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Dear friends, colleagues, students, and fellow activists,
It is a pleasure to share with you the first annual report of the Haifa Laboratory for 
Religious Studies as it reaches the conclusion of the second year since its establishment. 
I believe you will find that the following report offers more than a summary of 
activities. It also serves as an indication of the central role the University of Haifa has 
to play as a leading institution in religious studies and as a major facilitator of local, 
national, and regional interreligious ties and collaborations.

The Haifa Laboratory for Religious Studies 
 annual report  2021-2022

Initiatives and activities
Excursion and lectures 
Over the past year the HLRS has created an academic 
platform designed to provide faculty members and students 
with opportunities for networking, exchanging ideas, and 
growth through a variety of academic activities, including 
periodic guest-speaker lectures and excursions. 

Seed money
As part of its goal to promote interdisciplinary and ground-
breaking research, the HLRS has allocated seed money to 
support the initial stages of three research projects of faculty 
members from the University of Haifa. Each project was 
allocated 15,000 NIS in order to cover expenses required for 
the employment of research assistants, gathering data, and 
technical equipment. 

The HLRS has supported the work of ten excellent doctoral 
students from the University of Haifa whose research engages 
with questions pertaining to religion. In addition to a modest 
grant of 7000 NIS, the Haifa Forum of Fellows in Religious 
Studies offered its students a setting to meet regularly 
throughout the academic year for work-in-progress seminars.

click & watch

The Haifa Forum of Fellows in Religious Studies
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A series of interreligious dialogues 
meetings on civil and social issues
The HLRS has held over the past year a series of interreligious dialogue 
events, led and moderated by faculty members from the University 
of Haifa on matters pertaining to law, gender, urban planning, and 
education. Each event brought together religious leaders from Haifa 
and Israel. The events were open to both the academic and general 
publics, and drew a sizable interest, reflected in on-site and zoom 
attendances, as well as the subsequent discussions they triggered.

The Haifa Conference for Solidarity was held on the anniversary 
of the violent events the occurred in May 2021 in Israeli 
mixed cities. The conference was organized by the HLRS in 
collaboration with three social and civic organizations from 
Haifa: The Muasawa Center, the Haifa-Boston Partnership, and 
the Social Development Committee. The conference addressed 
ways to establish solidarity among communities living in mixed 
cities by focusing on the reality in Haifa, a city that presents both 
opportunities and challenges for its social fabric. 
The conference included panels on matters pertaining to 
economic, health, educational, and urban planning policies in 
Haifa, a city where different cultural and religious communities 
meet and act together on a daily basis. In the course of the 
discussions, national and municipal officials, physicians, 
academics, social activists, religious leaders, educators, and 
more, reflected on the causes for violence and discontent in 
mixed cities and proposed ideas for action. 
The conference was attended by some 40 speakers, an audience 
of more than 250 people, and received media coverage on both 
local and national levels.

Haifa Conference for Solidarity

The Haifa Laboratory for Religious Studies

חממת חיפה לחקר דתות
دفيئة حيفا لدراسة االديان



Significant milestones

Public committee:
In an attempt to bolster its public profile and extend its contacts with major actors in the public sphere, the HLRS has 
formed a public board, consisting of top-ranking religious leaders, public figures, as well as media & cultural personalities. 
The board is headed by Prof. Mouna Maroun of the UH Sagol Department of Neurobiology, and it members include: His 
Beatitude Nourhan Manougian - Armenian Patriarch of Jerusalem; His Grace Archbishop Dr. Amer Yousef Matta - Head 
of the Greek Catholic Church of Haifa and Galilee; Ms. Achinoam Nini (Noa) - Singer-songwriter, percussionist, poet, 
composer, and human rights activist; The Amir Muhammad Sharif Odeh - Head of the Islamic Ahmadiyya Community in 
Israel and the Palestinian Authority; His Beatitude Battista Pietro Pizzaballa - Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem; Prof. Itamar 
Rabinovich – Tel Aviv University, former Israeli ambassador to Washington, former president of Tel Aviv University; Rabbi 
David Rosen - International Director of Interreligious Affairs, American Jewish Committee; Dr. David Rutstein - Secretary 
General of the Baha'i International Community; Sheikh Ibrahim Abdallah Sarsur - Member of the southern branch of 
the Islamic movement in Israel; Dr. Yael Sternhell, Tel-Aviv University, scholar of American history, columnist, and peace 
activist; Sheikh Muwaffak Tarif - Spiritual leader of the Druze community in Israel; Prof. Manuel Trajtenberg – Tel Aviv 
University, former Knesset Member, current Head of the Institute for National Security Studies; and Rabbi Eliezer Weiss - 
member of the rabbinic council of Israel.

