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From Rio De Janeiro, Brazil, I'm Suzette Grillot, the Dean at the University of Oklahoma's 
College of International Studies. Welcome to World Views at CIS. Today's conversations on 
World Views feature issues related to the Middle East and particularly to Palestinian and Israeli 
relations. First, my discussion with Ari Roth, artistic director, at Mosaic Theater in Washington 
DC. The conversation highlights the recent Voices from a Changing Middle East festival that 
completed a national tour and experienced an outstanding run at the University of Oklahoma’s 
Fine Arts Center. 
 
So there you had a Palestinian and Israeli from the region who were bringing their own personal 
experiences and they're up to date reporting from what's happening there. 
 
I will then talk to Lee Gordon, executive director of American Friends of Hand in Hand, a 
project of the Center for Jewish Arab education in Israel. Hand in Hand brings together 
thousands of Jews and Arabs, and six schools and communities throughout Israel to facilitate a 
shared society through education. 
 
Outside of the walls of the classroom, we've created a whole program which we call Shared 
Communities in which we now have upwards of 2500 Jewish and Arab adults who come together 
for regular community programs. 
 
Ari Roth... welcome back to World Views. 
 
Well it’s great to be back in Oklahoma. 
 
Well it's been several months since you were with us before, and we had such a great 
conversation then. But you came back because there was this collection of plays and 
performances that you were part of this weekend, a festival Voices from a Changing Middle East 
and in our previous conversation a few months ago, we talked about social justice theater, social 
impact theater, the way in which you can use theater and the arts to address really important 
social issues. And in particular in the Middle East, in particular, the Palestinian Israeli conflict. 
And we just spent an entire weekend, three performances. It was an amazing experience, I saw 
every bit of it, and attended all of the discussions and talk backs after the performances. But will 
you just tell us a little bit about this festival, some of the details and kind of why this festival and 
why these pieces. 
 
Well it was actually four performances, three productions, and God knows, five or six classes 
too. So this was a complete immersion in the life of Oklahoma University’s theater students and 
International Studies students who were taking advantage of this very special opportunity that 
we’ve frankly never done ourselves before, which was to experience plays from three different 
perspectives in one weekend and by different perspectives we're talking about Muslim 
Palestinian perspective in I Shall Not Hate, a theatrical adaptation of the memoir by Dr. Izzeldin 
Abuelaish performed by Roshan Abbas a Palestinian Israeli actor performed in Arabic and 



Hebrew with English third titles. And we saw a concert presentation, which is to say, a very 
beautifully performed staged reading of Sir David Hare’s Via Dolorosa performed by Jonathan 
Tintel, reflecting a Christian outsider British perspective of someone who goes for the first time 
to Israel and Palestine, and then writes about how it transformed him. And then we had a 
screening of what was a theatrical show that I commissioned 10 years ago, and then presented at 
Mosaic Theatre as a full production and now is a film that's award winning on the festival circuit 
on its own empathy tour called Wrestling Jerusalem written performed by Erin Davidman 
directed for the screen by Dylan Kussman. So that play reflected a Jewish American perspective 
on processing the conflict and a journey that the author artist takes to the territories to Israel, to 
Ramallah and Annapolis and Hebron and undergoes a series of transformations. And it's really 
the most spiritually inquisitive of the three projects. So there it was, all three plays and film, all 
of which had extraordinary conversations afterwards, both curated and facilitated by students 
like Hannah Grillot, a dramaturgy student in the BFA program who put together a student panel 
for the second performance of a discussion of I Shall Not Hate we had a half dozen other 
dramaturgy students participating and facilitating breakout sessions In our Peace Cafe forum we 
had from the international  studies school, we had two very distinguished discussants. You can 
remind me. 
 
Samar Shehata, Charles Kimbell actually from religious studies, Samar Shehata from 
International Studies. Yeah.  
 
And they provided really powerful insights in reflecting on Wrestling Jerusalem. And then we 
had an artist talked back after Via Dolorosa. We were really exploring the many different ways 
in which you can process a play in conversation with an audience of students, faculty and friends 
from Oklahoma City and from Norman itself. 
 
The reason why this is such a remarkable experience and line up, and the way in which you've 
described it even it just reminds me of how remarkable it was, because like you said, all of these 
different perspectives, including students and faculty and artists, and then just grappling with the 
substance, the Palestinian Israeli conflict and Jewish Arab relationship, so the substance, but then 
also the amazing, beautiful style in which these things were presented, that the incredible one 
each of them, one man plays, but presented in such different ways. And particularly the film 
because the film wasn't just a play on film. It was partially a play on film, but it was also very 
theatrical and feature film like and amazing. 
 
