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			“Thou Shalt Not Stand Idly By is the story of one of the most important and improbable humanitarian initiatives of our time. In turn inspiring, heartbreaking, and exhilarating, this book is above all a testament to how a few determined people can change one tortured corner of the world. Anyone concerned with the future of the Middle East—with the future of humanity—should read this powerful book.” 

			—Yossi Klein Halevi, Senior Fellow, Shalom Hartman Institute, Author, Letters to My Palestinian Neighbor

			“Georgette Bennett is not one to stand idly by, and when confronted with the Syrian refugee crisis of historic proportions, she dove in to find a way to help. She never took no for an answer, pulled out all the stops to corral governments, armies, organizations, and civil society to stop their real wars and their turf wars to cooperate, at least in ‘the crevices,’ to help people most in need on a huge scale, and in doing so building new relations across long-time enemies. This is humanitarian diplomacy at its best, engineered by a civilian Jewish woman of conviction in a region where any or all of those can get you in huge trouble. Not only is the blow by blow riveting, but here is a story to inspire all of us to use what we have at our disposal to help each other as humans, and to get past the rigidities which have left way too many as collateral damage.” 

			—Anthony Marx, President and CEO, New York Public Library

			“Georgette Bennett has turned her life story into a force for humanity. When she sees suffering, she takes personal and moral responsibility to do something about it. The Syria war is a stain on humanity and this book shows what it means to stand by Syrians suffering at the hands of their own government. The world needs more people like Georgette Bennett.” 

			—David Miliband, President, International Rescue Committee and former UK Foreign Secretary

			“Georgette Bennett is truly one of our better angels, caretaking all of us by caretaking those most in need: Syrian refugees. A child of the Holocaust, she is also the woman who established the Multifaith Alliance for Syrian refugees. Refugees everywhere need everyone’s help all over the world and Georgette Bennett is on the front lines of it all. We owe her a debt of gratitude.” 

			—Mandy Patinkin, Actor, Activist on behalf of refugees 

			“This remarkable book is a testament to three things: first, the inhumanity that persists in the world, seen in the brutal treatment by the Syrian regime of millions of its own people. Second, the painstaking, behind-the-scenes and largely thankless work that goes into trying to help those suffering on a massive scale. And third, the difference that one person can make. It’s the story of Georgette Bennett, private citizen with a steely determination to come to their rescue, who found the unlikeliest of benefactors, and to this day, simply refuses to give up.” 

			—Judy Woodruff, Anchor and Managing Editor, The PBS NewsHour

			 

			“Blessed are the peacemakers and blessed is Georgette Bennett. In this fascinating and well-written book she describes her dogged efforts to help those devastated by conflict and search for ways to bring people of differing faiths together. The stories she tells are an important reminder that we could all do more to try to make the world a better place.” 

			—Fareed Zakaria, Host, CNN GPS
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who makes all dreams come true 
and enabled me to pursue the dream 
that resulted in this book.





Foreword

			Except for those times when the lifeless body of a toddler washes up on shore or when a camera captures a pair of traumatized children huddled together, the Syrian crisis slips out of public consciousness. But I could have been one of those children had my Syrian grandfather not brought my father to the US one hundred years ago to escape starvation. Ever since then, my family and I have felt unbounded gratitude for having been embraced by this country and spared the fate of our countrymen. Yet, I feel searing pain for the immeasurable suffering of our relatives still in Syria, whose lives hang in the balance.

			When Georgette Bennett reached out to me, she gave me a way to get past my helplessness. I made a commitment to be the human face and voice for the Multifaith Alliance for Syrian Refugees, which she founded in 2013. I joined Georgette on her journey from bystander to activist on behalf of my people. That journey is described in this book, which brings to the fore the oft-forgotten people of Syria and the confluence of forces that brought them to this moment.

			The Syrian crisis is the worst humanitarian tragedy of our time. Millions of decent, skilled, and educated people have fled their homes with nothing. In today’s environment of fear, xenophobia, and Islamophobia, they are almost without hope. Because of my background, this is a very personal issue for me.

			The journey began with Georgette’s own background as a child of the Holocaust, a refugee, and a Jew.

			When Georgette read a report on the Syrian crisis issued by the International Rescue Committee, she was struck by the parallels between her beginnings in war-torn Budapest and the devastation in Syria. The Hebrew scriptures make no fewer than thirty-six references to caring for the stranger. She felt commanded to do so and founded the Multifaith Alliance for Syrian Refugees. What began with a report resulted in nearly $200 million in aid being delivered to more than 2.2 million (and counting) Syrian war victims. I’m proud to be a part of that effort.

			But this is more than a feel-good story of humanitarian activism. It is an exposé of how geopolitics makes pawns out of suffering human beings—in this case the 13 million displaced Syrians whose lives are being stolen from them.

			As a Syrian American, I wish my community would do more to tell the world who they are—not only to share their contributions but to counter the phobic backlash against them. I don’t think they are doing enough. It’s time to speak out, and Georgette does that for them.

