
Young Interfaith Leaders 
Promoting Social Cohesion through Empathetic Conversations 
around the Conflict in the Middle East

When the planning for this started, we weren’t given a list of things we 
can’t say, we weren’t given specific views we couldn’t have, we were 
just told to be respectful and kind in our debates and it has worked: 
we are here today presenting to you with no issues, no snide 
comments at each other, we are proof that what is needed for 
interfaith harmony isn’t rules or justifications 
- it’s respect and an open mind

LIAM, AGE 17



“

CONTEXT
Over the past seven months, rising levels 
of hatred and division have significantly 
impacted young people from diverse 
faith backgrounds. We’ve been hearing 
from the young people we work with, that 
they have been experiencing: 

	 rising levels of hate after October 	
	 7th, especially in schools and 		
	 universities
			 
	 difficulty feeling safe

	 fewer spaces for interfaith and for 
	 dialogue across differences of 		
	 opinion

	 young people feeling both 
	 impacted by this drastically and 		
	 unable to discuss it

The challenges of doing interfaith work 
over the last seven months are difficult to 
overstate. This urgent situation necessi-
tates immediate action to provide a plat-
form for these young voices to express 
their experiences and concerns. Unlike 
the Faith & Belief Forum’s (F&BF) annu-
al programmes, this initiative responds 
directly to recent events, emphasising 
the need for swift and meaningful en-
gagement.

This project therefore represents a 
crucial step toward fostering a culture 
of understanding and empathy around 
the complex issue of the Conflict in the 
Middle East. By continuing to engage 
diverse perspectives and promoting 
respectful dialogue, we aim to contribute 
to a more cohesive and peaceful society. 

The strong interest from our communities 
underscores the urgency and impor-
tance of this project. We were pleased 
to collaborate with the National Citizen 
Service (NCS) to offer this significant op-
portunity for dialogue and understanding 
and our thanks go to Sir Stephen Timms 
MP for hosting this event.

Our youth does not make
 us any less capable of processing

 and learning on the conflicts in the
 Middle East. Our youth is not the

 problem. The lack of provision of safe
 spaces is a problem. The lack of an

 unbiased education is a problem. The lack
 of allowance to discuss freely in

 school is a problem

Alyssa, 17

AIMS Foster Social Cohesion
To create a platform where young peo-
ple from different faith backgrounds can 
come together, share their experiences, 
and build mutual understanding.

Encourage Productive 
Conversations
To create respectful and constructive 
spaces that allow participants to express 
their views and listen to others.

Empower Young Voices
To provide young people with the tools 
and confidence to share their perspec-
tives on the impact of rising hatred and 
division, particularly in response to 
recent events.

Raise Awareness
To inform MPs, civil servants, and other 
leaders about the personal and commu-
nity impacts of the Conflict in the Middle 
East as experienced by young people in 
the UK.

Promote Inclusive Narratives
To move beyond binary narratives and 
highlight the diverse and nuanced ex-
periences of individuals from different 
backgrounds.

METHODOLOGY & PROCESS
To provide an opportunity for young people to have their voices heard, and learn from each oth-

er, F&BF’s dialogue experts distilled our methodology and experience into the following process:

Framework Development
Created a dialogue framework focused on respect, active listening, and empathy, with 

clear guidelines for participants and facilitators.

Participant Selection
Ensured a diverse representation of viewpoints from various faith and community back-

grounds, ages (17-28), genders, localities and educational institutions (through an appli-
cation and careful selection process). 

Training Sessions
Conducted preparatory training for participants on effective communication, conflict 

resolution, storytelling and cultural sensitivity.

Tailored Support
F&BF’s dialogue experts offered 121 tailored holistic support to each participant, in un-
derstanding their boundaries on this emotive topic, and how to develop and frame their 

own story, and present their lived experience for an audience of decision makers.

Event Planning
Detailed planning of the event, including agenda setting, logistics, and creation of script, 

in partnership with NCS who managed MP engagement and guest list. 



THE 
EVENT 
The inaugural event, held on 
20th May 2024 at the House of 
Commons, was structured to 
foster open and respectful 
dialogue between participants. 
The agenda was as follows:

Welcome and Introduction
Opening remarks by the project 
coordinators, setting the tone and 
guidelines for the event.