But it was ambitious and its structure of having three different principle locations: a theater, a 
dressing room and the desert in which a full performance was being sort of interspliced, 
interconnected, brilliantly, put together to show both a public performance, a very private 
performance, and then sort of an existential meditation of text and nature colliding together. So 
yeah, the film is a remarkable piece of art. So I agree with you. What was amazing is we were a 
delegation of six traveling artists, a stage manager, an incredible assistant director, who was also 
a translator and a translation projections operator, Sevanne Atsmon, Israeli but trilingual, who 
was working together with Roshan Abbas so there you had a Palestinian and Israeli from the 
region who were bringing their own personal experiences and they're up to date reporting from 
what's happening there. And so that influenced the discussions as well. The discussions weren't 
just academic and distant, they were reflective of lived experience. And boy, the audience really 



appreciated that. I think what made the weekend hopeful was the triumph of art in bringing 
painful and difficult matters to the fore and making them be felt and educating an audience in 
Oklahoma that admittedly was very, very far away, and many of the students felt themselves 
quite ignorant about the issues walking in, but they felt quite connected to them as they were 
leaving the performance and the discussion, and they wanted more. They came back for more 
and they left hungry and engaged. So all of that is the triumph of art and the hope that the next 
generation of people who are tuning into the issue and who have been attuned to issues of 
embracing the narrative of another, the importance of hearing somebody else's story in order to 
grow, and they embrace that as a sort of universal value. And they see that as a recipe, as an 
ingredient for building a bridge to mutual recognition, to working on conflict resolution. 
 
One of the things that really struck me through this whole experience, and you just noticed it 
here, the triumph of art and addressing painful and difficult issues is that we do that collectively 
in the theater. Right? We're not just separated. I think actually Aaron Davidman, the brilliant 
writer and an actor in the Wrestling Jerusalem play and film said at one of the evening events 
that what we do in the theater is we all come together to connect on these things. We aren't 
disconnected by them and looking at them on our various boxes and screens, but we're grappling 
with them together and finding a way to embrace all of the discomfort. And I kept hearing people 
constantly being uncomfortable. And I think that's often the road block, even dealing with a lot 
of these issues. 
 
Well, I think being together, experiencing together, processing difficult issues together and 
disturbing, disruptive issues here, we are a group that is not engaged and talking about the issue, 
and we disrupt the disengagement by forcing people to listen hard and potentially to choose 
which side are you on? Are you on the side of defending one particular position or are you being 
asked to drop some of your defensiveness and absorb some new findings. When you're together 
and you emerged from something with a sense of something has to be done. The status quo is 
unacceptable. A continuing occupation is extraordinarily difficult to envision another 50 years of 
this, another 50 years of people living in refugee camps with bare subsistence, how do we create 
a road towards repair? How do we ensure mutual existence? So being together, we activate a 
kind of political will, and that's what's amazing. It's like you're not just touching individuals, 
you're building a sense of consensus that something must be done and that however you go out 
there, you're going out as an audience, not just to wander hither and yon, but this is a group of 
students who can say, what are we going to do next? And I think that's very exciting to be 
introducing this material to faculty who are educators, educators like you and others who saw 
Wrestling Jerusalem. Some said, we'll buy that movie because it is such a great teaching tool. 
And there are so many subjects to parse out from that dense and rich work of art. And so we can 
use the work of art to inspire a new group of students. 
 
At the end of every conversation over the weekend, you pretty much would end with the kind of, 
you know, we’d have a conversation about hope and how we feel about moving forward. What 
do you have to say about this issue of moving forward? What do we need to do 'cause you just 
like you just said the status quo is unacceptable.  So then what? 
 
These voices, these works of art that trigger responses are themselves their own campaign. They 
are very nuanced artful way of re-engaging people who've been disconnected, who've put the 



issue of the Middle East conflict on the back burner. The peace talks have broken down. There is 
no engagement politically at the upper echelons right now in moving towards the solution. The 
movement is going to have to come from the bottom up. People are going to have to insist on it. 
The artists of Israel and Palestine they have to mobilize to create change and they are doing so. 
We are bringing over the artists from Israel and Palestine who are still idealists, who are still 
fighting the fight against tremendous political opposition. We are keeping their hope alive, we 
are keeping their light lit and bringing them here, and we are forming a kind of international 
coalition to re-engage and to bring about new hope in that way. Hope of talking to each other, 
hope of having the difficult conversations and moving towards solutions, resolutions, 
compromise, and a better future where we're engaged and not in silent corners. 
 