			I’m extremely patriotic, but that doesn’t mean I have to accept all the policies of my country. I have a right to criticize, and one of my criticisms is this: we seem to have lost the sensitivity and compassion that is a hallmark of America, a beacon. I don’t see much of that lately. I see a lot of fear. Of course, that’s not true only for the US. As this book shows, hearts and borders are closed to displaced Syrians in many countries. But the US needs to be the catalyst that moves other countries to do the right thing.

			It seems to me that those who would lead by fear believe that the hearts and minds of good people can be closed to those who cry out for help. That’s not who Americans are. That’s not the country to which my grandfather fled for a better life, or the country for which my father worked so hard and sacrificed his two sons in the US military. America is the country that gave them hope and opportunity. We must not let our fears define us. This book powerfully addresses those fears.

			We can take action right here in America by integrating Syrian families into our communities. The facts show that before long, Syrian refugees, who serve and contribute culturally and economically to this country, become one of us: they learn to speak our language, they generate jobs, and they embrace our values and our laws. Refugees are the standard bearers of the American dream. They personify the spirit, the diversity, and the values that made America the richest, most powerful, and greatest country in the world. But if we are sincere about enhancing our leadership in the world—and I believe we are still the world’s leader—our moral compass must continue to set us apart. If we can find a way to combine our necessary vigilance with our trusting, loving, and generous nature, I sincerely believe the world would applaud and be grateful.

			The insights, analysis, and recommendations in this book provide a roadmap for those who want to find a way to alleviate terrible suffering. Georgette’s indefatigable dedication to saving Syrian lives through MFA’s Herculean humanitarian efforts inspires me and countless others to be our best selves and to do good. Only she could have written this book.

			 

			—F. Murray Abraham

			





Chapter 1

			In the Beginning

			My Road from Budapest to Syria

			The report was dated January 2013. It sat on my desk for five months, sinking deeper and deeper into a growing pile of papers. Being a typical overextended New Yorker, I didn’t get around to opening it until May. But when I finally cracked it open, it changed my life.

			The report, “Syria: A Regional Crisis,” was issued by the International Rescue Committee. I joined the board of IRC after the death of my late husband, Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum. Marc, a pioneer in interreligious reconciliation and a world-renowned human rights activist, had a deep commitment to aiding refugees. To that end, he served for twenty-five years on the executive committee of the IRC. Founded by Albert Einstein to rescue Jews from the clutches of Nazism, it is now one of the world’s foremost refugee rescue and resettlement organizations, operating in conflict zones around the world. From that base, Marc helped organize the international rescue effort for the Vietnamese “Boat People,” having himself waded into the South China Sea to pull drowning refugees out of the water. Forty years later, the “boat people” were Syrian. Like the Vietnamese and the Jews before them, they were fleeing unspeakable horror.

			And the silence of the world was deafening.

			“Syria is tearing itself apart,” said George Rupp, then-president and CEO of IRC, sounding the alarm. “Doctors are targeted specifically because they treat the injured. Women and girls are raped and brutalized…Homes, schools, and hospitals are destroyed.”

			I read about horrific torture, merciless bombings of civilians, mass displacement, and starvation by siege. By the time the IRC report was issued, the Syrian war had been raging for two years. Education had collapsed, with more than half of Syrian children no longer attending school. The loss of life was appalling, with 6 percent of the population having been killed or maimed—more than one million people.

			Attacks on medical workers were being used as weapons of war. Physicians for Human Rights documented dozens of attacks on specifically targeted medical facilities. Doctors were being detained, tortured, and tried in military courts for having treated injured patients. The government killed hundreds of medical personnel.

			Torture was rampant and gruesomely documented by a regime photographer who defected and came to be known as “Caesar.”

			Hundreds of thousands of people were living under siege, with food and essential supplies cut off.

			Sarin gas attacks had taken place in Damascus, and more than a dozen chlorine attacks had been documented. In each case, the poison gas was embedded in barrel bombs that were indiscriminately used on civilian populations.

			All of these are violations of the Geneva Convention and constitute war crimes.

			But it was the gender violence that first gripped me and wouldn’t let go.

			I read about women and girls being repeatedly raped: fleeing rape in Syria and being raped again when they reached “safety.” I read about young girls being forced into marriage to “protect” them from rape or because their families could no longer afford to shelter them. I read about pious women having to sell their bodies in order to survive.

			Per the IRC report, rape was the primary reason that families fled the conflict, “yet there is an alarming lack of medical and counseling services to help them recover in the countries to which they have fled. They face unsafe conditions in camps and elevated levels of domestic violence.” The report went on to say:

			“Many women and girls relayed accounts of being attacked in public or in their homes, primarily by armed men. These rapes, sometimes by multiple perpetrators, often occur in front of family members. The IRC was told of attacks in which women and young girls were kidnapped, raped, tortured, and killed. Roadblocks, prolific throughout Syria, have become especially perilous for women and girls.… Because of the stigma and social norms around the ‘dishonour’ that rape brings to women and girls and their families, Syrian survivors rarely report sexual violence. Many of those interviewed by the IRC said women and girl survivors also fear retribution by assailants. Others are afraid of being killed by family members if they report incidents, since a raped woman or girl is thought to bring shame to a family.”

