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ness that consists in the willingness of offended people to resume 
neighbourly relations with the offenders :' 

The Science behind Reconciliation 
Joseph v. Montville 

Joseph Montville is director of Toward the Abrahamic Family 
Reunion, the Esalen Institute project to promote Muslim- Chris
tian-Jewish reconciliation. He is also senior adviser on interfaith 
relations at Washington National Cathedral and has appointments 
at American and George Mason universities. Montville founded 
the preventive diplomacy program at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies in 1994. He spent twenty-three years with 
the State Department. 

Michael Henderson ably and movingly conveys the rich and affect
ing stories of individuals who have hurt others in political conflicts 
and wars and found the strength to acknowledge their crimes and 
even ask forgiveness of their victims. The accounts of victims moved 
to forgive those who hurt them are similarly gripping. These are real 
people with authentic histories, and they become poignantly alive 
in the author's telling. With all this, one might ask what more is 
needed to persuade us of the power of acknowledgment and for

. giveness as the core of reconciliation betvveen perpetrators and vic
tims, individuals and nations? 

I suggest that a scientific support structure fo r the power and 
truth of the experiences related in these pages not only exists but 
is necessary to protect the psychologically delicate and necessarily 
vulnerable process of acknowledgment, contrition, and forgiveness. 
The better angels in our midst have always been and will continue 
to be circled and stallced by avengers who need to externalize their 
aggression, seek retribution, and savor total victory of their ver
sion of good over their version of evil. The more we can move the 
insights affirmed in these pages into the conventional wisdom, the 
safer our world will be. The more we succeed, fewer and fewer inno
cent women, children, and men will be sacrificed to the incompe
tence of traditional governance. 

Some stories in this book refer to the resistance of governments, 
for example of the Australian federal government to support the 
popular enthusiasm of many white Australians for acknowledging 
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their country's moral debt for its cruelty toward the Aboriginal pop
ulation. There is also reference to intensely nationalistic japanese 
conservatives who reject all charges of crimes against humanity and 
war crimes against the military regime before and during World 
War II. This same phenomenon can be fou nd in more rightist Tory 
circles in Great Britain when the issue of England's moral debt to 
the Catholic Irish over the centuries is raised. 

In the United States, conservatives are hounding and often 
terrifying Latino residents, legal and illegal. In the Roman Catho
lic hierarchy, conservatives doggedly resist grassroots pressures 
to allow priests to marry or for equal opportunity for women in 
the Church, including ordination into the priesthood. Extreme 
fundamentalist clerics in Saudi Arabia, and the more conservative 
Orthodox rabbis in Israel and the diaspora, are Similarly steadfast 
in rejecting creative change in practice and dogma. There is almost 
no evidence of compassion in this strain of political, cultural, and 
religious conservatism-and fierce resistance to retrospective criti
cal self-analysis and admission of wrongdoing and moral debt to 
victims. 

In many ways, this "resistance to knowing" is analyzable by 
political psychologists and even susceptible to being worn down or 
even transformed into neutrality if not nascent liberality. The hard 
right conservatives we are discussing could be suffering from their 
own unarticulated sense of injustice. Or less nobly, they fear loss of 
power and prestige, if not retribution for past injustices they have 
committed. More ominously is what psychoanalyst Vamik Volkan 
has called "the need for enemies:' This, in a sense, exists in all tribes 
and nations. The use of external threats real or perceived to increase 
internal solidarity and extend tenure for political leaders is tradi
tional and commonplace. Of course, there are historic enemies, 
whose relationships are the subject of this book. 

