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The Way of the Ear


“The Way of the Ear” is a CD shop on Jerusalem’s Ben-Yehudah Street.  I was there at the end of a two-week Compassionate Listening Project in which I and fifteen other American Jews traveled in Israel and the Palestinian Authority to listen to the voices of those involved in conflict.


Over the course of that time we met with political and religious leaders, activists, and others.  Among the Palestinians who spoke to us were officials of the Palestinian Authority, the religious leader of Hamas, an erstwhile Intifada stone-thrower now engaged in working for reconciliation, families faced with the possible demolition of their houses, and others.  The Israelis included settlers with a variety of political views.   There was an Orthodox rabbi, Menahem Froman, who works with Palestinians (even those in Hamas) for peace, and there was an Israeli couple who are fearful of the dangers the peace process might bring for them, their children and their grandchildren.  We heard Israelis and Palestinians who have been working, often a personal risk, to bring moderation, justice, and trust into the situation.  Overnight stays with Palestinians in Hebron and with Israelis in the West Bank town of Efrat gave us the opportunity to listen to people in their own homes.


Our purpose was not to discuss or debate issues but to listen and to ask questions intended to help the speakers open up to us.  Although some of the speakers began by giving us facts, polemics and doctrines we wanted all of them share with us about their feelings, fears, hopes and visions.  The idea of Compassionate Listening is that people who feel victimized, angry and fearful need to be heard without judgment and without argument.


This approach sounds simple but, in fact, it was difficult.  At most of our sessions we went to the home or office of people who agreed to meet with us.  We began by introducing ourselves as a group and describing our purpose.  We asked to hear whatever our hosts wanted to tell us.  Then we listened.  Whether what we heard was a speech, a personal story, a sermon, or a litany of complaint we listened carefully.  Then we began to ask questions to demonstrate we were interested in knowing more about how the speaker felt and what he or she wished to happen.  In the end we always offered a song of peace and a blessing.


The results were astonishing.  Even political professionals became emotional.  I think some of them had never spoken openly about such personal matters in public.  Once it became clear that we were not there to argue or to judge but only to listen it was as if they had been waiting for the chance to be heard.  The frankness and intimacy of these sessions was even more surprising given the fact that these sessions were videotaped for use in a documentary.


Sometimes the encounter was uncomfortable, even painful.  As a Jew who believes in the ideals on which the Jewish State was founded, I found it very hard to listen to stories of terrible personal indignities suffered by some of the Palestinians.  It was equally hard to hear Jews tell of their doubts of or opposition to the peace process because of their experiences with hostile Palestinians.  On the other hand it was encouraging to know that there are both Israelis and Palestinians who have transcended their suffering and fear and who believe that there is something they can do to make life better.  The work of most of these people is almost unknown outside of Israel/Palestine.  Who would have known that there are many Arab peace groups on the West Bank?   This was reported to us by a Palestinian we met at the offices of the Israeli youth peace movement Dor Shalom (Generation of Peace, which was founded in the aftermath of the Rabin assassination).


One of the most striking things we saw was the similarity of the words used everywhere.  Everyone seemed to be a short-term pessimist and a long-term optimist.  No one not a government official seemed to hold either government in high regard.  Most felt that they were victims and that the other people were the wrongdoer, though some spoke of the wrongs done by their government or their people.  Each had a vision of peace.  Each felt that there was a way both peoples could live in peace and security.  There were many different visions described, ranging from a complete separation of the two peoples to the idea, expressed by Rabbi Menahem Froman, that there could be two states each occupying the entire land both claimed.  


We did see the negative side.  There was a shooting incident in Hebron right outside a window where we were meeting.  Arab children threw stones at us inside the Old City.  No Israeli government official would meet with us because we were meeting with Sheikh Yassin and were scheduled to meet with Yassir Arafat (which did not happen due to scheduling problems).  Sheikh Yassin and some others defended the use of violence.  One settler plainly believed she would never be safe so long as Arabs lived nearby.  


Even so, we enjoyed warm hospitality on the part of both Arabs and Jews.  Palestinians living in dire poverty did everything they could to make us comfortable and even those Israelis who distrusted our motives or our program welcomed us.  


One incident stood out.  Due to a series of misunderstandings in Gaza our group found itself standing between a contingent of Palestinian policemen, assigned to us for our protection, and a group of Israeli soldiers from a settlement we had approached.  Once the two armed groups realized there was no threat they suddenly became young men who happened to be carrying assault rifles and wearing uniforms.  They engaged in friendly conversation and in the end formed a joint convoy to accompany us through the area.  For me, this moment demonstrated the truth that all antagonists share a common humanity and that all conflict can be resolved without violence.  Once fear is replaced by trust and alienation by familiarity all differences can be bridged.


Our group remains in contact, mostly by email.  Future Jewish Compassionate Listening Projects are likely to take place and the documentary is being made (Donations are needed to help complete that part of the project.  If you can help, contact me at JPF).


My host in Efrat, a religious American-born Jew who has lived in Israel a long time, made a telling comment.  He noted that the ear, the organ with which we listen, is also the organ that provides us a sense of balance.  I think this is the essence of the Way of the Ear.