Legal forum

Led by Dr. Karin Karmit-Yefet of the UH Faculty of Law 
and Dr. Ido Shahar of the department of Middle Eastern 
and Islamic studies, the legal forum is yet another initiative 
concerned with instances in which religious and civil 
concerns overlap, intersect, and conflict each other. In 
the legal realm, some of the better known cases concern 
marital agreements and divorce, women's rights, judicial 
authority, dispute resolution, and more. In addition to 
resolving related conflicts and dilemmas, the Legal Forum 
seeks to give presence to Israeli non-Jewish legal systems 
in the public sphere and highlights the challenges these 
systems face owing to their unique characteristics and 
circumstances.

The forum serves as a framework in which researchers and 
legal practitioners discuss matters of joint concern to the 
Jewish, Muslim, and Christian judicial systems of the state of 
Israel. Its activities include: 
- A digital journal the provides state family courts with 
  translations of rulings made in Muslim and Christian 
   judiciaries. 
- An annual conference attended by civil and religious  
   judges, attorneys, ministry of justice officials, and academic  
  researchers.
- Annual workshops on matters pertaining religious family 
   law attended by young researchers and graduate students.

Over the course of the past academic year, the HLRS
has witnessed significant milestones in its organizational 
growth and its ties with partners in Israel and abroad.
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Ministry for Regional Cooperation

Following its declared objectives to foster ties with academic partners in the region and its initial steps in this direction, 
the HLRS has been recently awarded generous funding by the Ministry for Regional Cooperation to hold an international 
conference on December 2022 (see below under Plans). In addition, a meeting with minister Frej is planned for the middle 
of June in order to discuss further collaborations with his office.

The HLRS has been also in close touch with the Foreign Ministry's department for World Religions, which has been 
especially instrumental in facilitating ties between the HLRS and Israel embassies in the region. 

Partnership with the King Hamad Global Center for Peaceful Coexistence

International academic committee:
The HLRS’s international academic committee consists of world-acclaimed scholars in religious studies. It has been 
created in order to assist in designing the lab's short-term plans, as well as its long-term vision. In addition, members of 
the committee have been instrumental in facilitating academic ties with institutions and initiatives outside Israel. The 
members of the committee are: Prof. Menachem Fisch, Cohn Institute for History and Philosophy of Science, Frankfurt-Tel 
Aviv Center for the Study of Interreligious dynamics; Prof. Abdullah Galadari, Qur'anic Studies, Khalifa University, Abu 
Dhabi; Prof. Mercedes Garcia-Arenal, Religious Studies, Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas de Madrid; Prof. 
Anabel Herzog, Political Science, University of Haifa; Prof. Guy Stroumsa, Early Christianity, the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem; Oxford University; Prof. Sarah Stroumsa, Arabic and Jewish Thought, Religious Studies, the Hebrew University 
of Jerusalem; Prof. Dorothea Weltecke, Religious Studies, Humboldt University of Berlin; and Prof. Christian Wiesse, Jewish 
Theology, Goethe-Universität Frankfurt am Main.
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A landmark agreement with the King Hamad Global Centre for Peaceful Coexistence in the Kingdom of Bahrain and 
University of Haifa has been recently signed. The new partnership aims to promote tolerance and coexistence in the region 
by establishing special joint programs for Jewish and Arab students, as well as educational initiatives designed to cultivate 
the skills young leaders need for the 21st century. The partnership was cemented subsequent to preliminary ties between 
the King Hamad Center and the HLRS.

