?  
Is it a war of territorial expansion in which one state is attempting to expand its borders 
at the expense of its neighbors?  Is it an imperial war reflecting the history of the rivalries 
and ambitions of the imperial states of Europe – and more recently the United States and 
the Soviet Union – in the Middle East?  Is it the inevitable consequence of the disruptive 
process of transition from traditional society to modern state taking place in the Middle 
East?  Or is it simply a series of random, unconnected events that have had tragic and 
unforeseen consequences for all people involved?  

All these elements are present in the Arab-Israeli conflict, but to single out any one of 
them as the explanation for the events that make up the conflict is to oversimplify a situa-
tion that has developed over the past century.  As we shall see, the tragedy of the Arab-Is-
raeli conflict is that it is the collision of two sets of historic and moral rights of groups over 
the same land.  Both portray themselves as victims – victims of outsiders as well as of each 
other’s violence.  The opposing claims differ, of course.  In [David K.] Shipler’s words [in 
Arab and Jew: Wounded Spirits in a Promised Land], “To draw the boldest outline of the 
past is to make Israel’s basic case.  To sketch the present is to see the Arab’s plight.”  

Questions for discussion
•	 How do you define the conflict? How do you think the youth in the video might define it?

•	 Which of the two narratives do you find personally more compelling? Why? How might 
this preference affect your view of the group that you do not find as sympathetic?

•	 Can the church move beyond a debate of the validity of the two narratives or is it 
important, as some pro-Israeli and pro-Palestinian activists insist, that the church pick 
one narrative as the controlling one?

“To draw the boldest 
outline of the past is to 
make Israel’s basic case.  
To sketch the present is 
to see the Arab’s plight.”

-David K. Shipler
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Session Two: 
Influences Of Collective Memory And History

The youth who were participants in this project, both Palestinians 
and Israelis, express a deep longing for safety and security. Each 
individual can point to concrete and tangible reasons that there 
are times that they do not feel safe. Palestinians live with the 
uncertainty of occupation, which means that their daily life is 
often disrupted. For example, they must pass through checkpoints 
limit their freedom of movement; their lives and property may 
be in danger if the Israeli military goes into action in their area; 
and their civil liberties can be restricted. Israeli citizens live with 
the uncertainty of sudden violence, including rocket attacks and suicide bombers. One result of 

this is that they must go through metal detectors and 
bag checks to enter public places such as restaurants, 
schools and shopping areas. And, in some areas, Israelis 
must be ready to head to shelters with only a moment’s 
notice if there are incoming rockets. 

Both sides are also conditioned by the collective 
memory and history of the various groups to which 
they belong: families, tribes, religious groups, peoples 
and nations. These foundational attitudes continue to 
influence profoundly the ways that Jewish Israelis and 
Palestinians understand the conflict.

The founding of the state 
of Israel in 1948 was a 
great triumph for Israeli 
Jews, but Palestinian 
Arabs remember it as 
the al-Nakhbah, the 
catastrophe.
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The founding of the state of Israel in 1948 was a great triumph for Israeli Jews, but 
Palestinian Arabs remember it as the al-Nakhbah, the catastrophe. Read the two quotes 
below and then discuss:

Hagai Horvitz, Palmach fighter and historian: 

In 1947, the Arab National Movement made a radical change in its current 
objectives: no longer would it attempt to block the advances of the “Zionist 
entity” but would make a combined effort, Palestinian and overall-Arab, 
to conquer by force the Jewish-held areas and bring an end to the Jewish 
presence in the country. Indications of this already surfaced when the Grand 
Mufti befriended Hitler. But in 1947, the clear and immediate danger to 
our continued existence here became for the first time obvious to everyone. 
The certainty did not come from some imaginary anxiety, historical or 
manipulated, but from a sober look at the Arabs’ goals as they were expressly 
declared, in official decisions, and in passionate mass propaganda, and above 
all by their actions: the firm rejection of UN partition; the Palestinian attacks 
and massacres of Jews that intensified toward the end of ’47 all over the 
country; and the crowning jewel – the invasion by regular armies of the Arab 
states with armored and tank corps, navy and air force, to eliminate Israel 
while still in its cradle!1 

