
Dear Neighbor, 

I call you "neighbor" because I don't know your name or 

anything personal about you. Given our circumstances, 

"neighbor" may be too casual a word to describe our 

relationship. We are intruders in each other's dreams, 

violators of each other's sense of home. We are living 

incarnations of each other's worst historical nightmares. 

Neighbors? 

But I don't know how else to address you. I once 

believed that we would actually meet, and I am writ

ing to you with the hope that we still might. I imagine 

you in your house somewhere on the next hill, just 

beyond my porch. We don't know each other, but our 

lives are entwined. 

And so: neighbor. 
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We live on opposite sides of a concrete wall that cuts

through the landscape we share. I live in a neighbor

hood called French Hill in East Jerusalem, and my

apartment is in the last row of houses, which you see as

steplike structures built into the hillside. 

From my apartment, I can just barely see the

checkpoint you must cross-if you have a permit at 

all-to enter Jerusalem. But I sense the checkpoint's

all-pervading presence. Sometimes my early-morning

routine of meditation and prayer is disrupted by the 

prolonged honking of frustrated drivers lining up be

fore the checkpoint . Maybe you have been caught in

that desperate line. 

Sometimes I see smoke rising over your hill. Black

smoke, I've long since learned, can mean burning tires,

accompanied by young people throwing rocks at sol

diers. Then there is white smoke-soldiers firing tear 

gas. How do you manage, if at all, to preserve a mea-

sure of normal life? 

As a Palestinian, you are denied the rights of citi-

zenship that I enjoy as an Israeli. The ongoing dispar

ity between your hill and mine challenges my deepest

self-understanding and moral commitments as a Jew

and an Israeli. Ending that disparity is one reason why

I support a two-state solution.

It is just before dawn. I am in my study, facing your 
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hill. The muezzin calls, softly, as if reluctant to disturb 
the night. I wrap myself in a white prayer shawl and sit 
cross-legged on a meditation pillow. I touch my fore
head to the ground, a nod to the call to prayer coming 
from across the way. In my most. intimate conversation 
with God, I am hoping to speak to you. 

A pale sun rises over the desert beyond the wall. I 
bind my arm with the black straps of tefillin, fasten a 

small black box on my forearm, facing my heart, an
other on my forehead. Heart and mind bound in de
votion. Inside the boxes are biblical verses, including 
the seminal Jewish prayer proclaiming God's oneness: 
"Hear, Israel, the Lord our God is One." Or as the 

Qur'an puts it: "He is the One God, God the Eternal, 
the Uncaused Cause of all being." 

Clearly visible outside my window, i� a far corner 

of the s'and-colored expanse, is an incongruous patch 

of blue: the Dead Sea. And j ust beyond, the hills of 
Jordan. I imagine myself merging into the vastness, a 
part of the Middle East-

But the wall restores me to reality, to the constric
tion just beyond my porch . 

Once, before the wall was built, before so much else 

that went wrong'. I tried to get to know you. In late

1998, in what seems like another lifetime-truly . 
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. 

another century-I set out on a pilgrimage into Islam

and Christianity, the faiths of my neighbors in the

Holy Land. I went as a religious Jew seeking n�t so 

much to understand your theology as to experience 

something of your devotional life. I wanted to learn

how you pray, how you encounter God in your most 

intimate moments. 

My goal was to see whether Jews and Muslims could

share something of God's presence, could be religious 

people together in this_ of all places, where God's Name 

is so often invoked to justify abomination. I wanted to 

learn to feel at home in a mosque, to see in Isl�m not 

threat but spiritual opportunity. To hear in the muez

zin's call exactly what it is intended to be : a summons 

to awakening. 

In Judais�, there is one sin for which not even the 

fast ofYom Kippur can atone: desecrating God's Name.

Only a religious person, misusing or acting unjustly in

the Name of God, can be guilty of that offense. The

interfaith encounter, I believe, sanctifies God's Name.

Interacting with believers of different faiths creates re

ligious humility, recognition that truth and holiness 

aren't confined to any one path. I cherish Judaism as 

my language of intimacy with God; but God speaks 

many languages. 

I longed to celebrate those multiple conversations,
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to touch something of God's expanse. That was my 
intention as I entered the world of Islam. 

I was privileged to be admitted, in several mosques, 
into the line of devotion, joining the Muslim choreog
raphy of prayer, the immersion of the body in worship. 
I learned that the experience of surrender begins with 
the formation of the line itself, aligning shoulder to 

shoulder with those of your neighbor on either side. 
And then the sacred movement : Bow, return, pros
trate, stand. Repeat: until you feel your body turning 
to water, a particle in a great wave of prayer that be
gan long before your birth and will continue long after 
your death. 