			Sexual violence against women holds special resonance for me. At age eighteen, I was the terrified victim of a sexual assault in which I feared being killed. Later, in my career as a criminologist, I conducted rape research in several cities under the auspices of renowned sociologist, Amitai Etzioni. With Susan Brownmiller, the author of Men, Women, and Rape, I lobbied the New York City police commissioner to establish a sex crimes unit—the first in the country—trained to deal with victims of gender violence.

			So, the searing images of women getting brutalized in Syria and the host countries to which they fled hit me hard. But there was more.

			At the time, more than 2.5 million Syrians had been uprooted by the conflict. Who could imagine that those numbers would shortly swell to 13 million—more than half of Syria’s population? Of those who were refugees, more than 80 percent were women and children, and only 10 percent were finding their way to camps. The rest were urban refugees, squatting—unprotected and vulnerable—wherever they could find shelter.

			And the silence of the world was deafening.

			Syrians felt forgotten by the world—just as the Jews had during the Holocaust. In particular, they felt betrayed by the US. After President Obama encouraged the democratic stirrings of the uprising in Syria, the opposition assumed that they would receive meaningful aid from the US. But they didn’t.

			It was difficult to identify the good guys—although the war crimes were overwhelmingly committed by the regime. Finding the good guys was further complicated by shifting alliances, which often created strange bedfellows. There were times when the Syrian Free Army was allied with extremist groups. But this was rarely a matter of ideology. It was pragmatic. One of my colleagues related a story in which he visited a childhood friend in Syria. When he entered the friend’s home, he found him wearing the heavy beard of an observant Muslim and sitting in front of a black-and-white banner, similar to the ISIS flag. The friend had never been religious, and my colleague was puzzled by this seeming transformation. The friend replied that he was the same person he had always been. He was simply sporting the trappings of extremists because “they get money and they get weapons,” and the moderates don’t get anything.

			Some of the areas under siege were blockaded by the opposition and others by the regime. George Soros observed that both the Syrian government and the rebels were using the denial of humanitarian aid as a tool of war. Massive amounts of aid were coming into Syria via the UN and government channels, but the regime did not permit any of it to enter areas outside its control. Much aid was diverted to staunch supporters of the regime or sold for profit, and much more aid was needed. But the donor nations that had promised aid often failed to fully—if at all—pay their pledges.

			The moderates, such as the Free Syria Army and others who were non-ideological, found themselves fighting on two fronts—against the Assad regime and against the extremists who were filling the vacuum left by the breakdown of Syria’s social order. For many of the desperate people of Syria, ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra (the Syrian branch of al-Qaeda) were the only source of relief. Just like Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Gaza, the extremists of Syria initially entrenched themselves by providing services that the government did not. The trade-off for food, money, and a modicum of order was to live under the reign of terror that came with them.

			At an IRC dinner I attended in New York in November 2013, Madeleine Albright, Bill Clinton, David Miliband, Scott Pelley, and George Soros all raised the alarm about the acute urgency of the Syrian crisis. Samantha Power noted that the price tag needed from world governments was $4.4 billion. So far, she said, they had failed to step up to contribute what was needed.

			All the speakers highlighted the unprecedented nature of the disaster and lamented the failure of the crisis to garner appropriate media and public attention. “We need to turn up the political pressure and shame” the world’s governments into action, proclaimed Power.

			Given my background, it’s counterintuitive for me to have been riveted by the Syrian crisis. Yet, it’s precisely because of that background that I was. For I, too, had been displaced in my early years, when my parents and I fled the chaos of postwar Europe as stateless refugees, to find a new life in America.

			I am a child of the Holocaust, having been born in 1946, one year after the end of World War II. Most of my family had been killed in the war, and my mother endured seven miscarriages before she finally gave birth to me. The odds of my being born were heavily stacked against me.

			During the siege of Budapest, surrounded by Red Army troops, 38,000 civilians died of starvation and bombings. One of my mother’s miscarriages occurred as she lugged a sack of half-rotten potatoes home to 9 Madacz Utca, a bombed-out apartment building in what had once been an elegant neighborhood.

			By the end of the war, Budapest lay in ruins. When I was born, our apartment was missing walls and food was scarce. I had to be fed on beer and canned sardines. Soon after my birth, my mother suffered a nervous breakdown and was temporarily separated from me. Today, it would be recognized as PTSD.