Salah Khalaf (Abu Iyad), Author:

The 13th of May (1948) will be carved in my memory forever. On that particular 
day, my family fled from Jaffa to take refuge in Gaza. We were besieged and 
the only way to save ourselves was by sea. We set off in what looked like a boat, 
and came under a barrage of gunfire from neighboring Jewish gathering places 
including Tel Aviv . . . . For a boy of about fifteen, the day of departure seemed 
like doomsday. I was overwhelmed by the scene of masses of men, women, elderly 
and young who were swaggering under the heavy weight of their bags or bundles 
heading toward the piers at the port of Jaffa in a saddening clatter. Screams, 
wailing and sobbing were interrupted only by deafening explosions.

As the boat was about to set sail, we heard a woman crying frantically; she had 
just realized that one of her four sons was not on the boat, and wanted the boat 
to return to port to fetch her missing son. But it was almost impossible to turn 
back under heavy gunfire endangering the lives of two to three hundred people, 
including lots of children, packed on the small boat. The brave woman’s pleas fell 
on deaf ears and so she broke down in tears. Then losing control of herself, she 
went over the handrails and threw herself overboard. Her husband failed to grab 
her and he too dived in the sea. Neither knew how to swim and to the shock of the 
passengers who felt paralyzed, they were both swallowed by the sturdy waves.2 

  
1 Sami Adawan, Dan Bar-On, Eyal Naveh, Side by Side: Parallel Histories of Israel-Palestine 
(New York: Peace Research Institute in the Middle East, 2012), 114, 116.
2 Ibid, 149.
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Questions for discussion
•	 From the quote above and from the movie, what would you say are some of the main 

concerns and fears of Israeli Jews? Of Palestinians?

•	 As Americans, what are some of our greatest concerns about our safety and security? 
Can these concerns help to make us more sensitive to the fears of both Palestinians and 
Israelis?

•	 In the video Palestinian teenager Johnny Misleh says “You just can’t have an Israeli best 
friend. You just can’t.” Why do you think he made that statement?

•	 What do you think Palestinians need to feel safer and more secure? What do Israelis 
need?

•	 What do the Scriptures have to say about safety and security?  

•	 In the 1950s the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King said the following: “Men often hate each 
other because they fear each other; they fear each other because they don’t know each 
other; they don’t know each other because they cannot communicate; they cannot 
communicate because they are separated.”  Do you agree with Dr. King?  How do his 
words relate to the video we just watched?
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Map Exercise 
Compare and contrast two maps. One shows Israel as a tiny country surrounded by Arab and 
Muslim countries, most of which have no formal relations with Israel. The other shows Israel in 
relation to the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. The first map highlights Israel’s minority status vis-
à-vis the nations around them. The second map contrasts the unity of Israel with the fragmented 
nature of the area that Palestinians see as their future state. 

•	 How can the exclusive use of one or the other map reinforce the worldview promoted by 
one or the other narrative? 

•	 What are the “truths” that each map can show us about the nature of the conflict?

•	 How can we understand the following exchange that took place between two academics? 
Israeli historian and professor Dalia Ofer and Palestinian/Israeli sociologist and professor 
Aziz Haider on the subject of the 1948 War:

Aziz Haider: After the establishment of Israel, the Israelis continued their propaganda by defining 
the conflict in the Middle East as the Arab-Israeli conflict, as a conflict between states and not 
between two nations [Palestinian and Israeli]. As historians and academicians, you yourself 
contributed to this propaganda by writing or saying that it’s an Arab-Israeli conflict and not a 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

Dalia Ofer: But it was both. It was also with Egypt and Jordan. It was also Israeli-Arab, not only 
Israeli-Palestinian.3  

3 Paul Scham, Walid Salem, Benjamin Pogrund, Shared Histories: A Palestinian-Israeli Dialogue (Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2005), 201-202.



