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1. General Introduction and Background to the Festival.

The 11th Annual Edinburgh International Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace, MESP 2014, was in several phases, namely, 

1/3 - 23/3/2014: MESP 2014 Main Events

16/5 - 30/5/2014: MESP 2014 Middle Eastern Film Festival

15/2 - 21/3/2014: MESP 2014 Partner Events

28/2 - 31/5/2014: MESP 2014 Exhibitions

and brought together people from a wide range of spiritual backgrounds, people working with peace, conflict, reconciliation and justice, educators, teachers, scholars and students, people from artistic and cultural backgrounds, people working with health, wellbeing and healing experiences and concerns, people from diverse cultures, traditions and communities, and people from across Scotland and internationally. More generally, everyone participated in an individual and non-representative capacity, to allow people to draw upon their own experiences and to share their unique visions and perspectives, and people of all backgrounds who respect the Festival ethos were warmly welcome to participate in this spiritual, educational, artistic and cultural and international festival which celebrates peace and mutual understanding. There were also pre events in the weeks before, including a Middle Eastern Film Festival at the Filmhouse, and a series of exhibitions and displays.

Among the highlights were six talk/forum events as follows:

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Religion, Violence and Ecology.

Speaker: Prof Robert Segal is Sixth Century Chair in Religious Studies at the University of Aberdeen.

Title: The Myth of Gaia.

Chair: Dr Louise S Milne, School of Art, Edinburgh College of Art, University of Edinburgh.

Forum on Religion, Violence and Ecology.

Forum Panellists: Nancy Adams, is member of the Scottish Palestinian Forum and a student of Mediation and Conflict Resolution;  Brian Larkin, Coordinator, Edinburgh Peace and Justice Centre; Eurig Scandrett is an educator and activist who, after an initial career as an environmental scientist, spent 15 years in community education and campaigning on environmental, peace, gender and trades union issues.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Conflict, the Arts and Therapy.

Speaker: Prof Nigel Osborne, Former Reid Professor of Music and Co-Director of the Institute for Music in Human and Social Development (IMHSD), Music, University of Edinburgh.

Chair: Dr Katie Overy, Director, Institute for Music in Human and Social Development (IMHSD), University of Edinburgh.

Forum on Conflict, the Arts and Therapy.

Forum Panellists: Hugh Donald leads the work of Place for Hope, an ecumenical organisation offering the means of peace building and reconciliation  to address conflict  within churches and community. Formerly a lawyer, Hugh is an experienced mediator, facilitator and coach; Dr Amy Hardie, Head of Research, Scottish Documentary Institute; Samir Mehanovic is a BAFTA award winning film director who has also directed for the BBC.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Spirituality, Politics and Culture.

Speaker: Donald Smith is Director of the Scottish International Storytelling Festival, and a development worker for the traditional and community arts in Scotland.

Title: Freedom and Faith.

Chair: Lari Don is a children’s writer, storyteller and occasional political activist, who is passionate about the power of stories and hopeful about the future of Scotland. www.laridon.co.uk

Forum on Spirituality, Politics and Culture.

Forum Panellists: Dr Mairi McFadyen, Teaching and Research, Department of Celtic and Scottish Studies, the University of Edinburgh; Eleanor Yule, filmmaker.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Armed Conflict, Rape and Sexual Violence. 

Speaker: Dr Lesley Orr, feminist historian, theologian, writer and activist.

Title: Waging A War Against Women? - Armed Conflict, Rape and Sexual Violence.

Chair: Lynn Jamieson is a Co-Director of the Centre for Research on Families and Relationships www.crfr.ac.uk and a Professor in Sociology at the University of Edinburgh. She has had a long interest in gender and violence. Her portfolio of research includes studies of rape and sexual assault trials in Scotland.

Forum on Armed Conflict, Rape and Sexual Violence.

Forum Panellists: Megan Bastick works as Gender and Security Fellow with the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF), an international foundation; Cath Campbell, Rape Crisis Scotland; A refugee woman from Refugee Women’s Strategy Group.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Positive Spirituality, Creative Inspiration, and Cross-Cultural Leadership for Peace.

Speaker: Dr Fahri Karakas is a London-based Lecturer in Business and Leadership at University of East Anglia.

Title: Bridging East and West: The Role of Positive Spirituality, Creative Inspiration, and Cross-Cultural Leadership for Peace.

Chair: David Lorimer, Programme Director, the Scientific and Medical Network.

Forum on Positive Spirituality, Creative Inspiration, and Cross-Cultural Leadership for Peace.

Forum Panellists:  Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz;  Rev Ali Newell, Associate Chaplain, University of Edinburgh; Prof Dabir Tehrani, Honorary Professor at Heriot-Watt University since April 1984.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Spirituality, Mental Health and Wellbeing.

Speaker: Rev Prof John Swinton, Professor in Practical Theology and Pastoral Care, School of Divinity, History and Philosophy, King's College, University of Aberdeen.

Title: Is spirituality good for your well-being?: A reflection on the role of “spirituality” in the practices of health care.

Chair: Steve Tilley.  From 1993 Dr Stephen Tilley taught Nursing students at the University of Edinburgh to look critically at the evolving discourses on spirituality and health care. Having personal and professional interests in spirituality and mental health, he watches with interest the gathering of spirituality, recovery and well-being round common themes of 'meaning, purpose and fulfilment.'

Forum on Spirituality, Mental Health and Wellbeing.

Forum Panellists:  Edie Irwin, Tara Rokpa Therapist; Jim Pym is a Quaker, with strong links to Buddhism and Advaita; Dr Brion Sweeney is a Tara Rokpa Therapist and Trainer who has been working with Tara Rokpa Therapy for over 30 years.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Inner Power, Transformation and Leadership.

Speaker: Scilla Elworthy Ph D, founded the Oxford Research Group in 1982.

Title: What is Inner Power, and how do we use it?

Chair: Brian Smith, former Bishop of Edinburgh in the Scottish Episcopal Church..

Forum on Inner Power, Transformation and Leadership.

