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“The highest reward for
man’s toil is not what he gets for
it but what he becomes by ir,

~ John Ruskin

The title was tempting and
caught my attention — “Men in
Black Dresses: A Quest for the
Future Among Wisdom Makers
of the Middle East.” Interesting,
I thought. 1 wonhder what it is
about. Reading further I soon
found out: “Getting past the
dogma ~ Middle Eastern spiritu-
al leaders invite us to a future
beyond politics, full of mean-
ing.”

While the title was intrigu-
ing, I thought the book might be
a bit academic and not an inter-
esting one to read. | have started
books like this before, with
interesting titles that draw me jin,
only to put them on the shelf,
unfinished, in favor of a more
interesting one that holds my
attention.

It would later prove to have
been well worth my time to have
read the book. [ am glad T did. It
was a spiritual and cultural
adventure deep into the heart of
Egypt and Syria written like a
best-selling novel. And it led to
a conversation, interview with
the author.

hours you were companions on
the train. You talk” about life,
death and the future. You prom-
ise him you will return to Egypt
one day to see the future.

Yvonne Seng, Ph.D,, was the
passenger on that train and made
that promise to the old holy
man, the Catholic Coptic bishop
of the Upper Nile in Egypt. The
Copts are the Christians of
Egypt who haveé descended from
the Pharaohs. Seng writes about
the journey of her return to ful-
fill it in her recent book, “Men
in Black Dresses.”

- The book is described as part
crash course in sociology, pan
adventure saga, and part holy
discourse. Having read it, 1

agree with all of the above. The*

reader is taken on an exciting
adventure and experiences it in
vivid detail.

Seng can write.

That's quite an accomplish-
ment for a self-described scrap-
py Australian country girl who
left home, as a youpg girl, to see
the world. She has been on a
quest for knowledge ever since.

Seng is a cultural historian
and Middle East specialist. Fur-

thermore, she is a professor of

peace and Middle Eastern stud-
1es at Georgetown and American
universities.

I asked her, in a recent tele-

They included The Grand
Sheikh of Islam, a scholar, mys-
tic, and spiritual leader to the
world's billion Sunni Muslims
of Islam — the planet’s fastest
growing religion; His Holiness
Pope Zakka, supreme head of
the world’s second oldest
church, founded by the Apos-
tles; the famed mystic of Mount
Sinai: the Bishop of Youth of the
Coptic Orthodox Church: a leg-
endarg®Sufi poet; and a Muslim
mystic who is a psychiatrist by
day and popular television com-
mentator by night,

Interviews were very tight,
Seng told me, 30 to 45 minutes
to an hour. Often, after conver-
sations had begun, however,
spiritual leaders would throw
away their next appointments
and really start talking. “They
would start talking about things
that really impact all of us, like
the environment, children, etc..”
Seng said.

In one conversation, she
recalls asking the patriarch, the
pope in Syria, “How do you
seek peace? What does peace
look like to you?"

“Ahhhh, peace is a tired old
man,” he replied.

The conversations cover a
wide range of topics and issues
like eechnology, scientific
advancement,  globalization,

expect.

You can’t argue with logic,
like that of the Grand Sheikh of
Islam, who believes the world
will weaken if it remains as it is
today. He offers a solution: “..1f
we increase the number of rea-
sonable people - people who
think and are educated, people
who are involved in their cul-
ture, good moral people - virtue
will increase.”

“What has become clearer o
you on this journey?" | asked
Seng as we ended our interview.,

“What has become clearer?”
she repeated the question, while
thinking about her answer.

“"VYes.™

“Thie need to step forward,”
she said thoughtfully, “not only
for myself, but mostly young
people, but also older people;
the need to step forward into the
unknown, not to be afraid; and
to step forward for what you
believe in.”

YAccording 10 Seng, “There
is wisdom in unexpected
places.”

Enjoy the journey of a new
year.

Nigel Alston is a radio talk-
show host, columnist and moti-
vational speaker. Visit his Web
site at www.motivationalmo-
menis.com.

