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“I saw her

I saw her.

She had dark eyes.

She had light eyes.

She had curly hair.

She wore a scarf over her head.
She had a strange language on her jewelry.

She says Shalom.

She says Salaam.

She has light skin.

She has dark skin.
Her roots are far away.

She reads the Torah.

She reads the Quran.

She goes to the synagogue.

She goes to the mosque.
She prays in Hebrew.

She prays in Arabic.

But her laugh is like mine.…

And the other day I saw her crying, just like I do…

My friends all had told me to meet her…

She actually knows my best friend from high school…
I pray on Friday.

Our roots are intertwined

And one day we realized,
We are on common ground.”


--Introductory speech for “Common Ground in the Holy Land,” Sara Bokhari and Alison Siegel

In May of 2002, the Hillel Foundation for Jewish Life on Campus brought together over four hundred North American Jewish student leaders for an Israel Advocacy Mission.  At that point, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign was one of a handful of campuses seen as hosting the most volatile and hostile environments for pro-Israel Advocacy in North America.  Indeed, the campus had been a difficult venue for Israel/Palestine relations and advocacy for several years.  At a school where the Jewish and Muslim communities are of significant and comparable size, the atmosphere on campus was largely characterized by protests, hate speech, inflammatory chalking of campus sidewalks and buildings, and a divestment campaign.  Fear, hurt and humiliation fueled anger, verbal assault, and the polarization of students sympathizing with either Israeli or Palestinian concerns.  Voices calling for peaceful communication and dialogue were drowned out by those of extremist leaders within both communities.  Jewish and Muslim parents alike began to be concerned about sending their students to the University, fearing that their children would become targets in the campus version of a battle thousands of miles away.

One year later, the scene at the University had done an about-face.  The heated debate on campus had calmed, the divestment movement became nearly non-existent, and Middle East related hate speech all but disappeared from the campus.

Yom Ha’Atzmaut, or Israel’s Independence Day, had traditionally been a favorite day for elaborate protests, with hundreds of angry students demonstrating in droves on the main Quad, the center of campus.  On April 18, 2002, the University of Illinois’ campus newspaper, the Daily Illini, reported that, “While the Jewish community was celebrating Israel’s Independence Day, Palestinian supporters flooded the Quad in protest…  Palestinian supporters… marched through the Quad, settling near Israeli supporters…  They avoided head-to-head protesting but used bullhorns and posters to express… ‘Fight apartheid, colonialism’ and ‘Happy Birthday Israel!  Keeping the apartheid dream alive’ (Dallek).”  The scene on Yom Ha’Atzmaut 2001, when campus tensions were at their peak, was even worse.  On April 27, 2001, the Daily Illini reported:

“Five University police officers stood between students Wednesday on the Quad as a celebration of Israel's 53rd birthday met a vocal protest of Israel's occupation of Palestine.  Calling America a "racist state," Palestinian supporters criticized the United States for its support of Israel. Calling Israeli occupation of Palestine a form of racism, protesters challenged bystanders to join the protest and fight.  Meanwhile, only feet away, students danced and ate in celebration of the 53rd anniversary of Israel's founding…  Protesters set up a fake tomb and said a ceremonial burial prayer to remember Palestinians killed during clashes with Israeli police forces. They also stood on an Israeli flag while they continued to attack Israel and its supporters (Jadhav).”

However, on May 7, 2003, University students enjoyed the first peaceful Yom Ha’Atzmaut celebration in at least five years.  For the first time, students were beginning to understand and respect each others’ viewpoints.

How was such a dramatic change achieved?

Peace movements had been ongoing at the University for quite some time, each gathering small numbers of dedicated supporters but quickly ending in defeat.  Ultimately, these movements would falter and dwindle as their membership grew older and either moved on from the University or became discouraged and focused their energies elsewhere.  One of these efforts was the EPIC initiative in 2000-2001, which stood for Education for Palestinian-Israeli Coexistence.  According to Sara Bokhari, a Pakistani Muslim who was involved with the initiative, “It was very focused on the politics and the history of the event, and history is often from one’s own perspective, so that was very hard to do.  As well as people weren’t very open and honest about exactly how they wanted to have the event to turn out, and so there were a lot of surprises that we encountered, and I think that part of that was that we didn’t really know each other going into it  (Lewin).”  EPIC, while it achieved some mild success in creating connections between the organizers, quickly turned to disaster due to the bias and emotion that are unavoidable for many when discussing these sensitive issues.
Another peace movement is the Bridges Dialogue Group on Middle East Issues (hereafter “Bridges”), which began early in 2002 as an effort to create a space for the crucial conversations and experience-sharing to take place in hopes of opening people’s minds to each other.  Bridges grew from a small cluster of five interested students up to a medium sized gathering of students and community members, and then fell back to a small grouping of frustrated and tired students.  In April of 2003 Bridges voted to temporarily disband until the fall semester, and to adopt a new, more structured agenda in the coming year.  Lauren Kidwell, an American student who is a longtime member of Bridges and one of the organizers, described the decision by saying that, “We realized that we were bringing together people who did not know each other and asking them to speak on a personal level about the very issue most likely to divide them.  We decided it might be more effective to start building relationships between people by helping them learn about each other’s cultures, history, and traditions, and that meant avoiding politics until trust had already been built amongst the group.”  Bridges began meeting again in the beginning of September 2003, with a new focus on building cultural understanding before entering into political dialogue, and this new direction is paying off with a rise in membership and a more cohesive group of dedicated students.

