Reflections on peace and Iran:

Dear friends, partners in a project that is real, amazing, and possible when we are together.  The raised eyebrows and inquiring issues that many people (Muslims and non-Muslims alike) raise, tells me that we may have just started and that much work is ahead.  The experience we, Americans and Iranians alike, shared together on this delegation is truly ours.  The challenge now is not only to continue what was started but also to disseminate our learning and our hopes and fears in ways that will support a real dialogue for peace between and among both people.  This is a tall order, in my book, however I also believe that we may be people who are, in sha Allah, somewhat suited for this task.  Moreover, at this point in time, when the drums of war are beating louder than when we started this project and even since we went to Iran, I feel stronger than ever that we must do whatever we can to offer our expertise and our experience in Iran, to loudly blow the peace horns, and to be willing to follow our words with action.

Before the journey I imagined Iran to be a dark and threatening place where secret police are watching every move.  Fears rooted in my combined identities (an American Sunni Muslim convert with Jewish roots in Israel) occasionally would visit me.  However, the motivation to go with the delegation and the desire to visit Iran for the first time were so much stronger.  I can summarize my pre-journey aims, intentions, and hopes as:

1. To create relationships with Iranians as human being and as Muslims who work for and love the peace.

2. To better understand who are the Shia and more specifically who are the Iranian Shias.  I wanted to better understand our Muslim history from the Iranian Shia perspective and to meet Iranian people as co-Muslims.

3. To get to know the people who participate in the Salam Institute better and on a personal level.  Traveling together is an effective way to get to know people. Also I wanted to see and experience the Salam Institute in action.

4. To further prepare myself to facilitate dialogues with Shias and Sunnis.

5. To offer my experience in community dialogue and in using appreciative inquiry for peace activity in Iran, and to see if these methods or models are applicable, desirable, and useful in the Iran case at all?

In reality what took place on our journey was of course unexpected and generally positive.  Our Iranian hosts, or colleagues as Muhammad would put it, were amazing allies and guides into the Iranian culture.  What a team of teachers and students!  In only nine days, which flew by so quickly, we were able to visit a world so different yet familiar.  As our short visit progressed, friendships and personal bonds grew among all of us, as we became a small temporary community of travelers.  However, I felt that our newfound friends, informants into Iran and its culture, were most likely fringe elements in their own society.  They brought with them their own specific, very Western and almost non-Islamic healthy perspectives.  As academics educated and based in Western scientific traditions our hosts did their utmost to present us with some of the many faces of the Iranian academy.  Dr. Reza’s organization and leadership were both impeccable and spectacular.  We were treated to a cultural tasting tour as we were rushed through conference rooms of five different institutes and universities, reception halls of four Islamic scholars and meeting with members of various NGOs.  However, I remind myself that probably there are large segments of Iran’s cultural groups I have yet to meet.

So what have I learned, what was accomplished and where can we go from here?  First, even if this is all there is, I thank Allah for the transforming experiences and the new understandings I received.  The great privilege of meeting Reza, Rahim, Sabber, Amin, Arezou and the others would have been enough.  Through their particular lenses I was able to have a glimpse to Iranian culture in its complexity.  Skillfully, they sheltered us from what was unnecessary while giving us a glimpse into their own understandings as they guided us into a plurality of snapshots of Iranian thought perspectives and interest positions.  I thank them all for the trust that they showed by opening their being in ways that no one else in Iran even came close to, and with such grace.  The hospitality that was shown to us by others everywhere else was in many ways a heavy veil to and defense against real heart to heart sharing, but not with these people.  They were fearless and very kind at the same time, which allowed a beginning for a real dialogue.
Almost everywhere else, however, dialogue was not in high demand.  People were giving speeches and presenting presentations but there was very little real listening, very little relating creatively to what was said.  At times I felt that our visit was only a pretext for the locals to have another conference-room event to reaffirm existing structures and to allow those who always have their say to say it again.  It could be that my observations reflect my unfamiliarity with and ignorance of the academic culture of Iran.  I guess I was hoping for a more creative self-expression that may lead to dialogic relationships among the participants.  In time I got used to the conference room routine but I recall my frustration after our first meeting.  That night I couldn’t fall asleep until I wrote down the following verses:

Dialogue has no place where people maintain rigid structures at steady-state

Afraid to loose control.

Only in the unfamiliar, the soft moist and tender earth - near the edge of chaos 

A need for dialogue resides

Where novelty is possible.

Longing for change is only the desperation of lovers

Ready to risk everything, searching

For places of trust,

There, to lay their burdens down.