Coexistence in the Holy Land is often ensured by 
mutual separation. The four quarters of the Old City of 
Jerusalem-Muslim, Jewish, Christian, Armenian
reinforce the message: Safety is measured by the dis
tance between us. 

My journey was a violation of the coexistence of 
distance, an insistence on the possibility of intimacy. 

As part of my exploration of Islam, I was invited by 
friends to the Gaza refugee camp Nusseirat. In 1990, 
I had served there as a soldier, patrolling its narrow 
lanes. Teenagers throwing broken bottles and crow
bars chanted, ''Amnon b'salem aleik"-Amnon sends 

you regards-referring to Amnon Pomerantz, an army 
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By the end of my yearlong journey I had come to love Islam. I cherished its fearless heart, especially in the face of death. Westerners often try to evade an encounter with one
's own mortality. Not so Muslims. Ilearned that Islam has the uncanny ability to impart inits believers-from the simplest to the most sophisticated-a frank awareness of one's own impermanence.Sometimes, in political arguments with Palestinians, I would be told: Why are we arguing about who owns the land, when in the end the land will ownus both? The identical expression exists in my tradition, too. The courage to embrace transience couldhelp create a religious language of peace between our peoples, a basis for political flexibility, for letting go ofabsolutist claims. 

f tell you all this, neighbor, -because I assume that,like most Palestinians I've known, you are a religious pei:son, and if not entirely observant, still a believer. My journey into your faith was an attempt to learn areligious language for peace. One reason, I believe, thatthe well-int�ntioned efforts of diplomats have failed so far is that they tend to ignore the deep religious commitments on b_oth sides. For peace to succeed in the Middle East, it must speak in some way to our hearts. And so I address you, one person of faith to another.However differently we express it, that faith shares
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which I cherish as a story of persistence and courage 

and, above all, faith
. 

But I could no longer ignore your 

counter-story of invasion, occupation, and expulsion. 

Our two narratives now coexisted within me, oppos

ing versions of the same story. 

For many years we in Israel ignored you, treated 

you as invisible, transparent. Just as the Arab world de

nied the right of the Jews to define themselves as a 

people deserving national sovereignty, so we denied 

the Palestinians the right to define themselves as a 

distinct people within the Arab nation, and likewise 

deserving national sovereignty. To solve our con

flict, we must recognize not only each other's right 

to self-determination but also each side's right to self

definition. 

Many Israelis have now come to accept the legiti

macy of your people's right to national self-definition. 

After the first intifada, the Palestinian uprising in the 

late 1980s, many Israelis of my generation became con

vinced that the Israeli Left had been correct all along 

in warning that the occupation was a disaster-for us 

as well as you. The price for implementing our his

toric claim to all of the land between the Jordan River 

and the Mediterranean Sea, we realized, was too high. 

We could not remain a democratic state with ethical 

Jewish values if we became a permanent occupier of 
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your people, nor did we want to. I didn't return home 

to deny another people its own sense of home. I hope 

you will hear me when I tell you I have no intention 

of denying your claim or your pain. 

Many Israelis, of course, continued to insist that all

justice belongs to our side, that you have no real his

torical case. But it was then that a significant number

began to feel differently. A camp of "guilty Israelis"

emerged. We believed that the onus was on Israel as

the occupier to reach out to the Palestinians with a se

rious peace offer. For that reason, we supported Israeli

prime minister Yitzhak Rabin when he shook hands

with Yasser Arafat on the White House lawn on Sep

tember 13, 1993, officially launching the Oslo peace

process. 

And then, in September 2000, came the second inti

fada. Thousands of Israelis were killed or wounded in 

our streets-and thousands more in your streets. The

skeletons of exploded buses became a part of the Israeli

landscape. The tragedies blurred; but here is one that

remains distinct for me : A suicide bomber struck the 

cafe near my office in Jerusalem and killed a father 

and daughter, on the literal eve of her wedding; the 

next day, the wedding guests gathered for her funeral.

I had a connection to the family and visited the house
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of mourning. The grieving wife and mother assumed 
the role of comforter, reassuring all who came to her 
with faith and determination. It was then I knew that 

nothing would ever uproot the Jewish people from this 
land again. 

My wife, Sarah, and I were raising two teenagers in 

those years. Every morning I made sure to kiss them 
good-bye, wondering if I would see them again. Both 
repeatedly found themselves in proximity to terror 
attacks. One thirteen-year-old boy, Koby Mandell, 
whom my son, Gavriel, knew from summer camp, was 
ston�d to death; Koby's body, discovered in a cave, was
so disfigured that only his DNA could identify him. 