Of greater concern are the political cultures in which the enemy 
is cast by religious belief into the collective personification of exis
tential evil. In the Christian tradition, but particularly conservative 
Protestant belief, virtue- which they possess-is under constant 
threat from the antichrist and his supporters. To these believers, 
this phenomenon is pure evil. It sometimes takes the form of for
eign institutions (the United Nations is frequently accused) in the 
eyes of some American religious fundamentalist extremists. Or the 
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evil can be seen in a people. Alarmingly, for many Christian conser
vatives, the 1.2 billion Muslims in the world, including the 7 million 
or so in the United States, represent the forces of the antichrist. One 
extreme conservative organization in the United States employs ex
Muslims and Christians and Jews to promote the idea that Muslims 
in America represent a vast sleeper cell awaiting the signal from 
abroad to rise up and overthrow the government and establish an 
Islamic state. 

The extremist Christians align with conservative and militantly 
defensive Jews in Israel, the United States, and elsewhere in shar
ing a fear and loathing-and one might say appalling ignorance-of 
Islam. For Jews, the traditional tribe of Amalek, which symbolizes 
the Gentile urge to attack and destroy Jews for no reason, intro
duced to us in Genesis·, has today become embodied in the Arab and 
Muslim people. The role of Amalek passed from the Roman Empire 
to Christendom, which played this role from the first century CE 
through the middle of the twentieth century. Today the Christian 
dread of the forces of the antichrist, which is deeply embedded in 
American political culture, has teamed up with the Jewish dread of 
the Muslim Amalek to threaten military attacks on Iran and other 
Muslim targets . This grave threat is enduring. 

What does psychological science tell us we should do to prevent 
the battle of Armageddon predicted in the New Testament's Book 
of Revelation? Science tells us to do what the people in this book 
have done. It tells us to listen empathically to the stories and espe
cially the fears of peoples locked in political and religious conflicts. 
It asks us to show respect for their humanity and their religious and 
cultural identity and to convey our concern for their well-being and 
that of their children. Then psychology instructs us to invite open 
and uninhibited expressions of the grievances and fears of all the 
parties to the conflict. An approach that involves representatives of 
the groups in conflict in a safe environment and with skilled facili 
tation almost always with requisite time begins a mutual rehuman
izing process. This mitigates the inherited mutual demonization 
between the groups and ideally leads to a new relationship of the 
persons involved in such respectful engagement. Their task then 
is to communicate effectively with mass public opinion in their 
communities the information that some of the feared "others;' 
the enemy, have begun to acknowledge moral responsibility for 
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the hurts inflicted on their people over time. They have expressed 
remorse. And often, in explicit or subtle ways, they have asked for 
understanding and forgiveness. 

There will be indirect healing processes necessary before the 
more obvious conflicts can be addressed successfully. The prime 
example in the Middle East is the need for Christian engagement 
with Jews to acknowledge the enormous moral debt of Christendom 
to the Jews of Europe. Christians must embrace Jews as a beloved 
people and begin to persuade them that Amalek is finally dead. To 
make this persuasive in the case of Islam, Christians and Jews must 
study and learn that the Prophet of Islam saw Judaism and Chris
tianity as sibling religions sharing the same revelations from God 
but in different languages so that different tribes and nations could 
understand God's message. This will be a stunning surprise to the 
first two monotheistic traditions who know almost nothing about 
the third. 

An even more indirect healing process must be launched 
between mainline and militant evangelical Christians in the United 
States whose antagonisms reflect mutual regional, cultural, and per
sonal disdain and a history for many of civil war. The many meth
ods of respectful engagement demonstrated by the better angels in 
this book help show the way. Popular initiatives to heal history have 
great impact on societies as some of the stories show. But there is 
nothing quite like the courage and selflessness of political leaders 
to accelerate a healing process between wounded peoples. Hender
son gives us the example of former German President Richard von 
Weizsacker who said, "Our forefathers left us a stupendous legacy. 
Guilty or not guilty, young or old, all Germans must accept this 
past history. We are responsible for what we make of this legacy 
and how we relate to it. One who wishes to close his eyes to the 
past becomes also blind to the present. He who refuses to register 
in memory past acts of inhumanity runs the risk of being infected 
again by the same disease:' 

History proves President Weizsacker correct. The healing 
examples of the people in this book, buttressed by the science of 
political psychology, show us how we can make things better. 


