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Your Excellencies, Reverendissimi, distinguished colleagues, friends…

It is sometimes said that religion has caused more war and strife than anything else.

This is in fact a manifestly false claim given that the two greatest conflicts in world history – the First and Second World wars were in neither case religiously driven and it is plausible to argue that it was the policies of two secular ideologies --namely Fascism and Communism that caused a greater number of deaths than any religiously defined conflict in human history.

Yet the fact remains that religion has a unique power to motivate and in recent times this has been aggressively used by extremists anxious to co-opt that power to evil ends.

It is this ability to motivate on the one hand, together with its unique breadth of reach across whole societies on the other, that leaves religion as still such a potent factor in world affairs. While there are some who seem to think that the best way of responding to the abuse of religion for exogenous political goals is to eliminate or disregard it, a surely far wiser course would be to seek to engage its power to roll back the influence of extremists.

It was in recognition of this power that the recent Jordanian resolution was put forward to the United Nations General Assembly and approved  on October 20, 2010 creating “World Faith Harmony Week” to be held in the first week of February of every year.

The Resolution opens by citing 7 previous resolutions of the General Assembly enjoining an end to discrimination on the basis of religious belief and urging the promotion of a culture of peace, understanding, cooperation and dialogue and it continues in the following terms:

Recognizing the imperative need for dialogue among different faiths and religions in enhancing mutual understanding, harmony and cooperation among people,

Recalling with appreciation various global, regional and subregional initiatives on mutual understanding and interfaith harmony including the Tripartite Forum on Interfaith Cooperation for Peace, and the initiative "A Common Word",

Recognizing that the moral imperatives of all religions, convictions and beliefs call for peace, tolerance and mutual understanding,

Reaffirms that mutual understanding and interreligious dialogue constitute important dimensions of a culture of peace;

Proclaims the first week of February of every year the World Interfaith Harmony Week between all religions, faiths and beliefs;

Encourages all States to support, on a voluntary basis, the spread of the message of interfaith harmony and goodwill in the world's churches, mosques, synagogues, temples and other places of worship during that week, based on love of God and love of one's neighbour or on love of the good and love of one's neighbour, each according to their own religious traditions or convictions;

Requests the Secretary-General to keep the General Assembly informed of the implementation of the present resolution.

The initiative was first proposed formally in September at the United Nations this year by King Abdullah II, of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan and was co-sponsored by 29 other countries 

HRH Prince Ghazi bin Mohammad  bin Talal, the Personal Envoy of the King formally moved the resolution before the General Assembly in October saying in his proposal speech that:

‘Our world is rife with religious tension and, sadly, mistrust, dislike and hatred. These religious tensions can easily erupt into communal violence. They also facilitate the demonizing of the other which in turn predisposes public opinion to support war against peoples of other religions…. The remedy for this problem can only come from the world’s religions themselves. Religions must be part of the solution, not part of the problem.’

Noting that ‘the forces inciting inter-religious tensions (notable among them being religious fundamentalisms…) are better organized, more experienced, better coordinated, more motivated and more ruthless’    and that in contrast to those seeking peace ‘they have more stratagems, more institutes, more money, more power and garner more publicity’. The Prince therefore urged that this new global initiative was needed to

· unite ‘the efforts of all the interfaith groups doing positive work with one focused theme at one specific time annually’

· harness ‘the collective might’ of the whole world’s places of worship 

· encourage the “the silent majority of preachers to declare themselves for peace and harmony“

He further stressed that the goal goes beyond mere tolerance which “can suggest that the other is so negative they have to be ‘tolerated’” to the richer Confucian concept of harmony which, “suggests not merely ‘peace’, but also the ‘beautiful and dynamic interaction between different elements within a whole’.”

While “clearly it is not the business of the UN to engage in theology” the Prince argued that when “85% of the world’s population… belongs to one or another faith,…. a purely secular call for an interfaith harmony week” would be a “feckless platitude”. So the Jordanian proposal invites, on a voluntary basis, “every person of good will, with or without faith (to) ...commit to Love of the Neighbour and Love of God or Love of the Neighbour and Love of the Good. ‘As the Prophet Muhammad ( said: “None of you has faith [in God] until you love for your neighbour what you love for yourself.”

The Prince finally commended the initiative as being one that “unites all humanity” and “excludes no individual, compromises no one, commits no one, forces no one, harms no one, costs nothing, and — on the contrary — includes everyone, celebrates everyone, benefits everyone, unites everyone and has the potential to bring much needed Peace and Harmony to the entire world in sha Allah.”