			My mother’s traumatic wartime experience began when Miklós Horthy’s oppressive regime passed a series of anti-Jewish measures that mimicked Germany’s Nuremberg Laws. Among other things, Jews could not own businesses. My mother was a custom lingerie designer, who, as a Jew, was illegally running her own salon in Budapest. Every day, she took a coffee break in a cafe across the street. One afternoon, a tall blond man entered the café with a woman. He spoke there of the horrors that he and his sister had escaped in Poland—of concentration camps and forced labor. The man’s wife and two daughters had been shot in front of him by SS soldiers during the selections in the Tarnow ghetto. The patrons of the café accused the man of being an alarmist. My mother believed him. She took him and his sister into her home to give them shelter. That man was to become my father.

			By then, air raids were a regular part of life in Budapest. The residents of 9 Madacz Utca would flee to the basement for protection. During one of these air raids, a fascist neighbor, who coveted my mother’s apartment, noticed that she was accompanied by two strangers. She promptly denounced my Jewish mother to the Gestapo for hiding Jews. My mother was taken to prison and later to a Hungarian concentration camp.

			The Hungarian resistance fighter, Hannah Szenes, was in the same prison, awaiting execution. Szenes was one of thirty-seven paratroopers sent by the British from Mandate Palestine to rescue Hungarian Jews about to be deported to Auschwitz. Szenes’s mother was in another part of the prison. My mother, who had managed to get an inmate job cleaning floors, had access to their cells and carried messages back and forth between them. With every transfer, she put her life at risk. But she made it possible for the Szeneses to communicate with each other before Hannah was put to death.

			My father was put on a forced labor train to Austria and escaped—again. Having been rescued by my mother, he was now determined to rescue her. His blond, blue-eyed good looks and fluent German gave him the look of an Aryan poster boy. Finding his way back to the camp in which my mother was interned, he came across a German officer, killed him, and stole his uniform.

			Now in full Nazi regalia, he approached the commandant. “I have a girlfriend in this camp, and she’s a very good seamstress. You could have her work for your wife in your home.” The commandant liked the idea. So, my mother began a regimen of daily treks to his house. From there, my father engineered her escape. By the time my mother’s absence was noticed and the dogs sent out to find her, they were both ensconced in the basement of a mansion in Budapest with a group of other hidden Jews. There they remained for a couple of months until the Nazis were defeated in Hungary.

			When Budapest fell to the Soviet Union in February 1945, that mansion was taken over as the headquarters for the victorious Soviet army. Among the fugitives they found hiding in their basement was my very German-looking father. After the terrible losses they had suffered at the hands of the Nazis, Soviet soldiers were eager to confront any German they encountered, and my father’s life was at risk. He immediately dropped his pants, shouting, “No, no! Look, I’m a Jew!” His circumcised penis saved his life.

			My mother and father returned to the apartment at 9 Madacz Utca and resumed what life they could. But the same fascist neighbor who had reported them to the Gestapo now denounced my mother to the communist authorities. My mother was sent to prison again—on what pretext, I never learned.

			Having now been in and out of Nazi and Soviet prisons, my parents realized that they would be persecuted as long as they remained in Hungary. With a child on the way, my father fervently hoped that they would eventually get to America.

			Inhabitants of Iron Curtain countries could not travel outside the Soviet bloc, but they could travel within it. In 1948, my parents planned their escape. For Jews, doomed to wander throughout history, wealth always had to be portable. My parents packed a suitcase for a “vacation” in Czechoslovakia and stashed our little hoard of gold inside my diaper. We boarded a train to Prague and, from there, made our way to Paris and freedom.

			That gold was to be our survival and our future. But somehow, according to my mother, it had fallen out of my diaper and been lost en route. My parents now had to start life all over again.

			My father, ever resourceful, went into business manufacturing shearling coats. But he soon became ill and, to my child’s mind, disappeared from our home. Then I became ill and had to be put in a sanitarium in Switzerland, where, at the age of two, I was separated from both my parents. My mother, finding this arrangement unbearable, spirited me away to Nice so that I could recover in the warmth of the Riviera before returning to Lyon.

			In 1952, our immigration papers came through. We boarded the Ile de France in Le Havre for the trans-Atlantic journey to New York. All I remember of that trip is being given orange-grapefruit juice that made me nauseous. The passenger manifest listed our nationality as “Stateless.” I have kept the suitcase we carried with us to this day, as a reminder of our journey and my own severed roots.

			Although we had little money, my mother insisted that we settle in a nice neighborhood with a nearby school. For us, that was Kew Gardens, Queens—a neighborhood with a large number of central European Jews, many of them Holocaust survivors.

			But moving into that solidly middle-class reserve, and paying the exorbitant rent of $250 a month, was frightening for my father. He was fifty-one years old, unaccustomed to American business methods and unskilled in English. Although quick-witted and successful in Poland and France, he could do only menial work in New York. Sadly, he never had the chance to improve his circumstances because he died of cancer at the age of fifty-two, when I was six years old.