Alright, alright, thank you so much for being here at not only today, but this weekend for these 
wonderful productions for all the work that you do back home at Mosaic Theater Company. 
 
We're going to educate a new generation of young people, and we may create a new generation 
of diplomats, of interlocutors, of people who can have the conversations to bring everyone 
together. 
 
Absolutely. Education is the way. Alright, thank you so much Ari. You've been listing my 
conversation with Ari Roth, artistic director of Mosaic Theater in Washington DC, about the 
recent Voices from a Changing Middle East festival, and the ways in which theater and art can 
facilitate empathy understanding. For more information about Ari Roth and Mosaic Theater, or 
to leave a comment or ask a question about this show. Visit our website at CISWorldViews.com. 
Coming up, my conversation with Lee Gordon, executive director of American Friends of hand 
in hand a project at this center for Jewish Arab education in Israel about how schools in Israel or 
bringing together thousands of Jews and Arabs to facilitate a shared society through education. 
Lee Gordon, welcome to World views. 
 
Thank you very much for having me. 
 
It's a pleasure having you here, and I've really been looking forward to this conversation because 
you do work that I find so fascinating and so important as the co-founder and executive director 
of American Friends of Hand in Hand, a school for Jewish Arab education in Israel. But before 
we get to that organization, your organization and the work that you do, can you just tell us a 
little bit about what took you down that path word? How did you get to working in Israel and 
trying to bring Palestinian and Israeli children together to learn together. 
 
Sure. Well, I'll start by saying I'm Jewish. I grew up in Portland, Oregon, where I live now, and 
almost by chance. I spent a year in Israel, my junior of high school in Israel. I wanted to spend 
year abroad, and my father found out about a one-year program I went to. And the way best to 
explain it is that Israel got into my blood. It's a predominantly Jewish country. I felt very 
connected. I'm 61. This was a long time ago... this was 1972-73. I learned Hebrew. I became 
quite fluent in Hebrew. I came back finished high school early, went back to Israel, lived on a 
kibbutz, a communal farming community for a year and a half. And then after I finished college 
in the United States in California, I moved to Israel. My trajectory was really set. I was 
connected there and I wanted to move there and I ended up spending 20 Years living in Israel. I 



grew up in a kind of activist family, and my parents were active in the Civil Rights Movement 
and in the movement against the war in Vietnam. And so I think I inherited or grew up with 
those kind of values of social justice, political values, and in Israel the prime conflict or thing 
that needs to be resolved is the Jewish Arab, Israeli Arab, Israeli Palestinian conflict. And I 
sought out avenues to get involved. I participated in and then led for several years, a dialogue 
group at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, where I was doing my master's degree that brought 
Arab Israeli and Jewish Israeli students together in a context with it was very little contact 
between those to communities. And that propelled me, I think, to really focus on issues of 
building partnerships at the grassroots level among young people, Arab and Jewish. In 1990s, 
when the peace movement was in a very sort of optimistic stage, it was when the Oslo Peace 
Accords were signed. Bill Clinton oversaw the signing on the White House lawn with Palestinian 
President Yasser Arafat and Prime Ministry’s Yitzhak Rabin of Israel. We all believed that piece 
was at hand, and then a few years later, things started to fall apart and I sought out a way to have 
an impact with something that could have an impact and succeed. And I saw the diplomatic side 
of things was really falling apart and I, together with an Israeli Arab colleague, we founded Hand 
in Hand, and our goal was to create a model in the public school system in Israel that would 
bring Palestinian Israeli children, and Jewish Israeli children together. People often forget that 
even though Israel is seen as a Jewish state, 22% of Israeli citizens are Palestinian Arab and 78% 
or Jewish, and yet they lead highly segregated and separate lives, very little opportunity to come 
together. And we felt that schools would be a wonderful vehicle, not only for great education, 
but to build this kind of partnership and bridge because the school system was completely 
segregated. 
 
So this issue of failing diplomacy. This country got into your blood. This issue got into your 
blood, but then you also recognized that diplomacy isn't necessarily going to make it work. That 
state governments aren't really going to solve this. 
 
