
Martin Kaiser and Anne Moellers (Eds.) 

Giving the Future a Better Past 

Cross-cultural Encounter and Interreligious Dialogue 
in Europe and the Middle East 





Martin Kaiser and Anne Moellers (Eds.) 

Giving the Future a Better Past

Cross-cultural Encounter and 
Interreligious Dialogue

in Europe and the Middle East

Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier 



Kaiser, Martin; Moellers, Anne (Eds.):
Giving the Future a Better Past. Cross-cultural Encounter
and Interreligious Dialogue in Europe and the Middle East /
Martin Kaiser, Anne Moellers (Eds.). - 
Trier : WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier, 2009 

ISBN 978-3-86821-173-3 

Cover Design: Brigitta Disseldorf 

© WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier, 2009 
ISBN 978-3-86821-173-3 

No part of this book, covered by the copyright hereon, 
may be reproduced or used in any form or by any means
without prior permission of the publisher. 

WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier 
Bergstraße 27, D - 54295 Trier 
Postfach 4005, D - 54230 Trier 
Tel.: (0651) 41503, Fax: 41504 
Internet: http://www.wvttrier.de 
E-Mail: wvt@wvttrier.de 



Contents

Introduction       vii 

Acknowledgements     viii 

Part I: Overview on the project       

Chapter 1        3 
How an idea is put into action: Design and general aims of the project    
Martin Kaiser

Chapter 2       18 
How the work was done: Methods and practical experiences of the project 
Martin Kaiser

Part II: The perspectives of the team members 

Chapter 3      55 
Negotiating between ideas and reality: Cooperation, learning categories 
and political obstructions
Martin Kaiser 

Chapter 4      72 
Beyond the familiar and expected: The courage to engage in open dialogue 
Anne Moellers 

Part III: Contributions of coordinators and participants 

Chapter 5     79 
Rethinking the significance of a location: Multiplying effects 
and follow-up activities in Germany
Martin Kaiser 

Chapter 6      97 
Intercultural and interreligious encounters: An Israeli perspective 
Asher Amir 



Chapter 7   107 
The role of Lithuanian partners in the project 
Inga Balzekaite 

Chapter 8    113 
"Move Ahead and Leave a Trail": The peculiar contribution
of the United Kingdom 
Jane Clements 

Chapter 9:    118 
"Move Ahead and Leave a Trail": Contribution from Palestine 
Fuad Giacaman 

Chapter 10:    131 
"Move Ahead and Leave a Trail": Contribution from Bayad Center, 
Diocese of Beni Suef, Egypt 
Abuna Youssef 

Annex 1:
The project coordinators and authors   138 
Addresses and contacts   139 

Annex 2:
1. Day-to-day programs of the four coordination conferences   140 
2. Day-to-day programs of the three training seminars   145 



Introduction

During a training program which we conducted in summer 2003 as a preced-
ing step for this project, an Egyptian participant summarized his experience on 
the seminar with the words: “You opened doors of which we did not even know 
that they existed.” He stated this after he had to fulfil the challenging task of 
designing an interreligious praying room in an international group of Jewish, 
Christian and Moslem participants. We had assigned this task in a simulation 
game, which asked the participants to apply the skills they had developed and 
the experiences they had gained during the program. They had come up with 
a design and practical rules for the use of this room based on their religious 
needs, on compromises they were able to accept, and inspired by the vision to 
create a place for dialogue and shared beliefs.

The Egyptian participant did not specify whether he meant that he had 
never been asked to cooperate in such an international setting or whether it 
was new to him to come to an agreement with people from different religions. 
But independently from what his statement specifically referred to he sum-
marized with his words what we want to achieve: We want to open doors; we 
want to open views; we want to open the future for new ideas and arrange-
ments. This is why we extended the experience of several seminars – one of 
them was the program in summer 2003 – to a long-term project, which would 
also provide the structure for an institutional cooperation of the partner organi-
zations and give us the chance to strengthen the network, which we had 
started to create.

This book will summarize the experiences of this network. It will give an 
overview on the design and background of the project, on its goals and on the 
means through which we want to achieve those goals (chapter 1). It will pro-
vide an insight on the methods we used and describe the concrete experience 
we made when we applied them in the training programs (chapter 2). Some 
concrete descriptions will give you a chance to participate in the dynamic and 
sometimes dramatic course of the events. You will feel how challenging the 
task was for all parties involved, the participants, the national coordinators and 
the team members. You will read about the experiences of the team members, 
who facilitated the three training programs and who share with you some of 
their thoughts and feelings, based on their deep involvement and commitment 
to the course of the project (chapters 3 and 4). You will learn what kind of 
impact the project had on the work of each partner organization involved in the 
project and how the project had a strong multiplying effect on further activities 
in each country. You will get this through the perspectives of each coordinator 
and through statements of participants from each country (chapters 5-10).

