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Learning to  
understand  

the other

• BY GREER FAY CASHMAN

The rifts in Israeli society are 
troublingly wide and seem to 
only be growing, as was seen 
in the latest Pew Center poll 

on the country’s population. A variety 
of organizations in Israel – plus Presi-
dent Reuven Rivlin himself – have set 
their sights on healing these rifts, and 
bringing people together. 

One of the most fascinating projects 
working toward that goal is the Hinam 
Center’s “My Israeli Brother,” which 
is aimed at getting participants to get 
to know those who are different from 
them in culture, traditions and back-
ground. The program aims to build 
these connections through spend-
ing prolonged time together, learn-
ing from each other and developing 
friendships. 

“My Israeli Brother” is one of many 
projects supported by the Posen Foun-
dation, co-founded by philanthropists 
Daniel and Felix Posen, who believe Ju-
daism is not just a religion but a culture 
with many approaches and interpreta-
tions.

This particular project is implement-
ed in partnership with the San Francis-
co Jewish Federation and other groups 
that believe that – in addition to being 
a Jewish and Democratic state – Israel 
should also be a pluralistic state.

Foundation CEO Daniel Posen told 
The Jerusalem Post that the organiza-
tion is geared mostly toward educa-
tion, so he wasn’t particularly enthusi-
astic when he was first asked to support 
the project.

But, he said, “it sparked his imagi-
nation” and he quickly saw it as the 
glue which cements the common de-
nominator amongst participants of 
different backgrounds and gives them 
a deeper ability to understand others 
through an extended stay together.

He was also excited at the prospect 
of seeing what Yaron Kenner – who 
conceived the project – would do next. 
Posen came to the President’s Resi-
dence eager to discover what had been 
achieved after four months of being 
together and reaching a new level of 
understanding, yet at the same time 
he realized that the spending of several 
months together was fraught with in-
teresting concepts. 

“Getting into each other’s lives is a 
great way of breaking down barriers,” 
he said. “This has a chance of being a 
springboard.  It has nothing to do with 
tolerating people who are different, 
but understanding and celebrating the 
commonality of difference.”

From its very beginning the project 
had the support of Rivlin, who since 
taking office has urged people to dia-
logue and listen to each other.

When he hosted the pilot group of 
Jewish, Muslim, Druse, secular, hare-
di, national religious and Ethiopian 
participants at his official residence on 
Wednesday, he said: “What you are do-
ing and the path you use is the most Is-
raeli thing there is, and that’s the com-
prehension that we all have, that we 
can understand the different sectors 
of Israeli society while simultaneously 
maintaining our own lifestyles, values 
and traditions.” 

Rivlin advocated that before getting 
into a fight and quarreling about dif-
ferences, it was preferable to learn to 
understand each other.

When he was a student at Jerusa-
lem’s Gymnasia Rehavia, the president 
reminisced, Arabic was part of the 
curriculum, and students wondered 
whether they were supposed to learn 
it in order to be able to read an Arabic 
newspaper or to be able to communi-
cate with the Arab population.

Indeed they were taken on class ex-
cursions to Arab towns and villages, 
and were able to learn a lot, simply be-
cause they understood the language.

Rivlin, who had relatives in Mea 
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She’arim, said even though he did not 
share their lifestyle or world view, he 
respected it and behaved accordingly 
when he went to visit.

He also emphasized that in pre-state 
Israel, there were many haredim in the 
Irgun Zvei Leumi, the underground 
movement headed by Menachem Be-
gin.

In Jerusalem at that time, haredi Jews 
and Arabs frequently engaged in con-
versation, he said. The Jews spoke Ara-
bic and the Arab merchants had picked 
up Yiddish, and conversations were 
held in a mix of both languages with 
Hebrew thrown in for good measure.

A video from the “My Israeli Broth-
er” group shown to the crowd gathered 
at the President’s Residence included a 
scene where everyone was dancing the 
Debka, which is traditional to Arabs 
and Druse.

There were quick flashes of partici-
pants making comments such as:

“I never knew Arabs. Everyone in Ra-
mat Aviv was like me.”

“I was born and raised in an Arab 
village. I knew only Arabs.”

“I never knew anyone who wasn’t 

Druse.”
“Now we do everything together and 

learn to know the country together.”
“We represent the Israeli rainbow.”
“When we learn enough about our 

own traditions, we become curious 
about the traditions of others.”

“We thought we were different, but 
essentially, we’re the same.”

Adam Muhlbauer, from Ramat Aviv, 
told Rivlin that prior to embarking on 
the project, he didn’t have a particu-
larly favorable opinion of Chabad and 
couldn’t understand what they want-
ed. During his army service, he saw 
diversity among his fellow soldiers and 
became more flexible in his attitude, 
but he still was basically ignorant of 
what went on with other Israelis who 
were not Ramat Aviv secularists.

He then met Kenner, who told him 
about the project. The idea appealed 
to him, so he signed up. It was in Safed 
that he learned to appreciate Chabad, 
and realized that they were not out to 
coerce, but to embrace.

Galya Globerman, from Costa Rica, 
who came to Israel as a lone soldier, 
described the experience as “a fantas-

tic opportunity to meet people from 
varied Israeli communities who are so 
different yet so alike.”

Nisreen Abo Asale from the Druse 
village of Beit Jann is a medical student 
at Ben-Gurion University. She had al-
ways been curious about the other, she 
said, and had to some extent satisfied 
that curiosity via the Internet, “but 
in order to really know the other, you 
have to live together.”

Yaacov Leiter, the head of the Ascent 
program in Safed, said his people were 
used to hosting, “but this was a unique 
experience.  It went much deeper.  We 
had never done it on this level before.”

Lafez Assadi from Dir-El-Assad said 
the group was made very welcome, 
though worshipers at Friday prayers 
were somewhat surprised when they 
burst into the mosque. He emphasized 
the importance of education as a vehi-
cle for mutual understanding.

Hadar Leiman, an Orthodox young 
woman from Jerusalem, was amazed 
by the similarities between the Bible 
and the Koran.

David Elazar, who manages the Im-
migrant Absorption Center in Rehov-
ot – where more than 80% of the im-
migrants are Ethiopian – said he was 
very pleased to meet the group, but re-
gretted that the Ethiopian immigrants 
were not yet prepared to explore tradi-
tions other than their own.

At the conclusion of the meeting, 
Rivlin was presented with a box that 
contained the speech he had given at 
the Herzliya Conference. The same 
gift was given to all the participants 
the previous day. The speech included 
Rivlin’s frequently repeated mantra: 
“We are not doomed to live together. 
We are destined to live together.”

Tamar Alperovitch and Barak Loo-
zon, who head the Israel office of the 
San Francisco Jewish Federation, noted 
that Kenner is an alumnus of the Feder-
ation’s Gvanim (Shades) project which 
encourages its graduates to initiate pro-
grams like “My Israeli Brother,” aimed 
at promoting pluralism in Israel.  ❖

PARTICIPANTS OF the ‘My Israeli 
Brother’ program pose for a photo 
with President Reuven Rivlin and his 
wife, Nechama. (Mark Neyman/GPO)