Forum Panellists: Prof Indra Nath Choudhuri, Scottish Centre of Tagore Studies (ScoTs); Dr Thomas Clough Daffern, Director, International Institute of Peace Studies and Global Philosophy; John Drummond, managing director of Integrity Works and a Principal of Integrity Works Inc, three years ago he co-founded the Constitutional Commission with Canon Kenyon Wright.

The two organizations who organize this Festival, namely, the Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP, (NB: the EICSP has taken over the work previously done by the former EICWS) and the Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, EIAL, have contributed major in-kind support for this Festival, and without their major networking, planning, management, and coordinating role this Festival would not have been possible. The Festival is a joint initiative of these two organizations, among their projects and initiatives, and is co-directed by Neill Walker, on behalf of EICSP, and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz, on behalf of EIAL.

2. Festival Ethos.

During the 1970s and 80s, many people were involved in the citizen diplomacy movement that sought to bring citizens of the UK and USA in contact with citizens of the USSR. As those who participated discovered then, what we don’t yet know about each other may be much more important than what we do know, or think we know. Stereotypes break down in the actual presence of another person like ourselves. Citizen diplomacy also created the context for later political change. This diplomacy began when those who engaged in it were willing to really meet the “enemy,” deliberately laying aside the preconceived ideas they held of each other.

Throughout the history of the Middle Eastern spiritual traditions, the mystics and prophets have often offered points of view contrary to the prevailing mainstream. From Meister Eckhart and John of the Cross in the Christian tradition to the Sufis al-Hallaj and Suhrawardi in the Islamic to the historical prophets of the Hebrew bible, they have often suffered for it. In modern times, prophets and mystics continue to offer their voices for new, non-violent solutions to conflict, even when these opinions subject them to criticism or danger.

One of the purposes of the Festival and Conference has been to show that a great range of opinion exists not only between traditions but also within each. The idea that any one group or person can claim to speak for the totality of any religion or spiritual tradition seems greatly outdated in a multi-cultural society, and many scholars of religious studies or comparative spirituality today prefer to speak, for instance, of multiple Christianities, Judaisms and Islams. The media’s tendency to want to stereotype any particular tradition or religion or to quote a single “Christian,” “Jewish,” or “Islamic” opinion on any issue has often hampered more than helped religious and interreligious understanding.

As organizers we are seeking to engage a progressively wider and more diverse range of contributors who have been working with spiritual tools in the fields of non-violent conflict resolution and world peace. No speaker represents the totality of any tradition. Likewise, no religious group or organization, or the Festival organization or sponsors, should be identified with the opinions of any speaker, whose opinions remain his/her own. One of the primary principles of the Festival is that all mystical and prophetic voices for non-violence and peace should be allowed a hearing, without censorship or prior vetting by any religious group or organization.

Many complex political and ethical issues face religious leaders and organizations today. Speakers may hold various personal points of view on these subjects; however, we have asked that they focus their talks and presentations on spirituality and spiritual approaches for peace, as there are many other forums in which to discuss other, better known political and ethical issues. The Festival and Conference themselves take no fixed position on any political, ethical or cultural question. We intend to create a forum in which we can listen to each other deeply and learn with an open mind and heart.

The Festival grew out of a small conference of Jewish and Muslim peacemakers from the Middle East which, coincidentally, took place on the day war broke out in Iraq on 20 March 2003.

Our inaugural Festival and Conference in March 2004 brought together at least three different kinds of presentations. First, we learned from each other about our shared traditions, as well as those that form the unique voice of any one of us. Second, we heard from those who have been active in peacemaking on a spiritual basis on the ground in the Middle East. Among those we heard from included Rodef Shalom Eliyahu McLean and Sheikh Abdul Aziz Bukhari, who have promoted ancient Middle Eastern rituals of forgiveness and reconciliation (called Sulha) in their peace work in Israel and Palestine. Third, we invited participants to share in the musical and devotional spiritual practice presented, in order to gain an experiential view of the traditions we discussed. Simply knowing facts (or presumed facts) about another does not become real meeting without such an experience. The spiritual practices shared by participants included chant, shared prayer, sacred movement, meditation and Dances of Universal Peace.

The 2005 and the 2006 Festival and Conference continued to focus on these three aspects of spiritual peacemaking, in potential and in action, in order to supplement the many other forums available for interfaith dialogue. In particular, the 2005 Conference focused on the “missing voices” often represented by mystical and prophetic voices for peace, and the 2006 Conference focused on Spirituality of the Heart.

The 2005 Festival included participation from Baha'i, Brahma Kumaris, several Buddhist traditions, most of the Christian denominations in Scotland and some international Christian traditions such as the Melkite Catholic Church, Druze (through the work of the Interfaith Encounter Association), Hindu, Sunni and Shia Islam, Ismaili, Orthodox Judaism, Reform Judaism, the Edinburgh Liberal Jewish Community, the Jewish Renewal Movement from USA, Sikhism, several traditions of 

Sufism, Zoroastrianism, as well as people from interfaith organisations and of further spiritual movements, such as the Dances of Universal Peace, Whirling Dervishes, Mevlevi Tariqat, the World Peace Prayer Society, Subud (we had an international delegation from Subud at the Festival), Sahaj Marg, Anthroposophy, Shamanism, Goddess Spirituality, Paganism, Amma Spirituality, Radhasoami/Universal, Esoteric Christian, Christian Healing, Sanatana Dharma, Gnostic, FFWPU and others, reflecting an impressive spiritual diversity among the participants, which was further enriched by ethnic, cultural and national diversities.

In the 2006 Middle East Festival Professor Tariq Ramadan and Greek Orthodox Bishop Kallistos Ware led the field of speakers. Professor Tariq Ramadan gave the 2006 Middle East Festival Lecture on ‘Islam and the West in a Quest for a Just and Peaceful World,’ and Bishop Kallistos Ware participated in the conference, Pathways of the Heart, and gave the 2006 Middle East Festival Conference Lecture, ‘Acquiring Inner Peace: Prayer of the Heart in Orthodox Spirituality.’ These in turn followed on from the 2005 Middle East Festival Lecture which was given by the three times Nobel Peace Prize nominee, Abuna Elias Chacour, on ‘Spiritual Approaches to Middle East Peace.’