Israelis and Palestinians deeply disagree about who 
is to blame for the collapse of the peace process, and 
no doubt we will continue to argue the point for years 
to come. Most Israelis, myself included, believe that 
our leaders at the time tried to make peace, while your 
leaders rejected compromise and turned instead to 

terrorism, to undermine Israeli will and extract more 

concessions. No matter how much yo d. 
. 

u may isagree

with the Israeli narrative of why the Oslo process failed, 
you cannot understand Israelis today without account
ing for how profoundly that narrative has shaped our 
worldview and our policies. 

The second intifada is the moment most of us guilty 
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Israelis lost faith in the peaceful intentions of the Pal
estinian leadership. And not just because of the terror
ism. We lost faith because the worst wave of terrorism 
in our history came after Israel had made what we con
sidered a credible offer-two offers, actually-to end 
the occupation. At Camp David in July 2000, Prime 

Minister Ehud Barak became the first Israeli leader 
to accept a Palestinian state on the West Bank and.in 
Gaza, with Palestinian neighborhoods in East Jeru
salem as its capital. Israel would have committed to 
uprooting dozens of settlements and removing tens of 
thousands of settlers from their homes. There was no 
wall then, and any barrier built would have been a 
normal border, separating sovereign Israel from sover
eign Palestine. The injustices that are inevitably a part 
of occupation would have ended. But Arafat rejected 
the offer, without presenting a counteroffer. 

After those failed Camp David talks, Israelis and 
Palestinians argued about whether Israel had really 
made a serious offer. But then, six months later, in 
December 2000, President Bill Clinton presented his 
own peace plan, in which Barak's Camp David of
fer of around 91 percent of the territory was upped to 
95 percent, with compensatory land swaps and a road 
cutting through Israeli territory to connect the West 
Bank and Gaza. Once again, Barak said yes, and Arafat 
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said no. Later, Clinton blamed Arafat for the collapseof the peace process.
This 

. 
was the shattering moment for many Israelis

�ho believed in the possibility of resolving the conflict. I know Israelis who had devoted the· Ir careers to convincing their fellow citizens that the p 1 . . a estm1an leadership wanted peace with Israel, that. we only hadto make a credible offer and your side would naturallyagree. The tragedy for the Israeli Left was that it actu-ally succeeded in · · 
1 convmcmg a arge part of our publicto trust its approach A d h h . n t en t e peace process literally blew up in our faces.

In 2008, Israeli prime minister Ehud Olmert of-fered Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abb h as t e equiva-lent of full withdrawal from the territories, with landswaps. Abbas didn't respond. Today, ordinary Israeliswho desperately want to live normal lives in a normalcountry at pea · 
h 

· • ce wit its neighbors regard those leftistswho still insist that Palestinian leaders want peace asdelusional. 

. However horrifying the violence of the second int1fad�, its und�rlying motive was no less unsettling forIsraelis: a demal of the Jewish people's right to existas a s�vereign nation in any part of the land we share,a demal of the idea that this is a land that needs to beshared by two peoples. We experienced the terrorism

• 

1 
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. f d th logy· an intention to 

as an expression o a eeper pa O 

destroy the Jewish presence in this land. A revolt not

against occupation but against Israel's existence. 

I've heard Palestinians say that they have no choice

but to fight the occupation with violence. Israelis see 

·te dynamic From our perspective, it's not

an opposi 

the occupation that creates terror but terror that pro-

longs the occupation, by convincing Israelis that
. 
no 

h t We do in the end the terrorism against

matter w a , 

us will persist. That, after all, is what happened wh�n 

Israel withdrew from Gaza in 2005, uprooting all its 

settlements and army bases. Yet thousands of rockets

were fired for years afterward into Israeli neighbor-

hoods along the border.

Palestinian leaders never stop telling their people 

that Israel has no historic legitimacy as a state. Those

leaders have convinced us that this isn't a conflict, ul

timately, about borders and settlements and Jerusalem

and holy places. It is about our right to be here, in �ny

borders. Our right to be considered a people. An in-

digenous people. 

The withering of the Israeli Left transformed my

country's politics for a generation. With the violent

collapse of the Oslo process, the Right came back to

power. The Israeli peace camp, which in the 1990s 

would summon hundreds of thousands of demonstra-
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tors into the streets, could now barely manage to rouse

a few thousand. 
Many Israelis of course understand that our side 

amply shares the blame for reaching this terrible im
passe between our two peoples. For example, we con
tinued to build in the settlements during the Oslo 

process, undermining your people's confidence in our 

commitment to a solution and reinforcing Palestinians' 
sense of helplessness. But when the decisive moment 
came to end the conflict, we saw our leaders saying yes 

and Palestinian leaders saying no. 
I cite all this because it is the moment that changed 

Israeli society, that changed me. It explains how I can 
live with the moral burden of the occupation. How I 
can live with the wall outside my window. 