The ambassador of Belgium, along with members of his 
staff, were hosted by the HLRS on campus and in the city. 
After a short presentation and meeting with a number of 
doctoral students, the ambassador was presented with few 
examples of shared society in Haifa, including the bi-lingual 
school of Yad be-Yad, the communal garden by Ein ha-Yam/
Wad al-jmal, and The House of Grace - a vocational center 
for released prisoners, based by the local Melkite church. A 
similar visit is planned by the chief of the regional affairs unit 
of UNSCO.

Ties with the local diplomatic corpus



Plans for 2022-2023
Here at the HLRS we are constantly thinking about new directions and in effectives ways for implementing our mission. 
Below is a list of our planned initiatives for the coming academic year:

Turning mixed cities into shared cities: religious leaderships at crossroads 
of urban social divisions
A research projects in collaboration with Rev. Dr. Gary Mason of Rethinking Conflict (Belfast), Ms. Martine Miller of 
the International Center for Religion and Diplomacy (Washington DC), and Dr. Katherine O'Lone of the Woolf Institute 
(University of Cambridge).

This research and practice initiative focuses on urban spaces that are characterized by communal diversity on account of 
one or more of the following affiliations: ethnic, cultural, and religious. Urban centers of this kind have existed throughout 
history, but their numbers have accelerated during the modern era and, in particular, over the past few decades, due to 
growing waves of migration. While social diversity is recognized as a major asset for economic growth, cultural flourishing, 
and social ideologies that embrace difference, it is also seen as the cause of major social instabilities, tensions, and acts of 
violence. 
The proposed initiative will seek to gather information on communally-diverse urban settings, assess it, and identify 
patterns and unique cases, in order to extract models and guiding principles that will assist religious leaders to assume 
primary positions in conflict resolutions tasks forces. 

Religion and social change  
Religion and Social Change is a pilot project aimed to facilitate social change through the collaboration of academic 
researchers and religious communities in the city of Haifa. Starting Spring 2023, a research team led by a PI will focus on a 
theme of its choice and of social significance (e.g. education, gender equality, environmentalism, poverty, urban planning, 
etc.). The team's work will consist of three primary phases: study, initiative, and action.
The "study" phase will be devoted to exploring religious visions and ideas regarding its chosen theme and initiate academic 
activities that will assist in its quest (e.g. workshops, symposia, excursions, guest talks, etc.). In the "initiative" phase the team 
will initiate contact with religious leaderships and communities that are based in Haifa in relation to the "study" stage, in 
order to assess its findings and enlist religious communities towards action. And, finally, in the "action" phase, the team, in 
collaboration with select religious communities in Haifa will devise an action plan regarding the chose social theme and 
turn to its implementation.
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Madrasa/Beit midrash 
The Interfaith Madrasa/Beit Midrash is the first of its 

kind academic research group in which Jewish, Muslim, 
and Christian academic scholars and graduate students 
will meet once a month throughout the academic year 
to read, analyze, and discuss principal philosophical, 
theological, legal, and literary texts in the Abrahamic 
traditions.
In both the Jewish and Islamic traditions, the Beit 
Midrash and the Madrasa are places in which people 
congregate to read and discuss religious texts. In the 
modern university, many academics engage in deep 
and sustained conversation with religious texts from a 
wide range of religious traditions. Combining the rigor 
and diversity of the university with the religious vitality 
of the Beit Midrash/Madrasa, our Interfaith scholastic 
framework will function to incubate high-quality academic research of relevance to the life of faith, all the while creating 
and sustaining meaningful interfaith encounters and relationships. The group will consist of 4 established scholars and 4 
junior researchers/graduate students from different Israeli academic institutions. 



The HLRS will hold a conference modeled on the JCM - 
a unique European series of interfaith conferences, aimed 
at promoting dialogue, understanding and solidarity 
amongst Jews, Christians and Muslims. The Haifa 
conference that will bring together Jews, Christians and 
Muslims from across the Middle East and Mediterranean.  
Following the European model, the conference will 
include three key lectures on a chosen topic, spaces for 
common discussions and activities. Among its primary 
objectives is to create a network of faculty members and 
students from Israel, the Palestinian Authority, Jordan, 
Bahrain, the UAE, Morocco, Turkey, Greece, and Albania.

