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The Interfaith Encounter Approach

The Interfaith Encounter Approach was developed, by the Interfaith Encounter Association (IEA – www.interfaith-encounter.org), as a transformative self-educational working tool for the building true and sustainable peace and coexistence in the Holy Land, while focusing on the grassroots human level and including many and a wide variety of people from all parts of the political and religious spectra (i.e. going beyond the regular, 'peace oriented' people who usually take part in this process). In the process individuals and communities interact, many times for the first time, in a deep and positive way. This interaction encourages its participants to profoundly acknowledge the humanity of the other and replace prejudices and fears by mutual understanding, respect and trust.

The interfaith encounter approach has four key characteristics: 

(1) emphasis on personal dialogue; 

(2) discussing religious issues or religious aspects of issues; 

(3) meeting each other as individuals; and 

(4) permission to express any opinion but in a non-offensive way.
The most efficient way to achieve the desired transformation is not through preaching or theoretical study but through experience and direct dialogue. Therefore, the main focus of IEA activities is not on joint listening to learned lectures, but on direct conversations between participants in small groups of 10-12 people, which will give maximized opportunity for participants to speak sincerely and freely with each other.

The Interfaith Encounter Approach is a very powerful tool in order to achieve this transformation. Truly open, and interactive, interfaith dialogue has three important qualities that contribute to its success: 

(1) It invites participants, whether religious or not, to come to the encounter with "the other" from a faith-related existential perspective, a deeper place in themselves; 

(2) It helps reveal many similarities between the religions – in faith tenets, customs and spiritual considerations; and perhaps most importantly: 

(3) Within the safety of  its framework many differences are found and accepted without being perceived as threatening.  

Through the process, participants are exposed to the religious model of "Both are the living saying of God", that encourages plurality, by actually practicing it. In this process the participants are self-educated to accept and respect the other as 'an other' – with the similarities and with the differences.  As a result, spontaneous relationships develop that would be impossible outside this process, and the participants carry them back into their lives, homes, families, communities, and workplaces.

The IEA works in 4 geographical focuses:

(1) Within Israel: it encourages and supports the formation and maintenance of on-going community-groups that bring together neighboring communities.  These groups develop inter-communal relations of friendship on the one hand and respect for the unique identity of each community on the other hand. They are both examples for the larger communities that such relations are possible and growing islands of such relations, with the vision to eventually include the whole communities. To date we formed 17 such groups – from the Upper-Galilee to Eilat;

(2) Between Israelis and Palestinians: it works in cooperation with 7 Palestinian organizations, from across the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, using the same approach. So far we realized 14 weekend retreats (starting as early as 2002) and a special prayer vigil in Nebi Samuel;

(3) In the Middle East: it works in cooperation with additional organizations in Egypt, Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, Tunisia and Turkey. Until now we held 4 annual conferences, mostly in Amman, Jordan;

(4) The world: it encourages the formation of "Friends of IEA" groups, which both help financially to support IEA's work in the Holy Land and maintain parallel dialogue as part of the dialogical response to the conflict we promote.
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