In general, the book can only touch some aspects that can give you an 
impression about the complexity of the whole, about the challenges, the doubts, 
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the achievements and the ongoing tasks. We hope that what we describe 
might encourage other people to follow the path that we left with the summary 
of our experience; we hope that people who read this will be strengthened in 
their belief that dialogue is possible and that small steps can make this world a 
better place; and we hope that political decision makers come to the con-
clusion that there are people with serious visions and a strong commitment to 
work out in their daily lives what they might be striving for in international 
agreements. We hope to open doors; and we hope to leave a trail by this book 
for others to go on with similar ideas and projects. 
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Chapter 1 

How an idea is put into action:
Design and general aims of the project

Martin Kaiser 

The first chapter will introduce the design and issues of the project: You will 
hear about the background, the needs to be met by the project, the general 
aims. You will learn about its innovative approach, the major activities, the 
network of partner organizations involved in it and about the political circum-
stances which built the (international) framework of the project.

1.  General background, context and aims of the project

1. Politicians sign treaties, publish declarations and might determine the 
guidelines of intended changes on the international scene. But they need 
active citizens and responsible multipliers to fill their visions and inten-
tions with live and day-to-day practice. Exactly in this field, in building a 
bridge from a large-scale political level to a down-to-earth realizable ap-
proach, our project comes into effect. Societies in Europe and the Middle 
East, though very different in political systems, cultural traditions and 
economic standards, have to face similar challenges: They are inhabited 
by people of different religious, ethnic and cultural origins. This large vari-
ety of origins provides a great potential for both creative development and 
challenging conflicts. An additional factor of change within societies is the 
great influx of immigrants, who come from outside the EU as refugees, 
asylum seekers, illegal immigrants or ordinary guest workers. These are 
just some reasons for a great dynamic, which will need people who multi-
ply experiences and concepts of dialogue, mutual understanding and in-
tegration.

2. During 2004 and especially in the first months of 2005, when this project 
was designed, the EU member states faced various challenges in the 
context of international politics: What started as a barely covered dispute 
in Afghanistan developed into open controversy about the intervention in 
Iraq. From outside, the EU was called upon as a mediator and actor in in-
ternational conflicts (such as in the Israeli-Palestinian controversy and 
seen in the road map proposal, and which could create a counter balance 
to the U.S. as the only remaining super power), at the same time as it had 
to deal with its own internal developments: The new member states 
joined the EU on May 1st, 2004. With their different historic experiences, 
young democratic traditions and international links they would have an 
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impact on the discussion of EU self-understanding of its role in interna-
tional politics (as seen in the Polish position in the Iraq intervention and 
occupation). Thus, this was the point at which to include an Eastern 
European perspective in the analysis of intercultural and political conflicts. 
In addition, we wanted them as new member states to participate in the 
process of Euro-Mediterranean cooperation and in the training of multipli-
ers who will take international settings into account. This particularly when 
they develop concepts for intercultural and interreligious dialogue in their 
societies and between different countries.

3. In many parts of the world – Western Europe, the Balkans, the Middle 
East, the Gulf region, South-East Asia – conflicts seem to be based on a 
combination of religious, cultural, and political factors. Global develop-
ments and the internationalization of political contexts create a lot of in-
terdependencies between those conflicts in various places in the world, 
the EU and its Mediterranean neighbours. In Germany, for example, the 
controversial discussion about Muslim groups and their loyalty to Western 
democracies has been going on for a long time. In many other places the 
question is raised as to whether religious groups do or don't accept hu-
man rights. In former Euro-Med projects, we had already addressed hu-
man rights issues, but in the context of this project we dealt with them 
through the question – which values do we have in common? We looked 
for the bases that we shared beyond the borders of nations, cultures and 
religions. Taking these described interdependencies into account, the 
concept of this project combined intercultural learning, interreligious dia-
logue and civic education (for further details s. chapter 3). This combina-
tion of different approaches and fields of dialogue training represent the 
truly innovative character of this project. Especially, interreligious dialogue 
is a subject often talked about but rarely implemented in an international 
setting with European and Mediterranean neighbours from the Middle 
East.

4. The well planned and facilitated arrangements of intercultural, interna-
tional and interreligious settings will be an important factor in stabilizing 
European societies, in the European integration process, the implementa-
tion of the extension to the East and in EU relations with its neighbours in 
the Mediterranean area. At the same time both areas, the EU and the 
Mediterranean countries, seem to be in a key position when referring to 
interreligious and cross-cultural challenges. The former is an important 
factor in world politics and a counterbalance to the United States, the lat-
ter is an area of great conflict potential with a strong impact on interna-
tional relations. From the very first conference the official documents of 
the Barcelona process of EU and Mediterranean States underline the im-