Early in the Spring 2003 semester, the University administration requested my assistance in ensuring that all students would be allowed the right of peaceful expression on Yom Ha’Atzmaut.  I enlisted Sara Bokhari, by now a close friend of mine, as a partner, and a grassroots initiative was born.  Over tea one afternoon, we decided that it was not enough to merely attempt to control the actions and reactions of our respective communities.  Rather, we needed to encourage them to know and understand each other.  Out of this conversation, and because of our belief that no political solution is possible before we reach an understanding of our mutual humanity, Common Ground in the Holy Land (hereafter “Common Ground”) was born.  In only three weeks, we mobilized fifty University students, representative of multiple religious and ethnic communities present in Israel, to create a cultural symposium on Israel/Palestine.  While many people were initially hesitant about our idea, we quickly gathered support after our first meeting.  The students who worked on Common Ground had lots of different reasons for getting involved.  Yasin Ozturk, a Turkish student who organized a booth about Education in the Middle East, relayed the following story about his involvement:

“I got an email asking if I’d like to get involved.  I’d been talking with people about education issues, since I’m in education, and we thought it’d be good to have section on the education in Islam.  The idea of Common Ground, if you’re asking why I was interested in doing something like it, fascinated me.

I was working with globalization issues, and there is something called the Clash of Civilization argument, that this big clash will happen in the future.  There are six big belief systems in the world, and they’re completely different from each other, which will cause a huge clash between them and between civilizations.  Those big civilizations have fundamental tenets and beliefs in them.  For example, the monotheism of the big western religions is very different from the polytheism of most eastern cultures.  The individualism of western cultures, too, is fundamentally different from the communal lifestyles of the east.

In Turkey before I came here, there was a gathering of three scholars, one from Islam, one from the Eastern Orthodox church, and one who was the chief rabbi of Turkey.  They came together to the place of Abraham, and claimed him as a sign for all three religions, and so it started the idea that maybe there won’t be this clash of civilizations if we take care of it, and if we commit to the idea that we can find common ground between us as they did in the place of Abraham.

So I had those ideas before I came here, and so I was ready.  I had also met people who were starting the Bridges Dialogue.  There is an idea in Muslim Turkey to establish a bridge between people and open doors to each other.  If we don’t do this, we’ll have the clash of civilizations.  We live in the same world, and we need to get to know each other, understand each other, and live together.  If we don’t build that bridge, we’re doomed.  If I close my door, and you close your door, we’ll close ourselves off to each other.  But if I open my door, I find the bridge, and if you find it too, we get to know each other, as humans.

In Islam, if you believe something, you have to do something for it.  Otherwise, your belief will fade away.  Gandhi said, ‘You must be the change you wish to see in the world.’  So, I must be the change that I wish to see in the world.  (Ozturk).”

Common Ground volunteers created displays on demographics, arts, religions, social issues, languages, and peace initiatives in Israel/Palestine.  One booth even detailed the community of Neve Shalom Wahat Al-Salam, which means Oasis of Peace in both Hebrew and Arabic (Lewin).  The community is a peace village dedicated to proving that Palestinian and Israeli co-existence is not only possible, but is already happening.

Representatives of the Muslim, Jewish, Christian, and Bahai faiths offered to share songs, prayers, and folklore with each other.  Jessica Cavanagh, an American-Jewish student originally from South Africa, compiled music in Hebrew, Arabic, and English that played throughout the night, taken from student volunteers’ own collections.  A slideshow of pictures from the Middle East ran continuously during the program, organized by Jewish American student Aaron Saposnik (Lewin).
After three weeks of intense preparation, the event took place on Tuesday night, May 6, which was the beginning of Yom Ha’Atzmaut (Jewish holidays begin and end at sundown, and Israeli political observances follow suit), in the Illini Student Union.  Our goal was to re-humanize and de-politicize Israel in the eyes of University of Illinois students to allow true communication and dialogue to take place.   Common Ground encouraged collaboration and dialogue in the planning and execution of the program, as well as amongst attendees.  “The lasting effect of Common Ground is that it gave people a new perspective.  This is the only positive joint event I’ve ever seen that ran without a hitch.  We were able to bring people together to talk together and work together and collaborate, people who normally were avoiding each other’s eyes on the street.  Heck, I’m still seeing people wearing their volunteer shirts all over campus (Bokhari).”  We were successful in establishing relationships between previously warring students that were based on an understanding of personal history and culture, and in creating an atmosphere of understanding and appreciation in the place of prior hatred and anger.  While Common Ground began as a one-time program to address the particular concerns of Yom Ha’Atzmaut on campus, the University may not have seen the end of this initiative.  Early in the new semester, students are buzzing about ways to continue this initiative, asking each other what will be next, and brainstorming new program ideas.