Partners for Peace: Understanding Narratives               www.interfaithpartnersforpeace.org

I NTERFAITH PA RTN ER S FO R PE ACE
10

Session Three: 
Attachment to The Land
Both Israelis and Palestinians have concrete, 
everyday affinities for the land and their homes. 
They also have strong historical and emotional 
attachments that add complexity to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict; both Jews and Muslims have 
lived in the land for centuries. Additionally, the holy texts of Judaism make reference to the 
Jewish affinity for both the land of Israel and Jerusalem, while Islam also makes reference to 
the attachment of Muslims to Jerusalem.

References to the land in holy literature
From the Hebrew Bible/Tanach/Old Testament
Covenant

Genesis 15:7, 15:18-21
Then He [God] said to him [Abram], “I am the Lord who brought you out from Ur of the 
Chaldeans to assign this land to you as a possession.”

On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your offspring I assign this 
land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates: the Kenites, the Kenizzites, 
the Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the 
Girgashites,and the Jebusites

Genesis 17:1-8, 17:18-21
When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am El 
Shaddai.  Walk in My ways and be blameless. I will establish My covenant between Me and you, 
and I will make you exceedingly numerous.

Abram threw himself on his face and God spoke to him further, “As for me, this is My covenant 
with you: You shall be the father of a multitude of nations.  And you shall no longer be called 
Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I make you the father of a multitude of nations.   
I will make you exceedingly fertile, and make nations of you; and kings shall come forth 
from you.  I will maintain My covenant between Me and you, and your offspring to come.  I 
assign the land you sojourn in to you and your offspring to come, all the land of Canaan, as an 
everlasting holding.  I will be their God.”

And Abraham said to God, “O that Ishmael might live in your favor!”  God said, “Nevertheless, 
Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you shall name him Isaac; and I will maintain My 
covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring to come.  As for Ishmael, I have 
heeded you.  I hereby bless him.  I will make him fertile and exceedingly numerous.  He shall 
be the father of twelve chieftains, and I will make of him a great nation.  But My covenant I will 
maintain with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this season next year.” 
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From the Quran and the Hadith and 
Commentaries
Isra (Night Journey) 

Quran 17:1
Glory to Allah who did take his servant for a 
journey by night from the sacred mosque to the 
farthest mosque, whose precincts we did bless, in 
order that we might show him some of our signs.

Hadith and Commentaries
(al-Zamakhshari, 12th century)
There is disagreement regarding the place from which the night journey originated. Some 
say it was the holy mosque of Mecca itself. This is likely since it is mentioned in the following 
account from the Prophet . . .

By God the body of the Messenger God was not missed during the night journey; rather the 
ascension to heaven occurred with the spirit. According to Muawiya, it took place only with 
the spirit. On the other hand, according to al-Hasan, it was a vision which Muhammad has 
in his sleep; yet most traditions stand in opposition to this connection.

The distant shrine; this is Jerusalem. At that time no mosque existed farther away from 
Mecca than the one in Jerusalem. 

(al-Zamakhshari, 12th century)
I was told that al-Hasan al-Basri said that the Apostle of God said, While I was sleeping in 
near the Ka’aba, [the angel] Gabriel came and stirred me with is foot. I sat up but saw nothing 
and lay down again. He came a second time and stirred me with his foot. I sat up but saw 
nothing and lay down again. He came to me the third time and stirred me with his foot. I sat 
up and he took hold of my arm and I stood beside him and he brought me out to the door 
of the shrine and there was a white animal, half mule and half donkey, with wings on its side 
with which it propelled its feet, putting down each forefoot at the limit of its sight . . . 

The Apostle and Gabriel went their way until they arrived at the shrine in Jerusalem. There 
he found Abraham, Moses and Jesus among a company of the prophets. The Apostle acted 
as their leader in prayer. Then the Apostle returned to Mecca and in the morning he told the 
Qaraysh what had happened. Most of them said, But God, this is a plain absurdity. A caravan 
takes a month to go to Syria and a month to return and can Muhammad to the return 
journey in one night? At this, many Muslims gave up their faith; some went to Abu Bakr and 
said, What do you think of your friend now? He alleges he went to Jerusalem last night and 
prayed there and came back to Mecca. Abu Bakr then went to the Apostle and asked him if 
these reports were true, and when he said they were, he asked him to describe Jerusalem to 
him. Whenever Muhammad described part of it, Abu Bakr said, That is true. I testify that 
you are the Apostle of God.
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Questions for discussion
•	 How much weight should we give to religious texts when we are dealing with a modern-

day, political conflict?