			My mother was now a thirty-six-year-old widow, in a strange country, with no close family and no husband to help her support a young child. It was also the McCarthy era—the time of the “red scare.” We were in the US legally, but as a refugee from Hungary, a Communist country, my mother lived in constant fear of deportation. Government buildings displayed signs for “alien registration.” Each routine visit to the post office brought me face to face with those signs. That was me. An alien. I felt I didn’t belong. I spoke with an accent; my father was gone; even my clothes set me apart.

			My mother found a part-time job at DePinna, a fashionable Fifth Avenue women’s clothing store, and later started her own custom lingerie business. She acquired a prestigious clientele, among them Happy Rockefeller, the wife of New York’s governor.

			Eventually, life stabilized. I became a “real” American and lived the American dream. I received scholarships to attend Vassar College, went on to earn a PhD at NYU, and later received an executive banking degree.

			As a product of the ’60s, my penchant for activism began at Vassar and became the connecting thread in both a diverse career and my choice of life partners.

			Vassar students are required to do a senior thesis. In 1967, the year I graduated, the culture was awash in drugs. It happened that Timothy Leary’s commune was located in Millbrook, New York—minutes from the Vassar campus. As a sociology major, one who was already eager to get behind the headlines, I decided to do my thesis research in Millbrook on LSD as a social movement. As a participant-observer, I regularly encountered Leary. I have an amusing memory of the two of us pruning tree branches and then picking up a couple of them to fence with each other. Not being a druggie myself, I used to come to the main house with blueberry muffins for the residents. Being a friendly—albeit stoned—lot, they warmly encouraged me to come with them to turn on with the cows. That not being my thing, I declined and stuck with the blueberry muffins.

			Soon after I graduated, I attended a demonstration in Kew Gardens in support of the seventeen indicted members of the Revolutionary Action Movement, a militant civil rights group, and was quoted in the Daily News: “[Y]ou can’t get a realistic point of view…from textbooks…alone. I’m interested in seeing things first hand and unearthing my own truth.” These words, spoken at age twenty, would define my career as a change agent and “action” sociologist.

			In graduate school, inspired by the searing black-Jewish conflict spawned by the Ocean Hill-Brownsville experiment in giving control of schools to local communities, I wrote a 600-page doctoral dissertation on a New York City ghetto school.

			I started teaching before I completed my PhD and was invited to join the Women’s Advocacy Committee, a group of a dozen activists: Eleanor Holmes Norton, Betty Friedan, Elinor Guggenheimer, Ronnie Eldridge, Carol Greitzer, and other icons of the women’s movement.

			My colleague, Ellen Mintz, and I were assigned to work with the New York City Police Department to address the plight of women as victims, criminals, and colleagues in the NYPD.

			My journey took me from the NYPD to the New York City Office of Management and Budget. From there, I became a broadcast journalist with stints as a correspondent for NBC News and a host of Walter Cronkite’s program Why in the World. Then it was on to PR and marketing, which led to a sojourn in financial services. I wrote several books along the way, one of which was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize.

			In 1982, I married Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum, the man who would foreshadow the great turn that my life would take a decade later.

			A poll of religion editors ranked Marc one of the four most respected and influential religious leaders in the country. With the American Jewish Committee as his institutional home, he became known as “the secretary of state for the Jews,” “the human rights rabbi,” and the Jews’ “foremost apostle to the gentiles.” As such, he had an enormous impact on contemporary Jewish life and on the broader world. In the words of his biographers, Gerald and Deborah Strober, “For him, addressing injustice was synonymous with being alive.”

			In the ’60s, Marc had been the only rabbi to be an observer at Vatican Council II, where he was a crucial back channel in reversing 1,900 years of the teaching of contempt against the Jews. He sounded the alarm and organized a response to the starvation in Biafra, helped organize the campaign to free Soviet Jewry, supported Cesar Chavez in ameliorating the plight of Mexican farmworkers, fought apartheid in South Africa, and became deeply immersed in the Civil Rights Movement.

			In 1963, when Marc organized the first National Conference on Religion and Race, he gave Martin Luther King Jr. one of his first national platforms. It was there that he introduced Dr. King to Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel.

			In the ’70s, Marc joined an IRC mission to raise awareness of the Vietnamese Boat People and Cambodian refugees who were being ravaged by famine and disease induced by the inhumane policies of brutal dictators, like Pol Pot. Marc, along with Elie Wiesel, Liv Ullmann, Bayard Rustin, Joan Baez, and soviet Refusenik Zion Alexander Ginzburg, brought medical teams to refugee camps in the region. Marc would come to call the victims they encountered, “the Jews of Asia.”

			I hadn’t yet met Marc in 1978, when he was literally pulling drowning boat people out of the South China Sea. It would be another three years before a mutual friend would introduce us. During the Vietnam war years, I was still an academic. My activism took the form of leading anti-war teach-ins and sit-ins. I was an unlikely “radical,” in my Jackie Kennedy-style pillbox hat and prim, A-line dresses.

