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If men can't achieve peace in the Middle East, maybe women can.

Today, they will begin trying in Oslo, Norway, and two religious leaders from the Erie region figure prominently in the effort.

Sister Joan Chittister of the Benedictine Sisters of Erie will speak during the opening session of the first conference of Women's Partnership for Peace in the Middle East. Joan Brown Campbell, director of Chautauqua Institution's religion department and former general secretary of the National Council of the Churches of Christ, is chairwoman of the three-day event.

Chittister's topic is "Reframing the Dialogue on Peace." Scheduled to speak at the same session were the founder of the Orthodox Jewish Feminist Alliance, the vice president of Bethlehem University and a noted Buddhist spiritual leader.

Known internationally as a lecturer, Chittister is a best-selling author on spirituality and peace issues.

"The fact is that Jesus' mandate to 'love your enemies' means that making peace is more difficult than making war, that it requires as much effort as retaliation, that vengeance is not justice and that cause is in the eye of the beholder," Chittister wrote in a recent Sojourners magazine.

More than 100 women, including delegations of government, business and religious leaders from Israel, the Palestinian Territories, the United States and Europe were expected to attend the conference. The goal of the gathering is to rebuild trust in the Middle East.

Chittister on Wednesday e-mailed Erie Benedictines that 10 of the delegates from Jerusalem had not yet been permitted to leave for the conference because of Tuesday's terrorist bombing, said Sister Susan Doubet, OSB.

The Oslo meeting is part of The Global Peace Initiative of Women Religious and Spiritual Leaders. The organization grew out of a 2000 world peace summit at the United Nations and a similar gathering in 2002 in Geneva, Switzerland, according to the Web site. Chittister also spoke at the Geneva conference.

Those attending this week's gathering also are planning much larger conferences in Jerusalem in November and in Washington, D.C., in 2004, according to the organization's Web site, www.millenniumpeacesummit.org.

ROBIN CUNEO can be reached at 870-1739 or by e-mail. 
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