•	 What do we mean when we discuss a Jewish “right of return” to the state of Israel? 
Why was this policy instituted? Why do most Israelis (and Jews around the world) still 
believe that this policy is relevant?  What are the problems with such a policy?

•	 What do we mean when we discuss a Palestinian “right of return” to the state of Israel? 
What do most Palestinians feel that this is the most just solution to their refugee issues? 
What are the problems with such a policy?

•	 What do we mean when we bring up refugees of the Arab-Israeli conflict? Are we only 
referring to Arabs who lost their homes in the state of Israel or the disputed territories? 
Or are we also referring to Jews who lost their homes in the states of the Middle East 
and North Africa after the founding of the state of Israel?

•	 If you were responsible for creating a fair and just solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, how would you deal with the following issues:

o Borders

o Security issues

o Status of Jerusalem

o Solutions for refugees

•	 The young people who participated in the 
Auburn meeting must grapple with these and 
other questions as they come to terms with 
their views of the conflict. How can we best 
help these and other Palestinians and Israelis 
realize their hopes for a safe and secure 
homeland?
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Session Four: Conclusions
The conflict between Israelis and Palestinians provokes powerful emotions in those who are 
directly involved in the conflict as well as those whose involvement is more peripheral. Often 
individuals and groups that feel they have some kind of a stake in the conflict are passionate 
and vocal about their support for one side or the other. However, a solution for this conflict is 
not a simple matter of determining that one side is right and the other is wrong. As we have 
seen from the previous sessions, the issues that most be decided before the conflict can be 
solved are complex and nuanced.
 
For those who do not live in the Middle East but still 
want to help both sides come to some kind of resolution, 
it is often confusing to know what the best course of 
action is. This can lead to internal disagreement within an 
organization or a community.  

Some have advocated joining the Boycott, Divestment, and 
Sanctions (BDS) movement.  They advocate for boycotts of 
Israeli products made in West Bank settlements.  They also 
advocate for divestment from companies that sell to the Israeli defense industry arguing that 
such sales perpetuate the occupation.  They feel economic leverages will pressure Israel and 
thereby facilitate a solution to the conflict that brings justice to Palestinians.  

For those who do not live 
in the Middle East but 
still want to help both 
sides come to some kind 
of resolution, it is often 
confusing to know what the 
best course of action is.



Others oppose BDS because it offers a one-sided plan of action that unfairly places the onus 
of responsibility for the conflict on Israel – and because its proponents often do not support 
a two-state solution that respects the national aspirations of both Palestinians and Israelis.  
They point that the arguments underlying the campaign are often inaccurate including that 
Caterpillar Corporation sells weaponized or armored equipment to Israel which it does not.  
BDS tactics, they feel, deepen tensions, particularly with the Jewish community for whom 
such moves are fraught with history, moving us further from reconciliation. 

Another viewpoint calls for positive investment in the 
economy of the Palestinian West Bank. The rationale is 
that economic well-being promotes a desire for peace. 
In a growing West Bank economy, Palestinians will 
see a future for themselves and their children. With 
a stable West Bank economy, Israel will see a viable 
neighbor for itself.  

Proponents of positive investment are finding concrete 
ways to invest in on-the-ground projects in the West 
Bank.  Others are looking to create investment capital that Palestinians can use to start or 
expand businesses.  One sign that investment rather than divestment is a more favorable 
approach can be seen in the peacemaking initiative spearheaded by Secretary of State John 
Kerry. In April, 2013, Kerry announced that a major thrust of U.S. peacemaking efforts in 
the Middle East will involve the economic development of the West Bank.  
 
Having heard the voices of young people from Israel and Palestine in the video, what do you 
feel is the best way for faith leaders and congregations in the United States to be effective in 
supporting peace in the Middle East?
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In a growing West Bank 
economy, Palestinians will 
see a future for themselves 
and their children. With 
a stable West Bank 
economy, Israel will see a 
viable neighbor for itself. 
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