			By then, Marc, who was twenty-one years older than me, had been deeply immersed in combating all forms of bigotry and in humanitarian crises around the world. In the decade I shared with him, we had very different careers and operated in different spheres. But I absorbed the methods and techniques that he used.

			•He formed multifaith coalitions to address key issues.

			•He called out the politics of purity that cause us to view the other as evil rather than someone who simply holds a different point of view.

			•He debunked myths with facts by popularizing the relevant history.

			•He mobilized the moral authority of the clergy.

			•He challenged politicians’ claims of piety if they behaved in ways that contradicted the principles they espoused.

			•He listened deeply to the fears that underlie hate, spoke powerfully to address those fears, and used the media to amplify his message.

			 

			These are all methods that I incorporated into the intergroup efforts and humanitarian activism that would come to dominate my life.

			Marc died in 1992, at the age of sixty-six, due to complications from open-heart surgery. I was in my eighth month of pregnancy with our only child.

			That year, I founded the Tanenbaum Center for Interreligious Understanding to combat religious prejudice and religion-based violence. The Tanenbaum Center focuses on four core areas: schools, workplaces, health-care settings, and areas of armed conflict. The latter is implemented through its Peacemakers in Action program, which was inspired by conversations with the late Ambassador Richard Holbrooke, architect of the Dayton Peace Accords that ended the war in Bosnia. The Peacemakers in Action program demonstrates that religion can be a solution to conflict, not just a cause of it.

			In the same year, I assumed Marc’s seat on the IRC board and joined the program committee.

			* * *

			And that brings me back to 2013 and the fateful Syrian refugee report waiting patiently on my desk.

			I was stunned by the magnitude of the tragedy. Some years before, with the sanction of Bashar al-Assad, the Tanenbaum Center had gone to Damascus to train sixty women in conflict resolution. They spanned a range of ages and beliefs, and all were activists committed to intergroup relations and mutual respect. Our then-CEO, Joyce Dubensky, served as the trainer from Tanenbaum and was the only Jew present. “One woman,” conflating Judaism and Israel, reported Joyce, “wanted to talk to me…about Israel and how angry she was.” Another woman said, “I’ve never met a Jew before, and now I’ve met you. When I travel throughout the world, I always try to talk to Christians to learn more about what they’re thinking. Now I will also try to talk to Jewish people.”

			I was aghast at what had happened since that time. These new boat people, trying to land their fragile vessels on the shores of Turkey and Greece, with borders closing all around them, reminded me of the St. Louis—the doomed ship that left Hamburg in May 1939, carrying 937 mostly Jewish refugees. The St. Louis tried landing in Havana, but the Cuban government refused permission. It continued to the US and Canada. Both countries turned the ship away. Having no choice but to return to Europe, one-third of the passengers were killed in the Holocaust.

			The silence of the world was deafening.

			By this time, I had been remarried for twelve years. My husband, Dr. Leonard Polonsky CBE—who makes all dreams come true—has always been supportive of my passion for conflict resolution, bridge-building, and intergroup relations. I was no longer a refugee child growing up in near-poverty. With Leonard’s backing, I was in a position to take action.

			The gruesome “Caesar” photos mentioned above documented the torture of Syrian civilians—eviscerated corpses, starved bodies with burn marks, dislocated limbs—a ghoulish gallery of death. The photos were first exhibited at the National Holocaust Museum in Washington, DC, in December 2017 under the rubric: “Syria: Please Don’t Forget Us.” A defected Syrian forensic photographer for the military police, code-named “Caesar,” had smuggled 55,000 photos out of Syria on discs and thumb drives, brought them to the US, and testified to Congress in 2014 about what he had witnessed. “Caesar” had been in charge of documenting the dead in Military Hospital 601 and Tishreen Military Hospital in Damascus. There were three categories of corpses: those killed in government custody, including victims of torture; dead soldiers and members of the security regime forces; and crime scene photos of those killed in explosions, assassinations, fires, and car bombs. Those in the first category showed evidence of violent blunt force trauma, suffocation, starvation, and torture. They included one woman and one hundred boys. I was given thirty-three of the photos. As I looked at them, I recalled the skeletons unearthed in Nazi concentration camps, where so many of my family had been murdered.

			When I saw the real-time destruction of Aleppo, I was transported back to the bombed-out city of my birth. The idea of starvation being used as a weapon of war brought me back to my parents’ wartime deprivation. As I watched millions of displaced Syrians pouring across borders, I recalled my own repeated displacement as a child. I felt a duty to step up.

			But my impulse was deeper than that. As a Jew, I felt commanded to respond. Leviticus 19:16 kept reverberating in my brain: “Thou shalt not stand idly by while the blood of your neighbor cries out from the earth.”

