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Pearl's death inspires dialogue

Journalist's father and Islamic scholar speak of ways to defuse hate

BY GARY ROBERTSON
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The father of Wall Street Journal reporter Daniel Pearl, who was executed in Pakistan by Muslim terrorists in 2002, discussed Muslim-Jewish relations last night with a former Pakistani diplomat.
Judea Pearl, who is Jewish, and Akbar Ahmed, a former Pakistani high commissioner to Great Britain, expanded their exchange to include the state of the world before a packed house of 400 at the University of Richmond.

Sitting in easy chairs, Pearl and Ahmed portrayed themselves as two grandfathers concerned about the dangerous world their grandchildren are inheriting.

But the larger implications of their discussion was not lost on religious leaders representing both Jewish and Muslim interests, nor on audience members from a variety of faiths and points of view.

The event, billed as an interfaith dialogue, was sponsored by The Council for America's First Freedom, the chaplain's office at the University of Richmond and A More Perfect Union -- a program of the Virginia Interfaith Center.

Ahmed praised Pearl, a professor of computer science and statistics at UCLA, for his courage in transforming the tragedy of his son's death into an opportunity for extended dialogues that might help defuse what they called "the free-floating hatred" that threatens the world.

But Ahmed warned that much of the Arab world believes that Islam itself is under attack by the West, and anti-American resentment is building.

Pearl said Israel and its supporters are concerned about the Palestinians' election of Hamas, a movement with leaders who have said Israel has no right to exist.

In Iran, Pearl said, Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has called the Holocaust a myth and has sharpened his attack on Israel's right to exist.

Ahmed, the chair of Islamic studies at American University, downplayed Ahmadinejad's importance, saying he has many opponents in his own country, is under immense pressure and doesn't have deep-rooted support.

At the same time, Ahmed cautioned that America should be aware of what might happen if it took overt action against Iran.  He said Russia would like nothing better than for the United States to invade Iran.

Not only would such an attack bleed the U.S. of its resources, but it could set in motion a series of aftershocks that would reverberate throughout the Arab world.

In one worst-case scenario, he said, Pakistan could make its nuclear resources available to Iran.  "It could happen overnight," he said. 
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