
T H E  B LO G  07/10/2015 11:41 am ET | Updated Dec 06, 2017

Socrates Is Alive and Well in Sicily
By Chris Corbett

A few days ago I had the good fortune to be in Sicily, the beautiful island off southern
Italy. Whenever I visit Italy I always enjoy La Dolce Vita, and on this visit “the good
life” had a special meaning that brought me closer to the land, people and myself. I
was attending the “Peace Celebration — Segesta 2015,” the opening event for a
local cultural festival. The location was a 2,000-year-old Greek amphitheater, on a
remote hillside with an amazing view down to the ocean.

Sicily has a special history, having been occupied by the Greeks, Normans and
Arabs, as well as one other group that was like an unfriendly invader — the mafia —
who for generations made parts of the island a war zone. This recent history made
Segesta’s event all the more heartfelt as they commemorated their signing the
European Union supported Bruxelles Declaration, Pledge to Peace initiative, on “an
occasion to celebrate the topic of the peace close to the ones who make them a
reality every day in their own life, with concrete actions.” Piero Scutari, president of
“Associazione Percorsi,” one of the sponsors, said, “We have to reflect peace every
day.”
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A local TV personality, Massimo Minutella, was a humorous and energetic host, and
he began the evening by introducing a classical harpist performing operatic music
that captivated everyone with an authentic taste of Italy. She was followed by a
couple of short videos that included excerpts from Inside Peace, an award-winning
documentary about a project sponsored by The Prem Rawat Foundation to help
prisoners around the world learn about the peaceful side of themselves, that was a
recurring theme of the evening.

A local band called the Lab Orchestra livened up the event with a mix of jazz, pop
and standards and the first song was James Taylor’s “You’ve Got a Friend.” The
gorgeous singer later sang an old song by a famous Sicilian performer who dared to
denounce the violence of the mafia, which had a heartfelt resonance in this land
where people had dreamed of peace for many years.

Following the music, there was a speech by the keynote speaker, Prem Rawat, who
has been speaking at many events worldwide as an Ambassador of Peace,
promoting the Brussels initiative as part of a lifelong work he has been engaged in
for close to fifty years. One of the event’s sponsors was a charitable foundation he
founded to help with water and food sustainability projects in Africa, India and Nepal.

Prem spoke about how peace will be the greatest achievement of mankind. Pointing
to the moon that had risen over the back of the amphitheater, he said that long ago
man had dreamed about going to the moon. But some said it wasn’t possible while
others said it was, and eventually it happened. If people believe it’s possible to have
peace in this world, it can be achieved. We are the only people for billions and
billions of miles, so it is our duty to make it work here, no one else is going to help.

Using the example of the unique location, including a pillared temple on a
neighboring hill, Prem talked about Socrates and other scholars from that time who
enquired about important issues in places like these.

Socrates said, “Know thyself,” and in that effort to understand who we are, one
can discover a place inside that is common to all people and begin the process
to care more about each other.

“We don’t care because someone told us to. We tap into our own nature. And the
caring comes from inside.” We were all encouraged to join the Socrates Club, to
begin an individual effort.
Following a musical interlude, including a song from the film “Life is Beautiful“ (which
Massimo was proud to point out was Italy’s Oscar-winning film), there was a
question and answer session. Salvo Ficcara, a famous Italian actor and comedian,
was the host for the session that included questions from a Nepalese earthquake
survivor, an inmate at a prison, and a gang member.
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The prisoner asked: Is it possible to forgive those who have done violence to you?
Prem’s answer was we have both good and bad, anger and peace inside of us, in a
50-50 ratio but it is our choice which part we embrace. Don’t let anger manage you
— you manage it. For example, if someone else takes a parking place you also had
your eye on, can choose to get angry or simply smile and be gracious, saying “yours,
good luck.” Another question came from a student in Rome who asked if the
expression: “Building peace by preparing for war” was a valid approach. Prem
commented: Did this strategy work until now?

Salvo shared a very poignant story about a local priest who was seen by the mafia to
be critical of their activities, so a contract was put out on him. One night as he was
arriving at his home, a killer approached from behind. The priest knew he was a
target and turned and gave the man a kind and compassionate smile. He started to
enter his house and was shot. The killer, who was also responsible for other murders,
surrendered himself to the police soon after. He said he could not live with the guilt
of having killed such a peaceful man. The moderator said it was a gift from Sicily to
Prem, to use the story in his speeches to show the power of peace.

The last speaker was the mayor of Segesta who gave an impassioned speech about
the individual duty of people to look for peace and presented Prem with an honorary
citizenship. The tone of the event was so uplifting that when the band came out and
played Pharrell Williams “Happy,” the whole theater was on their feet dancing along,
waving phones with the screens lit up — the ancient Greeks never had it this good!

As I walked back down the hill through the fragrant countryside, past the Greek
temple, I reflected on the generous spirit of the local people in this small town. They
had put on such a sweet event to affirm the importance of peace. It was done in their
own simple, heartfelt way, with the special Italian style of passion, some typical
chaos, a bit of art, and a lot of warmth. The event was very touching, making the
invitation to join the Socrates Club to “know myself” an appropriate next step. I don’t
expect to find an ultimate answer anytime soon, but the journey is the destination,
full of rewards along the way. Being in Sicily was certainly one of those, as I set off to
meet some friends to enjoy the fine dining in the harbor below.

Follow Chris Corbett on Twitter: www.twitter.com/chriscorbett1

Chris Corbett 
Author of Nirvana Blues
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