			Intellectually, I knew that many, if not most, of these Syrian refugees would just as soon see every Jew dead and Israel driven into the sea. I had grown up believing that Israel was the only truly safe haven for Jews—even more so than America—the one place where we could feel protected and free of persecution. But how could I, as a Jew, not respond to the terrible suffering of Syrians—which so echoed that of my own family? How could I, in good conscience, sit at my seder table every year reminding our family and friends, “Once we were strangers too,” without remembering my own experience of being a stranger in McCarthy’s America? And how could I not feel compassion for the Syrians who were now strangers in many lands, including my own? If I was to be true to the post-Holocaust admonition, “Never again,” then “Never again” had to include my fellow human beings in Syria. If I was to be true to Judaism, I had to make it my business to care for the stranger—even if that stranger was my enemy. I would later learn that there was a name for the vague stirrings that were driving me to inhabit a role I had yet to define: humanitarian diplomacy.

			





Chapter 2

			On-the-Job Training

			Understanding the Worst Humanitarian Crisis of Our Time

			The Syrian civil war began in March 2011 after a few teenage boys, perhaps emboldened by the Arab Spring, scribbled the words, “It’s your turn, doctor” on a wall in Daraa, a city in southern Syria. The boys were arrested and tortured, sparking mass protests. That’s the part you read about in the formal accounts. Here’s the part that was related to me by a Syrian, which you won’t find in a Google search: After the boys were arrested, the frantic parents went to the police to inquire about their children. The parents were told, “Forget about your children. Go home and make more children. And if you can’t do that, I’ll send my men to your house to make them for you.” Those were explosive words that triggered huge demonstrations in Damascus and Aleppo.

			In another version of events, humiliation sparked the protests. A tribal delegation met with Atef Najib, the head of the political security branch in Daraa, asking him to release the imprisoned children. Consistent with tribal tradition, the delegates removed their headbands and left them on the table pending resolution of the matter. Headbands are a powerful tribal symbol of masculinity and honor. Instead of responding positively, as expected, Najib tossed the headbands in the trash. This offense was unforgivable.

			The protests were non-violent, but the regime’s security forces opened fire on the unarmed demonstrators, killing dozens and arresting six. The nation was stunned.

			Callous and crude treatment of concerned parents of disappeared children wasn’t the sole cause of the uprising. And it’s not an accident that the protests began in Daraa, a drought-stricken, rural, tribal province. Bedouin tribes inhabit 55 percent of Syria and make up 15 percent of the population. Former president Hafez al-Assad had co-opted the ruling clans among the tribes to help him suppress the Muslim Brotherhood. But al-Badia (desert region) Bedouins and farmers in the countryside had been marginalized and impoverished.

			Given the complexity of the Syrian conflict, it is necessary to explain its fundamental outlines, beginning with the accession of Syrian president Bashar al-Assad.

			When Bashar succeeded his father as president in 2000, there was hope that the unassuming ophthalmologist with a London post-graduate degree would be a reformer. Instead, reform was slow in coming, and Syria spiraled into ever-deepening inequality and repression. By 2003–2004, more than 5 million Syrians were living below the poverty line, with 2 million unable to meet their basic needs. Although Assad did move to privatize an economy that had been dominated by the state, the main beneficiaries were cronies of the regime.

			Then there was the matter of religion. The ruling Ba’ath Party is secular. But a country that is more than 70 percent Sunni was being ruled by an Alawite minority that was aligned with the Shiite world. Ten percent of the population was Christian, mostly clustered in Damascus, clinging to Assad for protection and fearful of rule by the majority Sunnis.

			Even before the graffiti episode and its aftermath, Syria was teetering toward instability with widespread crop failures, rising food prices, mass migration from rural areas to urban centers, and deep sectarian divides. By September 2011, the protests had spread, as had the brutality of the crackdown. Armed opposition groups formed after the Syrian city of Idlib was bombed by regime forces, and the civilian insurgency became militarized by early 2012. The first opposition fighters emerged in Homs, Idlib, and Damascus and were made up primarily of local fighters and defectors from the Syrian army. After 2012, hundreds more such groups formed.

			By the time the armed insurgency morphed into full-blown civil war, there were a number of combatants: On the regime side, there were the Syrian Armed Forces and its allies. On the opposition, the Turkish-backed Free Syrian Army (FSA); the jihadist militant group, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham; the Kurdish-dominated Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF); and the Islamist terrorist group ISIS, which had formed in the aftermath of the Iraq War and had ambitions of establishing a caliphate across the Middle East. What ultimately emerged from this confusing multisided conflict was a proxy war between Iran and Russia on one side and Saudi Arabia and the US on the other. Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar were arming the rebel groups based on tribal kinship ties. Iran propped up Assad by sending weapons, Hezbollah, and the legendary General Qasem Suleimani, head of the Revolutionary Guard Corps Quds Force. (Suleimani would be killed in Iraq in a targeted US operation in January 2020.) The US, feeling gun-shy after the debacles in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, withheld direct support at first but eventually relented and modestly equipped and trained a few carefully vetted groups. The major players were Russia, which conducted the air war, and Iran, which led the ground war.