Jean Vanier, Chief Rabbi David Rosen, Sister Joan Chittister, Bhai Sahib Bhai Mohinder Singh Ji and Prof Bart McGettrick led the field of speakers in the 2007 Middle East Festival.

Jean Vanier participated in a five-day visit as part of the 2007 Middle East Festival, during which he gave the 2007 Middle East Festival Lecture on the subject of ‘Spirituality and the Civilisation of Love’ to an audience of some 1,100 people at the Usher Hall, sponsored by the City of Edinburgh Council; led a three-day Retreat in the City at the Gillis Centre: ‘Peace I leave with you, my peace I give you’ to an audience of some 170 people per day; led an Education Event at St David’s High School titled ‘Spirituality and Global Citizenship’ to an audience of some 300 young people and guests; led a Prison Event at HM Edinburgh Prison, at the invitation of Her Majesty's Chief Inspector of Prisons for Scotland, titled ‘From Brokenness to Wholeness’; was Guest of Honour at a dinner hosted by the Moderator of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland; and did a thirty minute programme on BBC Radio Scotland. This visit has been widely received as a great success, and was a great inspiration for many who participated. The visit was a very good example of partnership and collaboration working very effectively, and we are grateful to our partners for their support.

Chief Rabbi David Rosen gave the 2007 Middle East Festival Conference Lecture titled ‘Religion and Peacemaking in the Middle East,’ with a panel of respondents consisting of Sister Joan Chittister, Bhai Sahib Bhai Mohinder Singh Ji and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz, and participated in the two-day conference on Spirituality and Community. Chief Rabbi David Rosen was also Guest of Honour at a dinner hosted by the Edinburgh Hebrew Congregation, and Guest of Honour at the Middle East Festival Conference Dinner, sponsored by Sir Tom Farmer, and attended by the Communities Minister of the Scottish Executive, Rhona Brankin MSP. Chief Rabbi David Rosen also gave Time for Reflection at the Scottish Parliament as part of his visit to the 2007 Middle East Festival.

Sister Joan Chittister and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz jointly hosted a Tent of Abraham Forum during the 2007 Middle East Festival. Sister Joan Chittister also participated in the two-day conference on Spirituality and Community at the University of Edinburgh Chaplaincy Centre, and met members of the Heart of Flesh Group who meet there. Sister Joan Chittister also did a thirty minute programme on BBC Radio Scotland.

Bhai Sahib Bhai Mohinder Singh Ji participated in the two-day conference on Spirituality and Community at the University of Edinburgh Chaplaincy Centre, and was one of the panel of respondents to the 2007 Middle East Festival Conference Lecture by Chief Rabbi David Rosen.

Prof Bart McGettrick gave the 2007 Middle East Festival Education Lecture titled ‘Searching for Spirituality Through Education in the Middle East.’

The two-day conference, Spirituality and Community, was part of a four-day series of events, Pathways to Peace, which included Pathways to Peace Through Spiritual Dance (involving Traditional Sufi Movement, Sacred Circle Dance, Dances of Universal Peace and Aramaic Dance), Pathways to Peace Through Spiritual and Musical Practice, and the two-day Spirituality and Community Conference.

The 2007 Middle East Festival One World Peace Concert was arguably the most successful thus far, and had some 400 people in attendance. Internationally distinguished musicians and artists participating in MESP 2007 included Abdullah Chhadeh, Naghmeh Musical Ensemble, Adel Salameh and Naziha Azzouz, Canty, Nadhum Ali, Razia Sultanova, Lucineh Hovanissian, and Davod Azad.

Prof Seyyed Hossein Nasr gave the 2008 Middle East Festival Lecture on the subject of ‘Spiritual Approaches to Peace and Ecology in the Islamic World.’

From the 2009 Festival onwards we have moved to have six talk/forum events instead of one lead lecture, allowing for a greater range of subjects and speakers/panellists.

The 2010 Middle East Festival One World Peace Concert again had some 400 people in attendance, with Arabic, Iranian, and two African groups performing.

The following motion was put to the Scottish Parliament in support of the 2007 Middle East Festival:

S2M-5411 Linda Fabiani: 4th Edinburgh International Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace—That the Parliament supports the 4th Edinburgh International Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace which will take place from Wednesday 7 February to Sunday 11 March 2007; supports the festival’s aim to celebrate the diversity contained within the religious, spiritual, educational, cultural, ethnic and international traditions of the Middle East as well as in Scotland; welcomes the opening up of the festival this year to events in other parts of Scotland, and congratulates the organisers, the Edinburgh International Centre for World Spiritualities and the Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, for bringing together people from across all the principal faith and spiritual traditions of Scotland and creating a forum for dialogue and mutual understanding among the religious and spiritual traditions, particularly at a time when negative media images and war in the Middle East are increasingly polarising opinions and exacerbating divisions among our communities.

The Festival positively affirms the diversity contained within the spiritual, educational, artistic and cultural, ethnic, national and international traditions of Scotland and the Middle East. The Festival avoids taking fixed positions on political, ethical or cultural questions, and allows for challenging and evaluative perspectives as well as affirmative and celebratory opportunities. We intend to create a forum in which we can listen to one another deeply and learn with an open mind and heart. 

The Festival brings together at least three different kinds of presentations. First, we hope to learn from each other about our shared traditions, as well as those that form the unique voice of any one of us. Second, we will hear from those who have been active in peacemaking on a spiritual and secular basis on the ground in the Middle East. Third, we invite participants to share in the musical and spiritual practice presented, in order to gain an experiential view of the traditions that we discuss. 

One of the Festival’s overriding aims is to contribute to peace and mutual understanding through dialogue, spiritual and artistic practice, and improved mutual understanding among the spiritual, secular and cultural traditions that have arisen in what is now known as the Middle East, and more generally among those who have found a home in Scotland. Accordingly, the Festival seeks to engage a progressively wider and more diverse range of participants who have been active in spiritual, secular and artistic and cultural approaches to non-violent conflict resolution and world peace. No speaker represents, or can represent, the totality of any tradition, and indeed, experiential, evaluative and visionary perspectives are particularly welcome.