Storytelling
Participants shared their names, loca-
tions, faith/belief identities, and their 
experiences of life in the UK since 7th 
October 2023 using scripts prepared 
earlier in the project’s training sessions. 

Policymakers’ responses
Feedback and reflections from attending 
MPs, Peers and civil servants. 

Closing Remarks
The session concluded with final re-
flections and questions from the young 
people to the attending policymakers. 

ALYSSA, AGNOSTIC

Over the past seven months in my 
school environment I have heard rising 
hate, both antisemitic and Islamopho-
bic... Beyond just the hate there is 
another issue, young people are told 
not to talk about the conflict... [But 
the] often hateful views of many young 
people come from a lack of education 
on the topic... We aren’t given safe 
spaces to ask questions, to under-
stand, to empathise... And the result 
of these problems: microaggressions, 
misinformation, hate speech, ten-
sion, children not feeling comfortable 
in their identity, children not feeling safe 
in their school

NAZIM, MUSLIM

My great grandfather’s sons made a 
decision, one stayed in Egypt, and one 
travelled 200 miles east. I was born 
in Cairo. But if it had been reversed, 
if I had had the other grandfather, I 
would’ve been born in Gaza, and I 
would not be here to speak with you 
today... I have felt distressed and 
helpless... It feels like the world is 
incessantly indifferent to my cousin’s 
suffering. At the same time, I know my 
Jewish friends are suffering. I know 
they feel that they are in danger... 
Communities are divided and 
unfortunately, we’ve seen too many 
politicians add fuel to the fire.

FAHIMA, MUSLIM

As a Muslim standing in front of 
other Muslims, I fear making the wrong 
decision... There is such little room to 
truly understand the other people’s 
perspectives... How do we really 
navigate these conflicting emotions 
when all we see is a distorted reflection 
of reality through the lenses of social 
media? ...We all stand here, diverse in 
our beliefs but we all are united by the 
same fear and uncertainty. We 
recognise that every word carries 
weight. We recognise the need to 
speak about the unspoken.

ABIGAIL, JEWISH

I can’t tell you how terrifying it is wait-
ing on the phone to see if your family 
and friends are alive [on October 7th 
attacks] ... [And] on campus, we have 
had to make significant changes to our 
daily lives to ensure safety amongst 
Jewish students...having to do online 
lectures for nearly 2 weeks; ...being 
cautious of what I am wearing, like my 
star of David necklace; ...and being 
scared to walk around... campus.... 
Even when walking back from syna-
gogue with a group of friends and my 
Rabbi we’ve had people shouting “heil 
Hitler” out of car windows, with 
Palestinian flags in their cars.

“



RUBY, JEWISH

I am culturally Jewish and... I have 
faced verbal hate simply for ‘looking 
Jewish.’ I was told by a stranger on 
the train that I was a ‘stupid Hassid’ 
and that he would stomp on my head 
until I died....  I was only sixteen

SAMIR, MUSLIM

The media narrative fan the flames 
of division and our internet algorithm 
solidifies our echo chambers... As a 
British-born Muslim, I do feel a sense 
of alienation... Those around me, lost 
faith in our democracy... [I’m] fearful 
that speaking the truth will lead to my 
rejection by my community for ac-
knowledging fair points made by Israe-
lis. Fearful that forgiveness will mean to 
forget the death and suffering endured 
by the Palestinians... It’s an inspiring 
experience recognising that differences 
inherently exist, yet we come together 
to actualise hope for a better future.

DAVINA, JEWISH
I’m a Jewish student... Since October 
7th, everything seemed to change... 
My friends who once sat with me in 
lectures, avoided sitting next to me... 
the Jewish Society received hundreds 
of threatening messages... Despite 
this, I’m here because...I want to do 
better to support and acknowledge 
the pain of other communities - and I 
hope you can do the same for mine... 
As someone who has lost friends 
and family in this war, I want people 
to understand that you don’t have to 
follow the narrative of choosing a side. 
In December I spent a month in Israel 
and spent a lot of time farming and 
packaging aid to be sent to displaced 
families both in Israel and in Gaza, and 
along the road met so many 
amazing people from all backgrounds 
who chose love.