My travels within Palestinian society ended. That 
became too dangerous : Israeli� entering territory 
controlled by the Palestinian Authority risked being 
lynched. Finally Israel forbade its citizens from enter
ing those areas. The relationships I'd formed with Pal
estinians faded. 

As the human bombs detonated in the early 2000s, 
I, like most Israelis, backed the construction of a bar
rier separating the West Bank from Israel, your hill and 
mine. It was a desperate attempt to stop the unbear
able ease with which suicide bombers crossed from the 

• 

I 
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West Bank into sovereign Israel, boarded our buses,

and entered our cafes. 

And it worked. With the construction of the bar-

rier the wave of suicide bombings ended. I see in that

bar:ier a way of ensuring the safety of my children,

my ability to survive in the Middle East. And so I find

myself grateful to the wall I despise. Because I feel I

have no choice. 

The second intifada exhausted my capacity for out-

reach; I didn't think I could ever resume that journey

in any form. I no longer wanted to hear your stories,

your claims, your grievances.·I wanted to sh
�

ut at your 

hill: It could have been different! Partner with us, and

negotiate a compromise! And look at me, acknowledge

my existence ! I've got a story, too.

When I see how my people and its story are por-

trayed in Palestinian media, I feel close to despa

�
r. 

_
It

seems that the one idea unifying Palestinian media m

all its ideological diversity is that the Jews are not a

people and have no right to a state. That same message 

is conveyed in Palestinian schools and mosques. 
�

he

�
e 

was no ancient Jewish presence here-that is a Zionist

lie. No Temple stood on the Mount. The Holocaust,

too is a Zionist h�ax, invented to ensure Western sup

por
,
t for Israel. According to the prevailing narrati

�
e 

on your side, I �m a pathological liar without any his-
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tory, a thief without rights to any part of this land, an 
alien who doesn't belong here. 

Israel and the Jews are routinely portrayed in your 
media as monsters. We were responsible for 9/11, we 

collaborated with the Nazis in the Holocaust that never 
happened, we kill Palestinians to harvest their organs, 
and we even manipulate nature to create environmen
tal disasters. And, of course, we secretly rule the world. 

I know Palestinians who are repelled by that de
monic portrait of the Jews and who readily acknowl
edge that we are caught in a conflict between two 

just narratives. I am hoping you are one of them. But 
that perspective, from what I see, is banned from your 
mainstream media. Any voice that even hints at the 

legitimacy of the Jewish narrative-alongside, not in
stead of, the Palestinian narrative-is silenced. 

How can we ever reconcile ifl don't exist, ifl have 

no right to exist? 
And so the wall is an expression of a deeper wall 

between us. We cannot even agree on the most basic 
shared language. I see my presence here as part of the 
return of an indigenous, uprooted people, and a reborn 
Jewish state as an act of historic justice, of reparation. 
For me, being a Jew in Jerusalem under Israeli sover
eignty is a source of uplift, of religious inspiration. 

I see your presence in this land as an essential part 
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of its being. Palestinians often compare themselves to 

olive trees. I am inspired by your rootedness, by your 

love for this landscape. 

And how do you see me? Am I, in your eyes, part 

of a colonialist invasion that was a historic crime and a 

religious violation? Or can you see the Jewish presence 

here as authentic, just like your own? Can my life here 

be seen as an uprooted olive tree restored to its place? 

As the conflict between us deepens, the wall seems 

to become more embedded in the landscape, absorbed 

by the houses and the hills, even by the changing of 

the light. Often the wall disappears altogether: My 

eye has learned how not to see. My apartment is high 

enough for me to look over the wall, to the desert 

beyond. I can almost evade the constriction and enjoy 

the expanse. 

And yet: The wall remains an insult. A negation of my 

deepest hope for Israel, which is to find its place among 

our neighbors. 

For years after the second intifada, I sa,id, like most 

Israelis: We tried to make peace, and we were rebuffed 

in the most brutal way possible. But that was too easy. 

As a religious person, I am forbidden to accept this 

abyss between us as permanent, forbidden to make 

peace with despair. As the Qur'an so powerfully notes, 
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despair is equivalent to disbelief in God. To doubt the 

possibility of reconciliation is to limit God's power, 

the possibility of miracle-especially in this land. The 

Torah commands me, "Seek peace and pursue it"

even when peace appears impossible, perhaps especially 

then. 