Festival participants are invited to shape their own experience during the Festival, and to take personal responsibility for participating as peacemakers and community builders. In particular, participants are invited to take personal responsibility for processing any conflicts or obstacles to peace that they experience, and for self-evaluating their own participation as peacemakers and community builders for the benefit of their wider life experience.

Conflict and obstacles to peace are of central importance in the lives of peacemakers and community builders. They hold seeds for our spiritual, personal and creative development and can provide energy to sustain such development. The Festival provides many opportunities to engage spiritually, creatively and non-violently with conflict and obstacles to peace in supportive and non-judgmental environments, allowing participants the opportunity to transform conflicts and obstacles to peace into new perspectives, insights and actions.

The Festival is managed as a charitable event for wide public benefit, and all events in the Festival should reflect, and all participants in the Festival should respect, the Festival Equal Opportunities Policy.

Twelve thematic strands to the Festival are now explicit, to allow a range of entry routes into the Festival, and to allow a range of participation identities, namely:

1. Spirituality, Interspirituality and Intraspirituality; 

2. Peace, Conflict, Reconciliation and Justice;

3. Education and Learning;

4. Arts and Culture;

5. Health, Wellbeing and Healing;

6. Equality, Diversity and Communities;

7. Environmental Responsibility and Climate Change;

8. Engagement with Science and Medicine;

9. Engagement with Communication Media;

10. Engagement with Business and Industry;

11. Engagement with Government, Parliament, NGOs, NPOs and Civic Society;

12. Celebrating Scotland and the Middle East.

3. Festival Sponsorship and Support.

The Festival organisers would like to acknowledge and thank those organisations and individuals who have offered financial and in-kind support to this Festival.

Financial and in-kind support towards the Festival in general has come from Creative Scotland, Filmhouse, Pump House Trust, the Augustine United Church, the Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP, Scottish Charity, SC038996, and the Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, EIAL. Support for individual events is listed beside the event itself.

In-kind support has come from organizations who we have worked with to organize specific Festival events. These organizations are listed beside the specific events which they have been involved with. Further in-kind support has come from a range of hosting and supporting organizations and individuals.

Event: Middle Eastern Film Festival: Postcolonial Struggles: Cinema from the Maghreb.

Organisers and Partners: A partnership between The Middle East Festival, MESP, and the Filmhouse, supported by the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh Iranian Festival, Screen Academy Scotland, Scottish Documentary Institute, Goethe-Institut Glasgow, Institut Français d’Ecosse, North Edinburgh Arts, Stills Gallery, Africa in Motion, the Centre for African Studies, University of Edinburgh, Stirling University, and BBC Persian, with funding from Creative Scotland.

Partner cinemas: Filmhouse, Glasgow Film Theatre, DCA, Eden Court, Robert Burns Film Theatre, Bo'ness Hippodrome, North Edinburgh Arts, Institut Français d’Ecosse, and Stills Gallery.

This festival is organised and directed by Neill Walker (on behalf of MESP), with programme curation by James McKenzie, in association with Neill Walker, Stefanie van de Peer, Maryam Ghorbankarimi, Xose Ramon Rivas and Mother Tongue, and is managed by Neill Walker (on behalf of the Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP, Scottish Charity, SC038996).

The purpose of the Festival is to provide a focus for the study and promotion of Middle Eastern cinema. The geographic area covered by the Festival broadly covers that outlined in Oliver Leahman’s ‘Companion Encyclopedia of Middle Eastern and North African Film,’ which includes Central Asia, North Africa, Turkey, Israel, Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Iran and Iraq. 

Following on from the retrospective on Iranian cinema in 2009, Egyptian cinema in 2010, Turkish cinema in 2011, Kurdish cinema in 2012, cinema of the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict in 2013, this year the season focused on  cinema of the Maghreb (Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria).

There was also a selection of some of the best of contemporary Middle Eastern cinema from other Middle Eastern countries.

There were 3 externally organised Partner Events in the 2014 Middle East Festival supported by a range of participating organisations.

In-kind support has come from organizations and individuals who we have worked with to organize specific Festival events. These organizations and individuals are listed beside the specific events that they have been involved with in the Festival Brochure. Further in-kind support has come from a range of hosting and supporting organizations and individuals.

The two organizations who organize this Festival, namely, the Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP, Scottish Charity, SC038996 (NB: the EICSP has taken over the work previously done by the EICWS), and the Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, EIAL, have contributed major in-kind support for this Festival, and without their major networking, planning, management, and coordinating role this Festival would not have been possible. The Festival is a joint initiative of these two organizations, among their projects and initiatives, and is co-directed by Neill Walker, on behalf of EICSP, and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz, on behalf of EIAL.

4. Approach Taken to Organising the Festival.

There were over eighty events in the Festival in 2005, an increase of at least three times over the offerings of the 2004 Festival in terms of content. Spiritual practice was woven into many Festival events to allow the spiritualities under consideration to be present to direct experience. The Festival in 2006 had some 140 events, and achieved a consistently very high quality, and was well attended throughout. The 2007 Festival had some 120 events, with many of the events achieving a very high quality. The 2008 Festival was a transition event, in which we shortened the duration of the Festival, and including pre-events we offered some 50 events. The 2009 Festival had some 85 events, including pre events, the Middle Eastern Film Festival at the Filmhouse, and the series of exhibitions and displays. The 2010 Festival had some 110 events, and included a Middle Eastern Youth Festival and a Middle Eastern Film Festival on Tour for the first time. The 2011 Festival had some 80 events, the 2012 Festival had some 85 events, the 2013 Festival had some 40 events, and the 2014 Festival had some 60 events.

The Festival takes no fixed position on any political, ethical or cultural question. The intention was to create a forum in which we can listen to one other deeply and learn with an open mind and heart. Without doubt, the Festival was very successful in respecting this approach, and the Festival events were held with a generous and respectful sense of sharing and engagement among the diverse participants involved.