At the University of Illinois, we are learning that true peace will only come when we understand each others’ common humanity.  Savva Amusin, an American-Jewish student originally from Russia and a key organizer of both Bridges Dialogue Group and the Israel Committee at the University’s Hillel Foundation, had the following to say about his experiences with Common Ground:

“More than anything, Common Ground showed the student volunteers the potential that our two communities have for working together.  By itself, the program is only an indicator of the ability that our communities have to come together, support one another, and achieve a common goal; which in this case was showing the beauty, complexity, and wonderful substance of our individual cultures.  It helped lay the groundwork for future similar efforts.  And I hope that such programming continues at the U of I.  Otherwise, Common Ground would have been done in vain.

The point of Common Ground is that it was successful, and now Bridges is becoming more successful.  Ideally the Israel Committee at Hillel will be able to do what it’s supposed to do and what we want to do, which is exploring and promoting the culture of Israel.  So with these two things, we have all this potential building up again, and I think it can definitely pick up where Common Ground left off…  Common Ground was a one time effort, and this can be a sustained effort.  This campus needs a sustained effort.  The conflict isn’t a one time conflict.  It’s a prolonged conflict, and so the remedy needs to be a long term thing.  Common Ground sent the message out there that this kind of work can be done and needs to be done.  It is up to us students now to heed that message and carry it forward, by creating sustained, long term efforts at dialogue.  That’s why I was so happy that Common Ground worked.  From a marketing perspective, any idea needs to be advertised, especially the idea that the Jewish, Arab, and Muslim communities can work together.  You can’t advertise Bridges—it doesn’t work.  It can’t be easily explained or presented.  But something like Common Ground can be advertised.  It’s the perfect way to get the idea out there that these things are happening and can happen, and it’s something that we can always refer back to.  So far it’s been picked up and talked about nationally, in so many campus, community, and political circuits, and dialogue can never get that kind of credit and fame, especially on such a one time basis.  So you need one and you need the other.  Things like Common Ground are landmark and spearhead events that draw attention, so we need those throughout the year, and then sustained dialogue in between (Amusin).”

The Common Ground program serves as ongoing proof that it is possible to bring conflicting sides together in peace and dialogue, and that the connection of the human spirit can triumph over political argument.

In a reading from the Christian scriptures, Lauren Kidwell shared, “If one part (of the body) suffers, all the parts suffer with it.  If one part is honored, all the parts share its joy (1 Corinthians 12:26) (Lewin).”  If the University of Illinois community is considered to be one body, then that body can be the one that she described.  When we remain divided, each part struggling independently, the community as a whole will continue to suffer.  Only when we come together in order to recognize and honor our separate parts does our body, and our community, become one.

In the end, Common Ground has had a larger impact than we ever planned.  At the end of the evening, Sara and I sat down with a friend of ours and his video camera in order to capture our immediate reactions to the evening.  When asked about the communities’ responses to the evening, Sara replied, “I think for at least a lot of people within my own community, they were able to see that it’s actually possible to do something like this and not have it be an in-your-face, I-have-to-scream-my-point-of-view, conflicting type of situation.  A lot of people didn’t think it was possible….  They haven’t seen it work, so hopefully this will start a new trend (Bokhari and Siegel, Lewin).”  As for me, my heart was overflowing with happiness, pride, and joy at seeing the way that people who may never have spoken to each other or looked each other in the eye before had pulled together and put their differences aside to truly search for their common ground in order to make an important and amazing event happen.  People walked away that night with big smiles and warm hearts.  They had had conversations, made connections, started relationships and begun to dialogue.  Burak Okumus, a graduate student who helped organize the technology for Common Ground, said, “This was good for me.  I never before had met people from the Jewish community, or gotten to know them.  I feel now like I know some Jews, that I say hi to them and they say hi to me.  I never had that before, and I think that it is good (Okumus).” The relationship building that occurred as a part of the Common Ground program was a huge step for the University of Illinois community.

And so Common Ground in the Holy Land was a success.  On May 7, 2003, the University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign saw the first peaceful observance of Yom Ha’Atzmaut that the campus has known in years.  Even the Daily Illini, our campus paper well known for its tendency towards inflammatory reporting, had nothing more to report than merely the fact that a Hillel Foundation staff member was painting Israeli flags on students’ arms “during the Israeli Independence Day celebration Wednesday on the Quad (Litas).”  The impact of Common Ground can be accurately summed up by the words of an anonymous contribution to our Expression Board that evening: “Love flows through the air as bearers of peace champion the cause of unity and harmony.  This is the kind of endeavor that brightens the world.  This is the kind of effort that brings happiness to the hearts of our fellow human beings (Bokhari and Siegel, Lewin).”
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