Kwanzaa — What do you have to

For nearly 40 years, black
people in the United States have

A few years ago | worked on
the design and execution of an

was to celebrate what we had
accomplished during the
year vis-a-vis our col-
lective work and our
responsibility

thing material, that you devel-
oped in your community”? Maybe

ous year.

celebrate?

year you will have some tangible
accomplishment to celebrate.

or no action? Wouldn't you like
1o see us, after 40 years of cele-
brating Kwanzaa, be able to point
to something we built and
sustained because of our cel-
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Kwanzaa is an African-American
and Pan-African holiday cele-
brated by millions throughout the
world  African  community.
Kwanzaa brings a cultural mes-
sage that speaks to the best of
what it means to be African and
human in the fullest sense.

Our obvious support and cel-
ebration of this occasion suggests
our commitment, not only to the
seven principles of the Nguzo

failed  primarily
because the premise
upon which it was
founded was
ignored by those
who subsequently
managed it. If we
work collectively
on  community
projects such as
neighborhood
cleanup, elderly

have the Sankofa Education-
al Development Program.
headed by Sister Kimya
Moyo. Each year they cele-
brate the principles of
Kwanzaa by recognizing
seven individuals who best
represent each principle. In
2004, at the organization’s
annual event, Kenya James,
Black Enterprise Magazine's
Teenpreneur of the
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Thus, we ask you: What Kwan- tutoring, keynote  speaker. | DO IT -’_\ LL. ,
zaa success will you celebrate imagine. the They also *“look WE LIVE WHERE YOU LIVE:
this year? What have you done things we back” every New

during the year that qualifies as a  could cel- Year's Eve at what

celebratory event during Kwan-
zaa?

Have you achieved unity
among the people in your locale?
Are you unified to the point that
you love one another more and
support one another more? Do
you have proof that you have uni-
fied around some pertinent issue
or cause? IT so, then let the cele-
bration begin.

How about self-determina-
tion? That's one of my favorites.
What have you done in your city
to demonstrate your commitment
to determining the future of your
children? Are others still control-
ling your destiny? Or have yout
taken it upon yourself to build
and support your own institu-
tions, open and grow new busi-

nesses, and create your own jobs? _

Maybe you have done other
things to determine your future.
Congratulations!

ehrate
ever
Dec. 28
for Ujima.

Now, here’s my fuvorite:
cooperative economics” Have
you done anything cooperatively
in 2003 to increase the economic
viability and stability of your
community? Have you pooled
any of your money to finance a
project or to form an investment
group to assist micro businesses?
"Nuiff said on that one.

What have you done to build
and develop your community in
order to restore our people 1o their
traditional greatness? In other
words, what is your purpose, and
have you actualized that purpose?
If you have, then you definitely
have something to celebrate.

Créated anything lately?
What has been the level of your
creativity this past yemr? Is there
anything, not pecessanly some-

Creativity covers a multitude of
endeavors. What did you create?

Finally, how much faith do
you have in the things you are
celebrating? How much faith do
you have in yourself? How much
faith do you have in the Creator’s

ability to carry you through in -

times of struggle? Are you one of
“little faith,” or is vour faith suffi-
cient Lo support you in your quest
to fulfill the other six principles
of Kwanzaa?

On Dec. 26 of every year,
after 40 years of celebrating, we
should be able to lgok back and
revel in the things we have
uccomplished through our cele-
bration of Kwanzaa. What will
you see when you look back this

year2 If nothing is there but a

mere celebration, then you have
work to do so that this nme next

they accomplished
in_relationship to
Kwanzaa, and they
look forward and plan activities
for the coming year.

Please get started now on
what you will celebrate during
the 2004 Kwanzaa period. And
let’s celebrate!

James E Clingman, an
adjunct professor at the Universi-
v of Cincinnati’s African-Ameri-
can studies department, is former
editor of the Cincinnant Herald
Newspaper and founder of the
Cireater Cincinnati African Amer-
ican Chamber of Commerce. He
hosts the radio program *'Blacke-
nomics” and is the author of the
book “Economic  Empowerment
or Economic Enslavement — We
Have a Choice.” He can be
reached at (513) 4894132 or by
e-mail at jclingman@blackonom-
ICK. Cvam.
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