Relative to the 12 strands of the Festival there was a submission process, open to all, for individuals and organisations to submit proposals for consideration for possible Pre Events in the Festival, and for suggesting possible speakers or facilitators. There was also an invitation process whereby the Festival organisers invited participation.

The Festival organisers took a lead in organising most of the Festival events, including the Main Events, and some events were organised in collaboration with partner organizations, such as the Middle Eastern Film Festival. The externally organized events were predominately scheduled as pre-events. This mix of approaches worked well, and avoided clashes of events, and allowed for a rich diversity of events and approaches. The diversity of events which resulted was widely appreciated.

5. Diversity of Participation in the Festival and Attendance at the Festival.

Everyone participates in the Festival on an individual and non-representative basis, and this allows participants to make presentations and share experiences which reflect their own unique insights and perspectives. This approach can also allow for a rich diversity of approaches and perspectives, e.g., from people associated with one faith or spiritual tradition, and it can allow for a reflection of diversity within faith or spiritual traditions. This approach is also essential in the day workshops, where people tend to share deeply from their own life experiences. This also ensures that the opinions shared by participants are not identified with the Festival, the Festival sponsors, the Festival organisers, or with a given faith or spiritual community, but are clearly understood as individual and non-representative contributions.

Some of the most memorable sharing took place in the day workshops, with participants sharing deeply from their own life experiences, and listening deeply and supportively to the sharing of others. There was also a sense among some participants that the Festival provides ‘temporary community,’ and this is greatly appreciated by many participants.

The 2014 Festival had a similar level of spiritual and cultural diversity among the participants as did recent Festivals, though with the Middle Eastern Film Festival focused on on  cinema of the Maghreb (Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria).

Some participants identified themselves as having an inter-spiritual spiritual identity, drawing upon more than one spiritual tradition for inspiration.

Some participants identified themselves as having a spiritual identity based upon a spiritual practice outwith any faith or religious framework of belief.

Some participants identified themselves as having a secular identity, and some identified with a secular spiritual identity.

The Festival welcomes a diverse range of modes of participation in an attempt to reflect and celebrate individual insights and experiences, to allow for hidden or marginalised voices, and to celebrate diversity and difference. We also seek to establish common ground where it exists.

We invited everyone to participate as peacemakers and community builders. Indeed, Festival participants are invited to shape their own experience during the Festival, and to take personal responsibility for participating as peacemakers and community builders. In particular, participants are invited to take personal responsibility for processing any conflicts or obstacles to peace that they experience, and for self-evaluating their own participation as peacemakers and community builders for the benefit of their wider life experience.

Conflict and obstacles to peace are of central importance in the lives of peacemakers and community builders. They hold seeds for our spiritual, personal and creative development and can provide energy to sustain such development. The Festival provides many opportunities to engage spiritually, creatively and non-violently with conflict and obstacles to peace in supportive and non-judgmental environments, allowing participants the opportunity to transform conflicts and obstacles to peace into new perspectives, insights and actions.

Some participated in the Festival at an educational level rather than from a faith or spiritual perspective.

Some participated through artistic and cultural forms of expression, and there was a wide spectrum of artistic and cultural forms of expression in the Festival, including dance and movement, drama, poetry, film, music, storytelling, visual arts,  photography, paper cuts, etc.

Some participated as scholars, academics, educators, students, education officers, lifelong learning students, or as interested members of the general public. The Festival explores different access routes into the Festival so that people can participate on the basis of a wide range of identities.

Some participated as health professionals, carers, therapists, counsellors, chaplains, etc, and others identified themselves through various conditions of illness or through situations of need.

Some participated through specific thematic concerns, such as concerns for environmental responsibility and climate change.

There was also a wide range of nationalities, ethnicities, and cultures reflected among participants in the Festival, and among Festival speakers and facilitators.

We were also able to engage with NGOs, NPOs and organizations of civic society in Scotland, and we had participation from people from these organizations.

With the recession in the background, we were pleased that numbers held up well.

The Festival was also successful in attracting attendance from a rich diversity of participants who are now resident in Scotland, but originally from other countries, and we had a good participation from local people originally from the Middle East. Within Scotland, people participated in the Festival from across the country.

Many of the events were very well received and found to be spiritually nourishing and uplifting. Many of the Festival events have received very positive feedback, both written and verbal. As always, feedback will help us to refine the process where appropriate and practical.

6. Some Highlighted Events Associated with the Festival.

 MESP 2014 Middle Eastern Film Festival

 Friday 16 May – Friday 30 May 2014

Event: Middle Eastern Film Festival: Postcolonial Struggles: Cinema from the Maghreb.

Organisers and Partners: A partnership between The Middle East Festival, MESP, and the Filmhouse, supported by the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh Iranian Festival, Screen Academy Scotland, Scottish Documentary Institute, Goethe-Institut Glasgow, Institut Français d’Ecosse, North Edinburgh Arts, Stills Gallery, Africa in Motion, the Centre for African Studies, University of Edinburgh, Stirling University, and BBC Persian, with funding from Creative Scotland.

Partner cinemas: Filmhouse, Glasgow Film Theatre, DCA, Eden Court, Robert Burns Film Theatre, Bo'ness Hippodrome, North Edinburgh Arts, Institut Français d’Ecosse, and Stills Gallery.

This festival is organised and directed by Neill Walker (on behalf of MESP), with programme curation by James McKenzie, in association with Neill Walker, Stefanie van de Peer, Maryam Ghorbankarimi, Xose Ramon Rivas and Mother Tongue, and is managed by Neill Walker (on behalf of the Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP, Scottish Charity, SC038996).

The purpose of the Festival is to provide a focus for the study and promotion of Middle Eastern cinema. The geographic area covered by the Festival broadly covers that outlined in Oliver Leahman’s ‘Companion Encyclopedia of Middle Eastern and North African Film,’ which includes Central Asia, North Africa, Turkey, Israel, Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Iran and Iraq. 

