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21 June 2003, Jordan, the Dead Sea

On 21 June I was in Jordan, more precisely at the Dead Sea, invited by the Queen to write a text that was to be part of the opening ceremony of a meeting of the WEF.  As soon as the event came to an end, I attended a dinner at which I found myself in an extraordinary situation. 

Sitting at the table right across from me were the King and Queen of Jordan, Secretary of State Colin Powell, the Representative of the Arab League, the Israeli Minister of Foreign Affairs, the President of the German Republic, the President of Afghanistan Hamid Karzai, and other prominent names involved in the processes of war and peace that we are witnessing.  Although the temperature was close to 40o C, a soft breeze blew over the desert, a pianist played sonatas, the sky was cloudless, and torches spread throughout the gardens lit up the whole place.  On the other side of the Dead Sea we could make out Israel and the lights of Jerusalem shining on the horizon.  In other words, everything seemed to be in harmony and peace – and then all of a sudden I realized that, far from being an aberration of reality, that very moment was really and truly a dream for us all.  Although my pessimism had grown a lot over the last few months, if people can still manage to sit around and hold a conversation, then nothing is lost.  

Later on, Queen Rannia remarked that the venue of the meeting had been chosen for its symbolic character: the Dead Sea is the deepest place on the surface of the Earth (401 metres below sea level).  To go any deeper, we have to dive – but in this specific case the salinity of the water forces the body to return to the surface.  And thus it is with the long and painful process of peace in the Middle East: one can go no deeper than the present stage.  If I had turned on the television that evening, I would have learned of the death of a Jewish settler and a young Palestinian.  But there I was, at that dinner, with the odd feeling that the calm of the evening could spread over the whole region, that people would start talking to one another like they were talking at that moment, that Utopia is possible, and that men can go no deeper.

If one day you have the chance to go to the Middle East, do not miss visiting Jordan (a marvelous and warm country), then go to the Dead Sea and look at Israel on the other river bank: there and then you will understand that peace is necessary and possible.  Below is part of the text that I wrote and read at that event, accompanied by the splendid improvisations of Jewish violinist Ivry Gitlis: 

Peace does not mean the opposite of War.

We can have peace in our hearts even in the midst of the most ferocious battles because we are fighting for our dreams.  When our friends have all lost hope, the peace of the Good Fight helps us to carry on. 

A mother who can feed her child holds peace in her eyes, even though her hands are shaking when diplomacy has failed, bombs are falling all around, soldiers are dying.

An archer pulling his bow holds peace in his mind, even when all his muscles strain from the body’s effort. 

So, for the warriors of the light, peace is not the opposite of war – because they are capable of: 

A] Distinguishing what is passing from what is lasting.  They can fight for their dreams and for their survival, but they respect the ties that have developed over time, through cultures and religions; 

B] Knowing that their adversaries are not necessarily their enemies; 

C] Realizing that their actions will affect five future generations, and that their sons and grandsons will benefit or suffer from the consequences;

D] Remembering what the I Ching says: perseverance is favorable.  But let not perseverance be confused with insistence - the battles that last longer than necessary end up destroying the enthusiasm that is needed for reconstruction.

For the warrior of the light there are no abstractions; each opportunity to change oneself is an opportunity to change the world. 

For the warrior of the light there is no pessimism either.  He will row against the current if necessary; for when he is old and tired he will be able to tell his grandchildren that he came to this world in order to understand his neighbour better, and not to condemn his brother. 

On the art of the sword

Many centuries ago, in the days of the samurais, a text was written in Japan on the spiritual art of wielding the sword: “Impassive comprehension”, also known as “The Treatise of Tahlan”, the name of the author (a fencing master and Zen monk).  Below are some extracts that I have adapted:

Keeping calm

Whoever understands the meaning of life knows that nothing has a beginning and an end, and so he does not become anguished.  He fights for what he believes in without trying to prove anything to anyone, keeping the quiet calm of one who has had the courage to choose his destiny.

This holds true for both love and war. 

Letting the heart be present

Whoever trusts in his power of seduction, capacity to say things at the right time, and proper use of the body, is deaf to “the voice of the heart.”  This can only be heard when we are in perfect tune with the world around us, never when we feel we are the centre of the universe. 

This holds true for both love and war. 

Learning to be the other 

We are so centred on what we feel is the best attitude that we forget something of great importance: in order to reach our objectives, we need other people.  So it is necessary not only to observe the world but also to imagine ourselves in the skin of others and to know how to follow their thoughts. 

This holds true for both love and war. 

Finding the right master 

Our path will always cross that of many others who for love or pride wish to teach us something.  How can we tell the friend apart from the manipulator?  The answer is simple:  the true master is not the one who teaches an ideal path but rather he who shows his pupil the many ways that lead to the road that must be travelled to reach the destination.  As of the moment that you find this road, the master can no longer help you, because your challenges are unique. 

This holds true neither for love nor war – but if we fail to understand this item, we will never get anywhere. 

Escaping from threats 

We often think that the ideal attitude is to give life for a dream, but there is nothing more mistaken than this.  In order to make a dream come true, we need to conserve our life, and so we have to know how to avoid whatever is threatening us.  The more we premeditate on our steps, the more we stand to be wrong, because we are not taking others into consideration, or life’s teachings, or passion and calm.  The more we feel we are in control, the farther we are from controlling anything at all.  A threat gives no warning, and a quick reaction cannot be programmed like a walk on Sunday afternoon. 

So if you want to be in harmony with your love or with your fight, learn to react fast.  Using polite observation, do not let your supposed experience of life turn you into a machine, but rather use this experience always to listen to “the voice of the heart.”  Even if you disagree with what this voice is saying, respect it and follow its advice, for it knows the best moment to act and the right moment to avoid action.

This also holds true for both love and war. 
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