Thoughts about Muslims, Shias, Sunnis, and the middle path of dialogue:

The desire to better understand about Shiism, the Shia people, and the conflict between Shias and Sunnis was a major focus for me on this journey.  Prior reading of The Shia Revival by Nasr (2006) was beneficial because it thoroughly contextualized for me what was to come.  During the journey, both Rahim and Karim were great resources on that subject.  However, I also couldn’t help but notice a general trend by the Iranians that we met to minimize the differences between the two schools and to minimize the Shia-Sunni conflict itself.  The fear and the taboo to look at differences among Muslims is not new but dangerous just the same.  For an Iranian ayatollah and a professor to indicate that the Sunni-Shia rift is mostly historical and shouldn’t be of great concern to us at present was a bit strange.  Probably my professional interest makes me too eager to find conflict everywhere.  At the same time, the situation in Iraq and elsewhere tells the tale of extreme violent conflict between the two groups.  Nasr (2006) predicted that this conflict would intensify in the near future.  In the United States Muslims from both backgrounds possess little knowledge of each other while entertaining many ugly and dehumanizing stereotypes with dangerous implications for our communities.  A few times I tried to present the idea that Western Muslim converts who might not personified the Sunni-Shia conflict as deeply (if at all) may be suitable as mediators and facilitators among the parties.  Although I did not get any feedback on this idea, further processing and constructive criticism would be useful.

The grand ayatollah and democracy:

Meeting the different grand ayatollahs was not only a great privilege and a source of spiritual food, but it also gave me a new insight into the Shia community structure and ideology.  These visits, together with the helpful commentary by our guides about the function of the grand ayatollahs in the social construction of Iran and the ayatollah-based religious community organization, gave me insights into a possibility for a unique grass-root participative society. If indeed (I thought) the Muslims not only follow their chosen ayatollah’s teachings but also contribute a 20% portion of their wealth to support that ayatollah’s organization, that can be an effective democratic manifestation of the will of the people and their society.  Indeed, the combination of spiritual and religious knowledge, combined with upright sincerity that is continually evaluated and supported by the community, would yield a good political leadership.  It is an ideal of course, where levels of freedom, transparency, trust, mutual respect, must be present and cultivated.

As a Muslim convert from New Mexico - an Islamic “desert”, I’m always excited to travel to Muslim lands.  This journey was different.  Everyone seemed to be Muslim but I was looking hard to recognize Islam, or rather to be recognized as a Muslim in brotherhood.  The few Iranians who were willing to talk about religion were critical – Islam is oppressive.  They also saw Islam as a collection of legalese – Islam is fiqh.  I missed the people who would see Islam as a ni’ma and a mercy in their life.  Although I kept mentioning that I’m a convert to Islam and that many people in America are converting, there was none of the usual response Muslims elsewhere have, only silence.  There was almost the sound of non-response saying we don’t want to go there.  What I did hear more than once – the Arabs forced us to become Muslims.  We already had a great culture before the Arabs came.  The sound of nationalism.

A paradox:

In Iran - seeing a hijab meant only – a woman.  A white turban meant only a religious scholar.  A black turban indicated a scholar with family ties to history.  Nothing is left for the imagination.  Fiqh was the rule.  But hidden was a sense of great spirituality.  The longing for the spiritual was quietly there, oozing from the burning eyes of quiet mystics.  The love for the Iranian spirituality came through their poets and their culture.  But this is not from the Islam some said.  This is what is Iranian.  This is Iranian spirit and national pride.  This paradox between the outside Iran and the inner may be the key for our work there.  Right from the beginning our Iranian friends told us that their work is only on the academic level.  The many meetings had the same sense: talk and no action.  But what they showed us was much more complex and deep.  We must say: talk is good, it will get us to know each other – lets dialogue.  Let’s also taste together.  Let’s have workshops to demonstrate what words cannot reach.

In conclusion, to travel to amazing Iran with an amazingly colorful group of friends was more than I had dreamed of.  The deep and rich history and culture of Iran that our journey together unveiled is a major perspective on the history of the Muslim world and its worldview and the history of humanity as a whole.  This history came alive and multidimensional by traveling with a Turkish woman, an Egyptian ex-prosecutor, a Pakistani second generation American, a Palestinian freedom-fighter on a spiritual path, a Lebanese Muslim scholar who converted to Islam, an Iranian Muslim scholar who was wounded in the war, Iranian free thinkers – hidden activists, Iranian youth with great visions and dreams, all of whom are scholars in their own right who love the peace and want to do something about it – together?  What a panorama of perspectives on Isalm.  My hope is that this was just a beginning.  Our profession cannot be only academic, especially from a Muslim perspective.  We must pursue its usefulness and make ourselves beneficial to our community.  All we can do is keep on knocking on doors and say we can, we want, to make as-salaamu ‘alaykum real.