Following on from the retrospective on Iranian cinema in 2009, Egyptian cinema in 2010, Turkish cinema in 2011, Kurdish cinema in 2012, cinema of the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict in 2013, this year the season focused on  cinema of the Maghreb (Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria).

There was also a selection of some of the best of contemporary Middle Eastern cinema from other Middle Eastern countries. 

This year’s Middle Eastern Film Festival focused on the cinema of the Maghreb. Little seen on British screens, cinema from this region was born out of the struggles for independence, making it a precursor to the wave of cinematic and cultural revolutions currently sweeping the Middle East, something evident in productions between the sixties and the eighties. Recently though, these themes have given way to issues of class, gender, economic deprivation and Islamic fundamentalism. The Maghreb season provides a selection of films that illustrate this, including three films from Tunisia’s golden age, two snapshots of Algerian society from Merzak Allouache, a look at the Moroccan new wave and the ground breaking work of Nabil Ayouch and a look at Beur cinema through works by Brahim Fritah, Leila Kilani, Bouchra Khalili and Rachid Bouchareb.

Bookending the Maghreb retrospective are two remarkable and contrasting films looking at the relationship between Palestinian informers and the Israeli secret service, Omar and Bethlehem.  Other films in the season include Annemarie Jacir’s When I Saw You, the Iranian drama, The Snow on the Pines, two contrasting Kurdish films, Fatih Akin’s vitriolic documentary, Polluting Paradise and a broad selection of short films. Supporting the Filmhouse screenings will be a workshop on the cinema of the Maghreb and a selection of films at other venues, including Stills Gallery, the French Institute and North Edinburgh Arts, details of which can be found on the festival’s website at www.eicsp.org.

The purpose of the Festival is to provide a focus for the study and promotion of Middle Eastern cinema. The geographic area covered by the Festival broadly covers that outlined in Oliver Leahman’s ‘Companion Encyclopedia of Middle Eastern and North African Film,’ which includes Central Asia, North Africa, Turkey, Israel, Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Iran and Iraq. 

Following on from the retrospective on Iranian cinema in 2009, Egyptian cinema in 2010, Turkish cinema in 2011, and Kurdish cinema in 2012, and cinema of the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict in 2013, this year's retrospective was on cinema of the Maghreb (Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria).

2014 Middle East Festival Main Events

Among the highlights were seven talk/forum events as follows:

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Religion, Violence and Ecology.

Speaker: Prof Robert Segal is Sixth Century Chair in Religious Studies at the University of Aberdeen.

Title: The Myth of Gaia.

Chair: Dr Louise S Milne, School of Art, Edinburgh College of Art, University of Edinburgh.

Forum on Religion, Violence and Ecology.

Forum Panellists: Nancy Adams, is member of the Scottish Palestinian Forum and a student of Mediation and Conflict Resolution;  Brian Larkin, Coordinator, Edinburgh Peace and Justice Centre; Eurig Scandrett is an educator and activist who, after an initial career as an environmental scientist, spent 15 years in community education and campaigning on environmental, peace, gender and trades union issues.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Conflict, the Arts and Therapy.

Speaker: Prof Nigel Osborne, Former Reid Professor of Music and Co-Director of the Institute for Music in Human and Social Development (IMHSD), Music, University of Edinburgh.

Chair: Dr Katie Overy, Director, Institute for Music in Human and Social Development (IMHSD), University of Edinburgh.

Forum on Conflict, the Arts and Therapy.

Forum Panellists: Hugh Donald leads the work of Place for Hope, an ecumenical organisation offering the means of peace building and reconciliation  to address conflict  within churches and community. Formerly a lawyer, Hugh is an experienced mediator, facilitator and coach; Dr Amy Hardie, Head of Research, Scottish Documentary Institute; Samir Mehanovic is a BAFTA award winning film director who has also directed for the BBC.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Spirituality, Politics and Culture.

Speaker: Donald Smith is Director of the Scottish International Storytelling Festival, and a development worker for the traditional and community arts in Scotland.

Title: Freedom and Faith.

Chair: Lari Don is a children’s writer, storyteller and occasional political activist, who is passionate about the power of stories and hopeful about the future of Scotland. www.laridon.co.uk

Forum on Spirituality, Politics and Culture.

Forum Panellists: Dr Mairi McFadyen, Teaching and Research, Department of Celtic and Scottish Studies, the University of Edinburgh; Eleanor Yule, filmmaker.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Armed Conflict, Rape and Sexual Violence. 

Speaker: Dr Lesley Orr, feminist historian, theologian, writer and activist.

Title: Waging A War Against Women? - Armed Conflict, Rape and Sexual Violence.

Chair: Lynn Jamieson is a Co-Director of the Centre for Research on Families and Relationships www.crfr.ac.uk and a Professor in Sociology at the University of Edinburgh. She has had a long interest in gender and violence. Her portfolio of research includes studies of rape and sexual assault trials in Scotland.

Forum on Armed Conflict, Rape and Sexual Violence.

Forum Panellists: Megan Bastick works as Gender and Security Fellow with the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF), an international foundation; Cath Campbell, Rape Crisis Scotland; A refugee woman from Refugee Women’s Strategy Group.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Positive Spirituality, Creative Inspiration, and Cross-Cultural Leadership for Peace.

Speaker: Dr Fahri Karakas is a London-based Lecturer in Business and Leadership at University of East Anglia.

Title: Bridging East and West: The Role of Positive Spirituality, Creative Inspiration, and Cross-Cultural Leadership for Peace.

Chair: David Lorimer, Programme Director, the Scientific and Medical Network.

Forum on Positive Spirituality, Creative Inspiration, and Cross-Cultural Leadership for Peace.

Forum Panellists:  Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz;  Rev Ali Newell, Associate Chaplain, University of Edinburgh; Prof Dabir Tehrani, Honorary Professor at Heriot-Watt University since April 1984.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Spirituality, Mental Health and Wellbeing.

Speaker: Rev Prof John Swinton, Professor in Practical Theology and Pastoral Care, School of Divinity, History and Philosophy, King's College, University of Aberdeen.