And so I turn to you, neighbor, in the hope that an 

honest telling of my story may touch you-and help 

create some understanding, if not agreement, between 

us. I want my government to actively pursue a two

state solution, explore even the most remote possibility 

for an agreement. I want my government to speak not 

only a language of security and threat but also of hope 

and coexistence and moral responsibility. And I want 

my government to stop expanding settlements. Not 

only for your sake, but also for mine. The right-wing 

Israeli government that exists as I write seems incapa

ble of a visionary approach. 

My hope is that now, as we see the devastation in 

the countries around us-the horrors in Syria and else

where in the Middle East-Palestinians and Israelis will 

together pull back from the abyss, that we will choose 

life. But for that to happen, we must know each other's 

dreams and fears. 

I went into your society twice-first as a soldier, 

then as a pilgrim-because I couldn't accept confining 
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my interaction with you to the role of occupier. I will
have more to say about that experience. For now I'll
say only that I couldn't bear the impact of seemingly
endless occupation on the lives of my neighbors�and
also on my own moral credibility as a Jew, a carrier of
an ancient tradition that cherishes justice and fairness,
that places the value of a human life, created in the
Divine image, at the core of its worldview.

I am writing these letters as a way of resuming my
journey to you. But with this difference: When I last
traveled in Palestinian society, I was trying to under
stand you. For the most part I didn't argue or even
speak about myself. Instead I tried to listen.

Now I want to share with you something of my
faith and my story, which are entwined. I am a Jew
because of history. That is what brought me here, as
your neighbor.

Neither of us is likely to convince the other of each
side's narrative. Each of us lives within a story so deeply
rooted in our being, so defining of our collective and
personal existence, that forfeiting our respective narra
tives would be a betrayal.

But we need to challenge the stories we tell about
each other, which have taken hold in our societies. We 
have imposed our worst historical nightmares on the
other. To you we are colonialists, Crusaders. And to us

The Wall between Us
21 

you are the latest genocidal enemy seeking to destroythe Jewish people. 
Can we, instead, see each other as two traumatizedpeoples, each clinging to the same sliver of land between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea neither of whom will find peace or justice until w�make our peace with the other's claim to justice? I don't believe that peace without at least some attempt at mutual understanding can endure. Whateverofficial document may be signed by our leaders in thefuture will be undermined on the ground, on your hilland mine. It will be a cold treaty, an unloved peacethat will wither and die, or more likely be murdered.If nothing else, the intimacy of our geography makescomplete physical �eparation impossible. And so, to

live, we must learn to live together. 
True, it's always easier for the victor to be more nuanced, more open to the opposing narrative, than forthe conquered. What right do I have as a conqueror toask you for a reciprocal gesture of recognition? Perhapsbecause I am a peculiar conqueror: I fear that withdrawal to the nine-mile-wide borders that defined Isra�l

-
before the 1967 war could fatally undermine myability to defend myself in a disintegrating MiddleEast. I fear that withdrawal might �ot merely diminishbut destroy me. 
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I long ago realized that the historic claims and re

ligious longings that connect me to this land cannot 

justify my possessing all of it at another people's. ex

pense. And so, however painfully, I accept partition as 

the practical expression of resolving a conflict between 

two legitimate claims. 

But our experience of the widespread rejection of 

Israel's legitimacy, in Palestinian society and in the 

Arab and Muslim worlds generally, only hardens us, 

maddens us. And the refusal to see us as we are-an 

inseparable part of this region-leads your side to re

peatedly underestimate our resolve. No less than you, 

I am prepared to sacrifice to ensure my place on the 

land we share. 

The key to ending the occupation is giving the Jews 

some hope that our withdrawal, our willingness to ter

ritorially contract, will be reciprocated by a willingness 

on your side to accept the West Bank and Gaza as the 

Palestinian state, without trying to undermine the state 

of Israel. 

Perhaps much of what I'm about to write will be 

hard for you to hear. In the letters that follow, I will 

be using terms like the "land of Israel," which are a 

natural part of my vocabulary but may seem to you 

an affront. That is· not my purpose. My hope is that 

you-someone from yc;mr side of the wall-will read 
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this and respond, that you will no longer be an anon
ymous presence to me but an identity, a voice. Even if
you respond in anger. So far whatever has been tried
between us has failed miserably and has brought death
and destruction to both sides. Let's start talking and see
what happens. 

And so, neighbor, here I am. I invite you into my
spiritual home, in the hope that one day we will be
able to welcome each other into our physical homes.