I think even if diplomacy did work, I think you still need to really create a sustainable sort of 
piece. You need to have peacemaking at the grass roots. So one factor among many in... I think 
the failure of the Oslo Accords was the fact that it was really top down and there wasn't enough 
of this partnership building between Palestinians and Israelis. Palestinians didn't see this sort of 
fruits of this process. They didn't see any dividends. Even though I was involved in bringing 
teenagers together from the West Bank, Palestinians and Jewish teenagers. But also, I feel that's 
where my strength is. I am not someone who is really active and leadership in political 
organizations. I flew that my strength was in people to people initiatives, working with young 
people. I was an informal after school kind of educator and a social worker by training. But I 
think part of it also was really... people were so pessimistic. When I looked at the broader 
diplomatic initiatives I was very pessimistic, and I felt almost like psychologically that I needed 
to do something that could succeed. And I felt that maybe here, there's a chance of doing 
something even though it's small, even though we're working with a small number of children 
and people relatively to the whole country, we're going from strength to strength and building on 
that and having some success.  
 
But tell us about the specifics, because obviously focusing on education, it isn't just education, 
it's the substance of that education that matters. What is it that's being taught? What is it that 
you're doing through this educational process that helps pay those dividends that you refer to. 



 
So part of it is just the context of Jewish and Arab students studying together. So independent of 
what they're studying, the fact that a Jewish child and an Arab child are sitting together at the 
same table day after day, week after week, and then eventually year after year. And we now have 
six schools around Israel and 1,800 students. That in itself is a huge precedent in Israel, because 
Jews and Arabs, don't go to school together. That's one. Second, they're studying in a bilingual 
curriculum. They're learning Hebrew and Arabic, both simultaneously. So Arab students, of 
course, Know Arabic from home, then they become fluent in Hebrew, reading, writing or literate 
in both languages and Jewish students visa versa, Hebrew at home, then coming to learn Arabic 
in the school. And then eventually they become trilingual because starting in third grade, they 
learn English. And the majority of our students by the high school are quite fluent, at least 
conversant in English. So that bilingual piece is a major component and sometimes they're 
teaching those languages as a second language or often, they're just immersed and learning, 
subject matter, math, science, arts in their second language, which gives them a chance to 
become fluent. Third, in addition to the regular subjects such as math and science and arts and 
sports, and whatever kids do in most schools in Israel, which really is the majority of the time 
they spend... they're also doing stuff that is very unique in our school. So one example is among 
our Arab students, the majority are Muslim, but we have Christian Arab in five out of our six 
schools, and we have Jews. We have three religions represented in our classes and in public 
schools in Israel you can teach religion. There's no real separation. So we use the holidays. We 
have Christian, Muslim and Jewish holidays, a lot of holidays, as a way to open the doors to kids 
to learn a little bit about Judaism, Islam, and Christianity. And you would think that in the 
country that is the center of the birth place of Christianity. One of the holiest places in Islam and 
the birth place of Judaism that they would know a lot about those religions, but the average 
Jewish child, Muslim child and Christian child know very little, knows very little about the other 
religion. So our school, we've created a curriculum piece that gives kids the chance to learn about 
that. And then a fourth level is... sort of the cultural interface, and that is that being an Arab in 
Israel is not just being part of being religiously Muslim or religiously Christian, it's about being 
part of an ethnic cultural national group. And Jewish, being Jewish is not just being a religious 
Jew its being a national, ethnic cultural Jew. So there’s a real meeting point between these two 
cultures in which a lot of things are shared. And then there are specific things, and this is the 
really... it gets into the more deep complexity. We teach Israeli history in our schools, and it's 
taught very differently than in most schools, because there are very different perspectives 
among... between Jews and Palestinians as to how it Israel came about. We don't want to force 
anyone’s side in our schools to give up on their narrative. And so we allow kids to be exposed, 
kids and their parents to be exposed to these narratives and talk about them in complex ways, not 
necessarily agree. And so we have our own unique way of teaching that history. And it's not 
perfect, we're doing it as we go along. And the final thing I want to mention, which is really 
unique is that outside of the walls of the classroom, we've created a whole program which we 
call shared communities in which we now have upwards of 2500 Jewish and Arab adults who 
come together for regular community programs, not daily like their children, but weekly, 
monthly. And it started with the parents. And now it's expanded beyond that to other Jewish and 
adults who don't have a direct connection with the school. And that's really important that the 
adults are involved in doing things on their own, supporting the schools and making this so much 
wider community initiatives. 
 



