Engaging in dialogue a nonviolent choice
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On a recent Wednesday afternoon, I entered a Manhattan hotel lobby swarming with Secret Service agents, and joined 150 peace activists for a meeting with President Ahmadinejad of Iran.  
 

 Our meeting was arranged by Fellowship of Reconciliation, an interfaith and international movement for peace, justice, and nonviolence. One of our goals was to convey to Iran's leaders how civil society and the peace community function in the United States. Sharing that insight makes much more sense than telling them how we think they should deal with their citizen groups.

 President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, accompanied by his country's foreign minister and U.N. ambassador, was handed a packet of 50 pages that contained descriptions of our organizations as well as more than 100 questions from us. A committee had selected 10 of them on the range of issues to be asked in person.

 As the representative of Women Against War, I asked the first question. How, I wanted to know, could their government support Iranians working to build bridges with non-governmental peace groups like our own?

 I expressed our opposition to covert U.S. efforts to overthrow the Iranian government and our concern that accusations of complicity with such deviousness often fall on any Iranians seeking the cooperation of our peace groups. What, I asked, would support the role of dialogue and of citizen involvement in Iran and between our countries?

 The president looked up from taking notes as we addressed him. He responded first with a speech about the evils of war and the need to correct the root causes to avoid new wars. Then he addressed by name each of us who had posed a question and gave his answers.

 He said, "We are ready to have positive dialogue and exchange. The Iranian nation is a friend of all nations around the world. We think the time for an atomic bomb has come to an end."

 Initially, I felt euphoric about his positive comments. But after the adrenalin receded and with the clarity that comes with time and reflection, I saw him as a skillful politician. He knew what to say to please his audience and his answers avoided directly addressing any uncomfortable points.

 I realized he has constituencies to keep happy — from Iran's most powerful man, the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei, to the voters in next June's presidential election.

 My excitement over those hopeful comments was tempered by the reality of Ahmadinejad's previous outrageous statements along with Iran's record of human rights abuses. But I concluded that his words should not be ignored.

 Asked whether Iran would accept a two-state solution for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, he said his country would respect whatever decision was reached by the Palestinian people, that self-determination by the Palestinians through a fair referendum is important.

 Are these statements an indication of a softening of his position? I don't know, but I urge Americans to view them with cautious hope and work to advance the dialogue. To dismiss them would waste a potentially vital opportunity.

 Our meeting in New York City took place in the midst of the fear, accusations and bellicose rhetoric surrounding most conversations about American-Iranian relations. It is human nature to be defensive when accused or threatened. Conversations cannot be productive under those conditions. Engaging in dialogue is a nonviolent choice. Fellowship of Reconciliation provided an opportunity for us to ask tough questions. No, they weren't answered directly by the president, but they were presented and received.

 Too many Americans know too little about Iranian culture or the history of relations between our countries. This ignorance has made us vulnerable to misunderstandings.

 I don't expect immediate results, but I know that ordinary citizens have a voice, and when we use it, we can replace the demonizing of the other side with a recognition of our shared humanity.
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