Title: Is spirituality good for your well-being?: A reflection on the role of “spirituality” in the practices of health care.

Chair: Steve Tilley.  From 1993 Dr Stephen Tilley taught Nursing students at the University of Edinburgh to look critically at the evolving discourses on spirituality and health care. Having personal and professional interests in spirituality and mental health, he watches with interest the gathering of spirituality, recovery and well-being round common themes of 'meaning, purpose and fulfilment.'

Forum on Spirituality, Mental Health and Wellbeing.

Forum Panellists:  Edie Irwin, Tara Rokpa Therapist; Jim Pym is a Quaker, with strong links to Buddhism and Advaita; Dr Brion Sweeney is a Tara Rokpa Therapist and Trainer who has been working with Tara Rokpa Therapy for over 30 years.

2014: Event: The 2014 Middle East Festival Forum on Inner Power, Transformation and Leadership.

Speaker: Scilla Elworthy Ph D, founded the Oxford Research Group in 1982.

Title: What is Inner Power, and how do we use it?

Chair: Brian Smith, former Bishop of Edinburgh in the Scottish Episcopal Church..

Forum on Inner Power, Transformation and Leadership.

Forum Panellists: Prof Indra Nath Choudhuri, Scottish Centre of Tagore Studies (ScoTs); Dr Thomas Clough Daffern, Director, International Institute of Peace Studies and Global Philosophy; John Drummond, managing director of Integrity Works and a Principal of Integrity Works Inc, three years ago he co-founded the Constitutional Commission with Canon Kenyon Wright.

2014 Middle East Festival Exhibitions and Displays

Event: Exhibition: The Sacred Face.

Venue: St John's Church Hall, Princes Street, Edinburgh, EH2 4BJ.

Dates: Friday 28 February – Monday 24 March 2014. 

Times: Monday to Friday: 8am-4.45pm.

Saturday: 8am-12.30pm.

Sunday: 8am-7pm. Closed between 2pm and 5pm.

Event Description: The 21st century is seeing a widespread revival, and renewal, of the Orthodox Christian tradition of icon-painting, many people feeling drawn to this sacred visual language which crosses denominational boundaries. On a broader scale, connections can also be made with the iconographies of different religious traditions, such as the image of the Buddha. The endeavour to depict the 'holy face' is a spiritual discipline in its own right, and a perennial way in to meditation and prayer. This exhibition features the work of five artists mostly based in Edinburgh : Basia Mindewicz, Monika Walendziak, Marta Kamila Pawelek, Andrew Paterson and  Rafal Urbaniak.

Opening with Concert: Friday 28 February 2014,  6pm: Toczka, a trio (Monika Niemczynowicz, Anna Pietrzkiewicz-Read and Anna Rogus) working within the vast vocal traditions of Ukraine, Poland, and Russia. Edinburgh Georgian Singing Group, led by David Tugwell. The group aspires to follow Frank Kane’s approach of focusing on vibration in the body as the path to finding the authentic voice within ourselves and to connecting with other singers.

Event: The artists taking part in the exhibition will lead a public discussion on the subject of how we may find 'ways in' to spiritual realities through visual art, both as makers and viewers. Saturday 1 March 2014, 12pm-1.30pm.

Cost: Admission Free. Everyone Welcome.

Contact: Basia - http://basiamindewicz.blogspot.co.uk/

Monika  - http://benedictworkshop.blogspot.co.uk/

Marta - http://martakamilapawelek.blogspot.co.uk/

Andrew - 2andrewpaterson@gmail.com

Rafal - http://www.rtu_artist.iportfolio.pl/

Contact: Neill Walker, mesp2014@hotmail.co.uk, 0131 331 4469.

Event: Stories and Culture of Palestine.    

Venue: McDonald Road Library, 2-4 McDonald Road, Edinburgh, EH7 4LU.

Date: Saturday 29 March 2014.                                 

Time: 12am-3pm.                                                             

Event Description: Event Description:  Discover the sights, smells and tastes of Palestine. A beautiful exhibition giving an insight into the fascinating culture of Palestine. Delicious Palestinian food will be on sale throughout the event. Film showing of Slingshot Hip Hop, an uplifting film about the Palestinian youth music scene with footage of performances in Ramallah and Gaza.

Cost: Admission Free - Donations Welcome.                                                                                                                              

Contact: info@mwae.org.uk, www.mwae.org.uk

Event: Photography Exhibition:  'Haneen lil watten'  - a yearning for my homeland.

Venue: Filmhouse, 88 Lothian Road, Edinburgh. EH3 9BZ.

 Dates: Sunday 11 May - Tuesday 27 May 2014.

 Time: During Filmhouse opening hours.

 Event Description: 'Haneen lil watten' (a yearning for my homeland) is a series of photographic portraits resulting from the photographer's encounters with various Palestinian people living in Scotland. Using 'home' as a central theme, a fluid and diverse concept to people of Palestinian descent, each sitter is viewed in a moment of contemplation as they think of 'home'. 'Haneen lil watten' has been, for the photographer, a personal exploration of the issue of Palestine, now shared with a wider audience. The exhibition is by Jim Yorkston,  www.jimyorkston.com

Cost: Admission Free. Everyone Welcome.

Contact: Neill Walker, mesp2014@hotmail.co.uk, 0131 331 4469.  

2014 Middle East Festival Partner Events

Event: Storytelling: The Queen Who Flew Through the Sky to Seek Her Beloved.

Venue: Scottish Storytelling Centre, 43-45 High Street, Edinburgh, EH1 1SR.

Date: Saturday 15 February 2014.

Time: 7.30pm (1hr).

Event Description: “Once there were two lovers whose great love for each other endured through lifetime after lifetime…” So begins the tale of Queen Chudala and King Sikhidvaja in one of Hinduism’s most esoteric texts. Their love burns bright through partings and reunions, twists and turns replete with yogic miracles and mystical teachings. Storyteller Sharadha Bain takes us on a journey to ancient India for this epic romance. Adults.

Cost: £6/£4 (Concession).

Contact: www.tracscotland.org and 0131 556 9579.