Truly amazing work that you're doing there. What have you seen come out of this, you refer to 
dividends? What are the dividends of this. 
 
So a couple of things. One, we started with very young children, so we've only had seven high 
school graduating classes, but we have several hundred kids who young adults who graduated 
high school, and we have an alumni program. So on the one hand, these young adults are 
engaged, still engaged with each other. We've noticed more anecdotally, but we're trying to keep 
a database to see what they're doing. They're involved in promoting Jewish Arab coexistence and 
partnership outside of the schools and university life and professional life. Some of them come 
back to volunteer in the schools, but the biggest I think measure of our impact is that when we 
started, we had to work really hard to recruit every single parent because it was such a novel 
idea, it was very scary for parents this year. Not only do we have 1800 students without 
exaggeration we had 800 children on a waiting list in all of our schools, and that's particularly in 
our newer schools in the cities of Haifa and Tel Aviv, large cities. We're becoming more 
commonplace, more known. We're still not a mainstream model. There are over a million and a 
half schoolchildren in Israel. And we're 1800, but if you think that we started with 50 in our first 
year and a grown 20, 30-fold, we've also gotten a lot of public recognition from local 
government 'cause our schools are partly funded by local and national educational authorities, 
the mayors of the three largest cities in Israel, Jerusalem Haifa and Tel Aviv endorse our model. 
And we now, my colleagues in Israel have told me, that 14 individual community groups have 
come to us in the past two years asking Hand in Hand, our organization, to open schools in their 
communities. We clearly can't open 14 schools at once, but we're looking at three new schools 
over the next five years and then continuing from there. So there's a demand. Peace is not 
breaking out tomorrow because of our schools, but I think that we're one important piece of that 
mosaic of peacemaking and partner building. 
 
On that note, then in the few seconds, really, we have left what obviously, you've placed your 
hope in education and in young people here that the future, obviously, the hope that we can have 
for the future in Israel, and perhaps in the region and around the world, is in education and in our  
young people, is that your hope here? How would you characterize... what do you see 
happening? Your graduates are going to go on to be Prime Minister and government officials, 
and those that perhaps will bring a different perspective to the government of Israel. 
 
I think that maybe in my dreams that is, I’m sometimes afraid to think and imagine too big. 
Peace is not going to come about just because of Hand in Hand, but I do believe that we are 
having an impact on challenging the wider Israeli population on both sides of this divide to think 
that peace is possible. If Arab, Palestinian Israeli and Jewish Israeli, students can go to school 
together, they can do many other things together and Palestinians in the West Bank in Gaza can 
reach across the aisle, Israelis who are cynical or don't believe that anything as possible may 
become more optimistic. Ideally, our graduates will go and enter positions of influence. We have 
less control over that. They're clearly going to university and they'll be educated to the point 
where doors will open for them. But time will tell, I’m quoting the principal of our elementary 
School in Jerusalem who says, I'm not fixing everything. I'm doing my small part. And if 
everybody else or a few other people do their small part we will have a better future. And I think 
that's true. I think that's true. And I think that sometimes the victory is in the struggle itself to 
quote, I think maybe Che Guevara who might have said that. By doing this, you're creating 



something just by the act of doing, even if you don't know what the end result will be, and 
that's... I think what education is about. Teachers who pour their souls out to teach fourth grade 
or fifth grade. They don't know what's going to happen to those children, but they believe that 
they're setting the stage for a better future for these children and a better experience for them 
while they're doing that. 
 
Wonderful, thank you so much Lee for being here today and for the work that you do sharing 
your story. Appreciate it. 
 
Thanks so much for having me.  
 
You've been listening to my conversation with Lee Gordon, an executive director of American 
Friends of Hand in Hand, a project at the center for Jewish Arab education in Israel, about how 
schools in Israel are bringing together thousands of Jews and Arabs to facilitate a shared society 
through education. For more information about Lee Gordon and the work of Hand in Hand, or to 
leave a comment or ask a question about this conversation is at our website at CIS world BCOM 
or follow us on Twitter and Facebook at CISWorldViews.com. Or follow us on Twitter and 
Facebook @CisWorldViews. You can also follow me on Twitter @SuzetteGrillot. CIS World 
Views is produced by the College of International Studies at the University of Oklahoma. Katie 
Holland prepares our research and Jacque Braun produces the show. For all of us at the College 
of International Studies and World Views at CIS, I’m Suzette Grillot. 
 
 
 