KAMAL, MUSLIM

Over these past 6 months, I’ve wit-
nessed as my community has delved 
deeper into chaos... so, many people 
who feel like me have taken to the 
streets to peacefully protest. Yet we 
are “hate marches”. I acknowledge 
that there are these occasional in-
cidents at these marches which are 
unacceptable. These have nothing 
to do with me or to do with the vast 
majority of protesters. We feel pow-
erless...Standing for the dignity of the 
Palestinian people does not negate 
the dignity of the Jewish people...Why 
are we trapped in this false dichoto-
my? I believe coming together now is 
more integral than ever before as we 
must push past this divisive narrative... 
But those opportunities are rare - the 
ParliaMentors programme, run by the 
Faith and Belief Forum, which brought 
me here today, being one of them.

JALILA, MUSLIM

I’ve seen these [acts in Gaza] unfold 
in the palm of my hand, but unable 
to speak out against them...For the 
first time in my life, I feel marginalised 
and unsafe as a British citizen... Our 
holiest month of Ramadan was spent 
with my local mosque reflecting on 
the shared trauma of helplessness 
and despair. We have also witnessed 
increasing levels of Islamophobia not 
just by the public but also have seen 
various divisive Islamophobic tropes 
perpetuated through the media – and 
disappointingly by many politicians...
My own aunty was walking down 
the street wearing a keffiyeh holding 
a Palestinian flag and a man shoved 
past her telling her “to go back where 
she came from.” She was born here...I 
have openly walked side by side with 
people of all faiths including Jews and 
Christians, coming together to show 
we won’t let this polarise us.

KIRPAL, SIKH

I’m a final year politics student... Out 
of all age groups, young people have 
the least trust in MPs. What might this 
mean for the future of the health of 
our democracy? To which alternative 
forms of politics might these young 
people be forced to turn? ...I know 
Jewish people and Muslim people who 
have been victims of antisemitism and 
Islamophobia. Within all of this, young 
people are the most criticised age 
group for not engaging in politics. Can 
we understand why now? ...Young 
people are at risk of becoming 
resentful, apathetic, and totally 
distrustful of the political process.

ANNA, CHRISTIAN 
As a Christian I always turn to the Bible 
for advice and James chapter 1, verse 
19, offers a lesson I think we can all 
learn from: “Everyone should be quick 
to listen, slow to speak”. Through 
listening to each other’s experiences, 
we can truly grasp the horrendous 
pain and suffering of all those affected, 
whilst empathising with and supporting 
these people. Coming together and 
listening to each other’s experienc-
es should be our main priority when 
it comes to discussing this conflict 
with others, rather than avoiding the 
conversation or pressurising others to 
establish affiliation with a certain side 
and view.

LIAM, CHRISTIAN
It is such a shame that feeling... repre-
sented and safe is a privilege and not 
the norm... In schools certain people 
are not seen as an individual but, due 
to hate and misinformation spread on 
social media are defined by stereo-
types, clichés and conflicts which they 
had no part in. A vast majority of the 
retorts I’ve heard thrown at people are 
fuelled by social media rhetoric. While 
my school has tried in part to combat 
it, I feel that they are often too specific 
dealing with the symptoms instead of 
the cause... We are here today pre-
senting to you with no issues, no snide 
comments at each other, we are proof 
that what is needed for inter faith har-
mony [...is] respect and an open mind. 
I just wish in school more emphasis 
was put onto how to be kind and 
compassionate instead of a haphazard 
response to whatever discrimination 
was currently taking place.”“



QUESTIONS YOUNG PEOPLE 
POSED TO DECISION MAKERS

What are politicians doing to deal with the root cause, a lack of basic 
respect for those who are different?

How can you help me and people like me to connect with other 
communities and change the culture of fear to one of understanding 
and compassion? 

What do you think the government can do to ensure that young 
people’s voices are heard on social issues and that trust in MPs is 
rebuilt? 

What can you do to ensure that media voices and public education 
encourage social cohesion rather than foster division?  

With the removal of many MPs from both parties due to their pro-Pal-
estine views how can you ensure the voices of my community are 
being heard? 

