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Camp promotes peace through respect
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Camp promotes peace through respect

Kids4Peace campers worked with artist in residence Natalia Zukerman to
produce a four-panel mural at Christ Church Cathedral that will be installed at
the Episcopal Health Foundation across the street.

By MICHAEL C. DUKE | JHV e Thu, Aug 20, 2015
At a local summer camp, a group of Muslim, Christian and Jewish
teens learned that conflict isn't necessarily a bad thing.

“Conflict can be a catalyst for change,” said Stuart Kensinger, co-
director of an organization called Jerusalem Peace Builders that
partners with Kids4Peace International to host an interfaith camp in
Houston each summer.

“Our attention needs to be on how we manage that conflict,”
Kensinger told the JHV.

This year's Houston Kids4Peace camp brought together 38 middle
schoolers for 12 days of programming, Aug. 6-17, that focused on
identity, relationships and social justice.

The teens hailed from Israel and from the East, West and Gulf
Coasts of the United States. One-third were Muslim, Christian and
Jewish, and they were evenly split between boys and girls.

They spent time at Camp Allen in Navasato, Texas, and toured
NASA, Museum of Fine Arts Houston, Project Row Houses and
Holocaust Museum Houston. In addition, they visited different
houses of worship, and local faith leaders led day-long seminars,
teaching the values and traditions of their respective faith
communities.

The campers spent a lot of time in small discussion groups, learning
to listen and to speak up. They worked with artists in residence to
write and perform original music, and to create original artwork,
expressing their individual and collective desires for peace.

“The concept of peace is really important to me,” said Omar, one of
the Muslim campers from Jerusalem. “Solving [the Arab-Israeli]
conflict is one of my greatest ambitions.”

Omar said he learned a lot about Judaism and Christianity during
the Kids4Peace camp.
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“It taught me to be more open-minded and to learn about the other
side and what they think about us,” he said. “You need to
understand someone in order to earn and give respect.”

Rafael, a Jewish camper from Boston, said he learned that respect
leads to peace.

“| believe the problem is that the sides don't know each other, so
they are afraid of each other,” he said. “Learning about each other
is the way to make peace.”

Thea, a Christian camper from Vermont, said peace can be different
things for different people, but, for everybody, it's a process.

“Peace, for me, is when people learn to respect each other,” she
said. “You should be able to walk down the street and not be afraid
that people with judge you or hate you.”

Art was interwoven with every activity at Kids4Peace camp.
According to camp co-director, Tamika Evans, art is an effective
conduit to promote dialogue and to foster peace.

“People need different media to express themselves,” Evans said.
“We need different ways to be able to communicate with each
other, because words aren't always enough, especially when the
conversations are hard.”

Kids4Peace camp is a progressive program that ultimately trains
former campers to come back as staff to help run the camps.

Louis, 17, worked as a counselor at this summer’s camp in Houston.
An Arab Christian from Jerusalem, he was a Kids4Peace camper
several years earlier.

“My camp experience cemented the idea that we can live together,”
Louis told the JHV. “As a counselor, | enjoy teaching the next
generation about the conflict.

“I know it and teach it in a way that's not accusatory. | explain that
mistakes were made and we need to move on and find a way to
connect,” he said.

“Things are getting more violent back home and it doesn't look like
it's progressing in the right direction,” he added. “It's easy to get
discouraged and to feel hopeless. | hold on to hope because | really
want a better future.

“I want to live in a safe place,” Louis said.

Houston Congregation for Reform Judaism’s Rabbi Steve Gross has
taught the Jewish component of the Houston Kids4Peace camp for
the past two summers.

“These teens are immersing themselves in a process that'’s, in many
ways, against the grain of what they're surrounded by every day,”
Rabbi Gross said. “What they're doing is bold and courageous.

“What they're doing represents tremendous hope in the future for
peace,” he said.
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