I spent a month in Lebanon this summer, researching a book on the Middle East. Most of my American compatriots living and working in Beirut on July 4 were celebrating Independence Day at the party hosted by the American Embassy. I spent that sunny afternoon at a Corniche café with a group of young Arab men and women from around the Middle East.

We discussed their future and the future of their countries. They shared with me their sense of powerlessness: lack of control over their lives and the lack of hope in their futures.

There were both Christians and Muslims in our group. A woman named Doris told me she had been named after Doris Day. One Muslim woman in full hajib sipped Pepsi through her veil while her friend, also Muslim, was dressed like Britney Spears and drank a glass of white wine. 

The young men all wore Nike baseball caps. They told me about their daily jogging workouts and their enthusiasm for In Sync and hip-hop music. 

These charming young people, different as they were, had two things in common: they were all well educated, and they were all enthusiastic about their love of America. “It is the only place in the world where people are truly equal,” one young man earnestly told me. 

Each person at the table shared a story about family members–lucky siblings, cousins and uncles and aunts–who live in the States. Like so many others in the Middle East, everyone at our table had applied for visas to the United States. Now they waited and hoped. 

A universal value in the Middle East is the importance of family. Children live with their parents until they are married, and sometimes even after the wedding day. “Why do all of you want to leave your homes and parents? And why go to the USA?” I asked.

Not one person said he or she wanted a big home, a car or more stuff. Each said in his or her own unique way “I want to go to America for what only America offers: opportunity.”

As I watched the fireworks down the road at the Embassy party, I wondered how many of my fellow Americans really appreciate what the Fourth of July means, and why all over the world young people long for that American dream–opportunity.

Opportunity for what? The opportunity to read whatever they choose. To pray five times a day–or not at all. To insist your government and corporations will not be corrupt. To get a job because of what they know–not whom they know. To fail–and then try again. To succeed because of hard work. To be who they want to be. To dream unlimited dreams.

America is not a place–it is a dream. It is a dream lived in fifty states over 3,732,396 square miles, but dreamt by young people worldwide.

The terrorists who planned the heinous attacks of September 11 had a very specific goal. The success of the mission would be hang not upon the destruction of the World Trade Center, Pentagon or even the White House. The attack was not primarily meant to kill Americans. It was intended to kill the American dream, not just in the United States but worldwide.

After my conversation with the delightful young people in Beirut, I know that the attacks of September 11 were a failure. People still dream of opportunity and freedom–and the shape of that dream is America.
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