Will the government take any particular actions to combat the rise in 
hatred directed towards individuals with religious faiths and cultures? 

What measures can you put in place to guarantee the protection of 
Jewish students on campus? 

Young people use the media to judge what the ‘right’ view is, but I 
ask you what is the alternative? 

What measures are being proposed to manage the spread of dis-
tressing content while holding freedom of expression? 

How can the voices of all faith/ belief communities be represented 
fairly by government?

What is the government doing to combat the root causes of 
intercommunal tensions?
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“
REFLECTIONS
Rachel, F&BF, Programme Lead and Conflict 
Resolution Facilitator
“This project has brought incredible learning. May we all re-
member this unbelievable group of young people who have 
chosen to come together at times like these, and not just to 
show up but show up for each other; to not just share their 
truths but listen. My hope is that we can learn from their 
process as a group about how to have hard conversations, 
how to come together in difficult times, how to stand up for, 
and stand with, people who have different perspectives.”

The young people shared their highlights after 
the event: 

NEXT STEPS:
The young people and MPs expressed a desire for more projects of this kind. Building 

on the reflections and feedback, the following steps are proposed to continue promoting 
social cohesion and productive conversations:

Follow-up Sessions
Organise additional events to support the participants in continuing to build relationships 

and understanding with each other 

 Projecting Voice
Working with participants to shape a creative outlet for their voices, such as a

 documentary or a podcast, projecting their experiences they have so bravely shared 
during this process. 

Coming together 
as people of different 
faiths and cultures to 
share our stories was 

incredibly positive

Talking with people 
from such diverse back-
grounds and discussing 

how much common 
ground we share

We’re so much
 stronger when we come

 together. I want people to 
understand how important it is 
to listen to others and respect 

their experiences. I wish people 
understood the power in honesty 
and sharing our raw unfiltered 

experiences “11



want to support 
our movement?
The Faith & Belief Forum is the 
UK’s leading interfaith education 
charity, with over 25 years of ex-
perience delivering programmes 
for diverse groups of young peo-
ple, in schools and universities. 
Our projects include: 

Faith school linking
Building relationships between students 
from diverse faith backgrounds through-
out the academic year 

Encountering Faith & Belief 
Workshops
Bringing students the opportunity to 
learn from the lived experience and 
stories of our pool of diverse volunteer 
speakers 

ParliaMentors
Our UN Award winning programme, 
where teams of university students of 
different faiths and non-religious beliefs 
collaborate to create real social change 
while being mentored by an MP.

Interfaith education is chronically 
underfunded. Providing young people 
with the opportunities to build 
meaningful relationships with those 
from different backgrounds is vital to 
address the levels of division the UK 
is facing – and that our young 
Interfaith Leaders identified.

95% 
of our EFB students agreed: In 
this session I have seen how 
people from different back-
grounds can communicate 
effectively and respectfully 

about their identities

Our methodology, focused on 
encounter, lived experience and 
storytelling, builds social and 
emotional learning, empathy 
for the “other”, and reduces 
stereotyping and prejudice. Our 
approach works effectively in 
tandem with other specialist 
orgs (with expertise of the Con-
flict in the Middle East). Our key 
collaborator in this initiative is: 

Facing History & Ourselves UK
Facing History & Ourselves CIO provides 
teachers across the UK with curriculum 
resources, professional development and 
student leadership opportunities. Through 
rigorous historical analysis combined with 
the study of human behaviour, Facing His-
tory’s pedagogy heightens students’ under-
standing of racism, religious intolerance, 
and prejudice; increases students’ ability to 
relate the lessons of history and literature to 
their own lives; and promotes greater under-
standing of their roles and responsibilities in 
a democracy.  



Contact us, 
socials, 
website 
etc

We work towards a connected and supportive 
society where people of different faiths, 

beliefs and cultures have strong, productive 
and lasting relations.

http://x.com/i/flow/login?redirect_after_login=%2Ffaithbelieforum
http://www.facebook.com/faithbeliefforum
https://www.instagram.com/faithbeliefforum/
https://uk.linkedin.com/company/faithbeliefforum
https://www.youtube.com/user/threefaithsforum
http://faithbeliefforum.org/