The conference will focus on the role of religious ideas 
and religious communities in advancing diplomatic 
solutions. We believe that shared religious values and 
ideals, along with responsible leaderships, render religions 
and their communities highly instrumental players in 
forging ties between peoples and overcoming political 
disputes. In addition to exploring related themes to the 
question in hand, the conference will allow participants 
to experience each other's ritualistic and spirituals worlds 
through shared activities and conversations. To that end, 
the conference will be held on a weekend, thus allowing 
each religious community to introduce the ritualistic 
aspects of its most holy day in the week. Furthermore, 
the month of December is a special time in the year in 
Haifa. It is the time of the Holiday of Holidays, in the 
course of which the city celebrates its religious diversity 
through a variety of unique activities, thus endowing the 
conference a special added value.

International conference on the role of religions in international 
diplomacy, December 2022

Bet Golda Mashav - Haifa

The religious heritage of Iran – a forum for comparative research and discussion
Over the course of history, Iran provided a civilizational setting for a plethora of religions, including Zoroastrianism, rabbinic 
Judaism, Sunni and Shi'ite Islam, and eventually the Baha'i faith. The impact of Iranian culture and ideas on these religions 
is now recognized as having transcended Iranian physical boundaries in consequence to the migration and settlement of 
Iranians and adherents of Iranian religious traditions across the globe. These traditions, albeit distinct from one another, 
share a host of common features, manifested both in their theologies, ideals, rituals, and customs.
The proposed forum will assemble for the first time religious 
practitioners and academic scholars to discuss and study 
in a comparative way thematic intersections and parallels 
among the various religious traditions that had emerged 
from Iran. Meetings will be held on a regular basis; will be 
open to academics of all ranks, both in Israel and abroad; and 
attended both in person and via zoom.

The HLRS is committed to the promotion of interreligious 
dialogue through academic engagement. To that end, 
it will facilitate the meetings and coordinate them with 
participants. The HLRS is currently soliciting additional 
parties who will join its endeavors to realize this new and 
exciting project. Discussions have already been initiated with 
The Alliance Center for Iranian Studies at Tel Aviv University 
and the Institute for National Security Studies (INSS). 

The Haifa Laboratory for Religious Studies

חממת חיפה לחקר דתות
دفيئة حيفا لدراسة االديان



Thanks and acknowledgments

The projects, partnerships, and new initiatives listed above were largely enabled thanks to UH President 
Prof. Ron Robin and Rector – Prof. Gur Alroey. It is thanks to their vision regarding the centrality of 
our university in local and regional affairs, both on academic and public levels, that paved the way for 
initiatives such as the HLRS. And it thanks to their leadership that the university has supported the work 
of the HLRS through a variety of means, including funding and infrastructure. 

The HLRS was initially conceived in the offices of the UH Research Authority. The latter's guidance and 
assistance, led by Vice President for Research – Prof. Ido Itzhaki, was, and is, key for the success of HLRS 
endeavors. 

We are also extremely grateful to the leadership and companionship of our public board and academic 
steering committee, in particularly Prof. Mouna Maroun, whose continuous commitment to the HLRS is 
a reassuring reminder to the importance of our work.  

The American Society of the University of Haifa has been a central ally in securing funds for HLRS 
activities. It is in this regard that I wish to express our profound gratitude to the Wayfarer Foundation 
and the leadership of Mr. Steve Sarowitz, whose trust and inspiration have enabled most of the past 
year's achievements. Further words of thanks go out to the Center for Druze Heritage, the Ahmdiyya 
Islamic Community, and the Ministry for Regional Cooperation, for their important contributions to our 
projects. 

Finally, I wish to thank HLRS coordinator Ms. Gila Livni-Zamir, for her commitment, resourcefulness, as 
well as her words of wise counsel.

We look forward to the coming academic year with great hope and ambition, as we rely on your continued 
support and partnership. 

Sincerely,

Dr. Uriel Simonsohn
Head of HLRS
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