			The government forces concentrated on urban centers and lines of communication. The opposition forces made their major inroads in the countryside. Like the regime—but to a far lesser degree—they, too, engaged in torture, kidnapping, and sieges.

			By late 2012, the Assad regime had changed tactics and shifted away from mobilizing its mostly-Sunni infantry in ground attacks. Too many recruits had used these battles as an opportunity to defect. Instead, the main strategy was “tansheef al bakhar,” or drain the sea to kill the fish. Based on interviews with war victims, a 2015 UN Human Rights Council report identified four components of this strategy:

			•Encircle the restive area and set up checkpoints.

			•Impose a siege to prevent the flow of food, medical supplies, water, and electricity.

			•Aerial bombardment. This included the use of cluster bombs, barrel bombs, thermobaric bombs, and missiles, often used against schools and hospitals. Later, barrel bombs were regularly dropped on areas where civilians congregate—bakery lines, transportation hubs, apartment buildings, markets, and aid distribution centers.

			•Arrest and disappear wounded persons trying to leave the area for medical treatment or smuggle in supplies.

			 

			The earliest besieged areas were Daraa, Homs, and the Yarmouk Palestinian refugee camp in Damascus.

			Jabhat al-Nusra, the offshoot of al-Qaeda in Iraq, made its appearance in January 2012 and attracted many foreign fighters. ISIS tried to romance al-Nusra into an alliance but was spurned in April of the following year. Going out on its own, and using terror tactics, ISIS soon held thirty-five municipalities under partial or total control. These included significant natural resources, which gave the group a stable flow of income.

			Regardless of the combatants, civilians were intentionally targeted and bore the brunt of the fighting.

			In hindsight, there were a lot of “coulda-shouldas.” Had Assad responded to the protests with meaningful reform, had the US stepped in early, had President Obama enforced his famed “red line” militarily rather than handing Syria to a marginalized Russia, things might have turned out very differently. But that is not what happened.

			Here are the grim numbers as of August 2020—a decade into the conflict: 80 percent of the country has descended into poverty. The inflation rate is 25 percent. Life expectancy has dropped from eighty to fifty-six. Six and a half million refugees have fled, most to low and middle-income countries—Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey—that can’t afford to host them. Another six and a half million are internally displaced. Eleven million urgently need aid inside Syria. Over 500,000 have been killed. By the time this book is published, the numbers will be even worse.

			Out of 70 million displaced persons in the world, Syrians today make up nearly 20 percent. They comprise fully one-quarter of refugees, making theirs the largest refugee crisis in the world.

			Among these are 300,000 of the more than half-million Palestinian refugees living in Syria—now twice displaced. Ironically, Palestinian authorities have denied them admission to either the West Bank or Gaza, lest they give up their “right of return” to Israel.

			What was I, a private citizen, to do? What could any individual do about a crisis of such magnitude? I could not stand idly by. Neither could I focus on the big picture, which would only paralyze me. Yet I felt I must do something.

			When I first read the IRC’s January 2013 report, I knew hardly anything about the scale of the Syrian humanitarian crisis or what was being done about it. That was an education I acquired along the way. As I plunged into further research, hoping to find a single thread that I could pull in this great tapestry of suffering, I learned that the early response had involved a range of stakeholders—government actors, the UN, donor nations, and NGOs—both Syrian and international. What I saw was a confusing patchwork of efforts, some effective, some not, and all plagued by a variety of roadblocks and frustrations.

			State actors were involved in three ways:

			•Diplomacy, which had achieved a number of ceasefires and created deconfliction zones along the way—most of which didn’t hold.

			•Refugee admissions, which initially were more generous but diminished when borders closed as the conflict dragged on. It was mostly Western countries that admitted refugees. Notably, the wealthy Arab Gulf states did not. Nor did most Eastern European countries, which had centuries-old Muslim indigenous populations.

			•Funding for humanitarian aid.

			 

			Support for humanitarian aid was largely dependent on thirty-eight donor countries. The largest contributors were the US, the European Union, Kuwait, and the UK.

			The biggest recipient of funding was the UN and its agencies, foremost among them the UN High Commission for Refugees. In 2013, UNHCR had published a 300-page Regional Response Plan calling for more than $830 million for the neighboring countries of Jordan and Lebanon, where most Syrian refugees had fled. By 2014, the need increased to $1.3 billion, of which only 60 percent was funded. That’s because a large percentage of the amounts pledged by donor nations went unpaid. (This is not unusual. Since adopting Global Needs Assessment [GNA] as the framework for its budgeting process, UNHCR has averaged a funding gap of about 43 percent, part of which is the result of unpaid pledges.) In the case of the Gulf states, much of their funding was channeled through non-UN organizations, such as UAE Red Crescent Authority, Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan Foundation, and the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development.
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