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Just two days after the horrific events of September 11 two women from Jerusalem described to a Council audience their personal experiences with terror and their hopes for peace in that strife-torn area. A third member of the panel was stranded by airline disruptions and could not make it to Washington in time. 

Speaking first was Jean Zaru, vice president of Sabeel, an ecumenical grassroots organization of Palestinian Christians working for peace, and who has been active with women's organizations and interfaith groups. Christine Dolan, moderator, noted that Ms. Zaru's husband was almost killed by Israeli bombs in the 1967 war and her brother was missing after joining the Palestinians in Lebanon. 

Ms. Zaru expressed sympathy for those affected by the deaths in New York and Virginia. 

"As a victim myself of violence I understand what violence is all about," she said. "I pray their spirits will not be broken by this pain." 

She described the year 1967 as a landmark in her lifetime, when she suddenly found herself and family under Israeli military occupation. Then she saw injustice as Israel became a colonial power taking land and buildings for Jews alone against international law "and your own law." She added: "We felt suffocated by these settlements, confiscating what little land was left for us," and with only 15 per cent of the available water. 

She said the initial euphoria after the Oslo accords soon gave way to reality. She said internal closures have isolated Palestinian villages where the Israelis have violated basic human rights by pursuing a policy of impoverishing the Palestinian people and starvation is a threat. To stop the violence she said the root causes must be addressed. She called for an end to occupation, with creation of a viable Palestine where there is security and respect for human rights. 

Ms. Dolan read an e-mail message from the third panelist, Rawan Daman, a Muslim who is a recent university graduate and author of children's books. Her message read: "Who will be next? I wonder if the voice of tolerance can still be heard?" 

"These women believe peace is possible," Ms. Dolan added. 

She then introduced the second speaker, Michal Shohat, Secretary General of the Meretz Party in Israel, who serves on the board for Am Hoshi (Free Nation), and organization working for pluralism and against religious coercion in Israel. She was born on a kibbutz and served as an officer in the Israeli army. Her son is now a paratrooper. 

"As a victim of terrorism I know what you Americans are going through" she said. She said when she first came to the U.S. "we were full of hope," but now she has come from a country marred by blood. 

"We want the American people to understand that blood and more blood doesn't get anywhere," she emphasized. "…What we are doing in Israel is to find a way to solve difficult problems without killing each other." 

She said she first saw injustice when visiting relatives living in a home that once was occupied by Arabs. She said her father told her that some people lost their homes in 1948 and "although Jewish people need a state you have to find a way to stop this injustice." 

Ms. Shohat said they live in a very small land and must share it, adding "I think we made a great mistake not to go out of occupied territories after the 1967 war." 

She Israeli settlements and occupation are the root of violence and have to be stopped and "our duty is to do everything we can to stop this violence." 

A questioner wanted to know what Israeli peace groups have been doing lately. Ms. Shohat replied that a demonstration for peace was held last month and another is planned. She displayed a copy of a declaration signed by leaders of Arab and Jewish peace groups. Ms. Dolan remarked that the press is to blame for lack of publicity about such peace movements, because a suicide bomber in a pizza place makes news. 

Another questioner spoke of hateful language by Arabs and asked for suggestions for moving to a Palestinian state without such rhetoric. Ms. Zaru replied that such speech exists on all sides, and said religion has also been used to "pour oil on the fire." 

"You have in every religion a side that is nationalistic and against the emancipation of women," she said. "Religion can take us to war but can be an advocate for change. Responding to another question, she said the Arabic language is full of references to "peace," and that there were nonviolent movements in the 1930s against the British occupation. She said women have not been a part of the policy-making process. She criticized the American policy that gives billions of tax dollars to provide "machines to bulldoze and oppress us in the West Bank" 

"We are all the time making double standards for the powerful and the powerless," she said, eliciting applause from the audience. "We are daily denied our dignity." 

Discussing proposed peace agreements, Ms. Shohat said Israelis cannot accept the "right of return" advocated by Palestinians because it wold mean the end of Israel. 

"I can share Jerusalem, even the holy places," she said, "but I cannot compromise the right of return." She was pessimistic about prospects for a quick solution, saying "We need time to learn about each other." 