Event: Storytelling: Café Voices: Voices from the Olive Trees.

Venue: Scottish Storytelling Centre, 43-45 High Street, Edinburgh, EH1 1SR.

Date: Thursday 13 March 2014.

Time: 7pm (2 hrs).

Event Description: Jan Sutch Pickard draws on encounters as an Ecumenical Accompanier/Peace Observer and experiences of planting saplings and harvesting olives in the West Bank, alongside Palestinian families and Israeli peace activists. Come and share a story or just listen and enjoy. 14+

Cost: £5.

Contact: www.tracscotland.org and 0131 556 9579.

Event: Storytelling: Kingdom of Fire & Clay: Iran vs. Israel.

Venue: Scottish Storytelling Centre, 43-45 High Street, Edinburgh, EH1 1SR.

Date: Friday 21 March 2014.

Time: 7.30pm (1hr 15 mins).

Event Description: Two young artists meet; one an Israeli, the other an Iranian. Sworn enemies, or possible best friends? After performing two separate but highly successful shows at the International Storytelling Festival Amsterdam, they decide to combine forces and make a show that dives into their pasts, their cultures and the source of their countries' enmity. Kingdom of Fire and Clay combines classical Jewish and Iranian tales, as well as the personal stories of storytellers Raphael Rodan and Sahand Sahebdivani. Words are mixed with music; friction with moments of intimacy. 16+

Cost: £10/£8 (Concession).

Contact: www.tracscotland.org and 0131 556 9579.

7. Promotion of the Festival.

A number of approaches were adopted for promoting the Festival this year:

MESP 2014 Festival Brochure, A5 2,500, 4pp cover and 20pp text, were distributed widely across Edinburgh;

Middle Eastern Film Festival in one issue of the Filmhouse Brochure, as well as in brochures of partner cinemas;

Middle Eastern Film Festival Posters;

Extensive themed email publicity on specific Festival events;

Promotion of the Festival through the Festival Website, www.mesp.org.uk;

Promotion of the Festival through the EICSP Facebook Group and Page;

Promotion of the Festival through a series of themed press releases;

Promotion of specific Festival events in the publicity of collaborating organizations;

Promotion of the Festival through mainstream publications, and a feature in the List;

Promotion of the Festival through articles associated with the Middle Eastern Film Festival;

Promotion of the Festival through word-of-mouth and personal contacts.

8. Media Coverage of the Festival.

The Festival was widely covered online. There was extensive website coverage of the Festival, and in associated newsletters. All of the coverage that we are aware of has accurately and positively covered the Festival.

9. Some Conclusions.

We were able to put on a richly varied program of events, and most of these events were found to be spiritually nourishing by those who participated, as well as intellectually stimulating and of significant educational value.

People were able to discover spiritual traditions which were new to them, to learn more deeply about spiritual traditions with which they had some familiarity, to participate in spiritual and artistic practice, to share deeply from their own life experiences, and the Festival itself was experienced by some as a ‘temporary community,’ a place of meeting and sharing, and for many the Festival was a source of inspiration and nourishment.

The Festival in 2014 Festival including Partner Events, and the Middle Eastern Film Festival, and the exhibitions and displays had some 60 events, and consolidated many of the successes from previous years.

The 2014 Middle East Festival has been a significant success in terms of the consistent quality of the events, and the very appreciative feedback that has been received from those who attended.

The Festival Brochure was widely praised and found to be easy to use by most people, though there are always diverse viewpoints on such matters, and each year we take into account feedback from previous years in this respect.

The Festival Website was found to be easy to use by most people, and the inclusion of online bookings will be further developed.

The registration and booking process was found to be quite straightforward.

The Festival Schedule was comfortably manageable. We were able to keep the costs of events at a very accessible level, and we adopted a flexible policy on registrations to accommodate to people’s circumstances. We also had some bursaries for people on very low income, and for the volunteers.

All of the identified media coverage accurately represented the Festival ethos. The Festival is being accurately and positively reported in the media, and the series of carefully identified thematic press releases that we put out is greatly helping this process. We had some good media coverage in the mainstream media.

In the 2014 Festival there were 12 thematic strands to the Festival to allow different entry routes and participation identities. 

Learnings will be incorporated into our Guidelines for Events Submission for the 2015 Middle East Festival.

The 2014 Festival further clarified its role as a vehicle for local and international community building between diverse spiritual traditions, cultures and communities and between the internal and external experiences of the individual.

For many participants the 2014 Festival provided a ‘temporary community,’ and in many events, and particularly so the day workshops, we were successful in providing a supportive, caring, non-judgemental environment in which we engaged in interactive exercises, role play, rituals, deep listening and sharing about our experiences and awareness of wisdom relating to the basic elements of peacemaking and community building. Elements which some found to be important included:

Welcoming (hospitality, appreciation, rituals)

Respect/celebrating differences, acceptance/understanding and allowing/holding space

Openness of heart and mind, trust, listening, compassion, and awareness of each other

Skills or tools of peacemaking in a humane way, letting go, challenging, transforming …

The Festival has again been successfully managed within budget.

10. Thanks.

The Festival organisers would like to offer thanks to everyone who has participated in the 2014 Middle East Festival, and to those who have supported the Festival. From speakers and facilitators, volunteers, sponsors and hosts, venues and the general public, friends and participants, we offer our thanks and appreciation.

11. Festival Contacts.

Festival Co-Founders and Co-Directors:

Neill Walker and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz. 

Neill Walker:

Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP,

Scottish Charity SC038996,

4 William Black Place, 

South Queensferry, 

Edinburgh, EH30 9PZ.

Scotland. UK.

T: +44 (0) 131 331 4469

E: mesp2008@hotmail.co.uk

W: www.eicsp.org, www.mesp.org.uk 

Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz:

Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, EIAL, 

3/8 Abbey Street, 

Edinburgh, EH75SJ.

Scotland, UK.

Office: +44 (0) 7005 802 580

Fax: +44 (0) 7005 802 581

Mobile: +44 (0) 7766 704879 

E: saadishakur@mac.com

W: www.eial.org