________________

So we have then a new UN Resolution:  but what are we to make of it ?

It may be useful to say something about the prior background, then I would like to close by just pointing at least towards some of the key issues which the Annual Interfaith Harmony Week might allow us to explore such as 
· the place of the religious voice and conscience in modern societies
· what is entailed by the right to freedom of religious belief in terms of freedom to practice your beliefs (eg the problems about sacred space)
· the relation between freedom of speech and need to avoid offence

Some background points regarding the Resolution

First it may be useful to say something of the background to it in terms of the prior initiatives of the Jordanians and in particular the Royal Aal Al Bayt institute of Islamic thought which played a key role in the response to the Regensburg speech of His Holiness Pope Benedict which came to be known as the Common Word from Us to You.

This letter is one of the most important acts of outreach from Muslim leaders and scholars around the world to Christians and has been the subject of a remarkable level of response and follow up exchanges, including conferences at Lambeth Palace, Yale, Georgetown and the Vatican.  But what is notable is that the platform it presents as a basis for better relations between Muslim and other faith traditions (Christians in particular but the message is not limited to them) which is that of  the twin Commandments to love God and Neighbour and this of course is precisely echoed in the language of the new Resolution.

These commandments are common to all in the Abrahamic faiths and are open to all beyond them, while it is particularly interesting that in the Resolution there is now an expansion to “love of the good and love of one’s neighbour”. This is an important addition as “the good” is in the words of Aristotle  is “that which all men seek” while of course as “Summum bonum” it is also for theists one way to speak of God                    (cf Augustine et al.) and this articulation may be presumed to have traction with all people of good will whether they hold a religious faith or none.

Moreover, it can be helpful I think in casting light upon what it means to “love the neighbour”  for one area of puzzlement for some is that while there is in Christianity and Greek philosophy a huge hinterland of thought and reflection on the role of eros, agape and philia (to use some of the Greek vocabulary overlapping with our word love) not to mention the Latin caritas, it can still seem strange at a popular level to propose love of one’s neighbour when in the rather impoverished modern discourse love tends to be restricted to particular expressions of mere emotional and even passionate attachment !  
Yet, in fact, a very useful understanding of love is simply to say that it means “to will the good of another” and put in that way I suspect it can me more easily understood and seen as universally compelling. Perhaps even more important is that when understood as a common and even universal obligation it provides a very good basis for shared action across religious and other divides upon issues of practical concern and this has important implications of a highly practical kind for the future.

This connects to the second point: 

the need to craft a coalition of actors to mobilise and implement the Resolution

We will need to build a coalition of actors to ensure that the Annual Interfaith Harmony Week actually has impact and comes to be meaningful at the popular level around the world.

Clearly, when one considers the network of mosques temples and churches around the world it has to be one of the largest with the most universal reach of any.

So engaging these local institutions will be critical to having the kind of impact needed not only in terms of breadth of reach but also in terms of reaching those most in need of hearing it – namely extremists. 

One of the biggest challenges facing dialogue initiatives is to reach out beyond those who already agree. A dialogue of the like minded is hardly what we most need however worthy of itself and yet that is what most dialogue actually is. This means it is has, to be frank, for the most part minimal impact on those extremists whom we most want to affect.  So the challenge is how to use the Interfaith Harmony Week as an annual time to bring global attention to what is needed and what is being done.

Forging an alliance of partners will be critical and that is why such gatherings as this are important and I should add that we at the C-1 World Dialogue with our strong Jordanian connections do see promotion of the Common Word and now the Annual Interfaith Harmony Week as of particular importance to our work.

______________________

In conclusion I earlier said that I wanted at least to highlight some of the issues about which we might seek to generate a meaningful and useful debate during this Annual Week.

In much of the West since 9-11 there has been significant tensions between several different approaches by policy makers to the fact of increasing diversity of religious communities within our countries and societies.  One facet of that has been the rising tendency in some important quarters to exclude and delegitimise specifically religious contributions to social and policy debate.

While it is certainly proper to demand of religiously based actors that they articulate a basis for their claims to insight that is in principle accessible to all, it cannot be right to exclude the religious conscience from any claim to attention on the basis that “exceptionalism” cannot be allowed.  To do this is to grant one ideology, namely secularism, a privileged if implicit position of having somehow a unique access to the way things are that is denied as even a possibility for others – a leap of faith if ever there was one. 

To suppose that only secularism partakes of the rational is strange indeed just as it is rash to assume that all religion must by definition partake of the irrational.

Yet beneath all these considerations is another that merits notice, for it is often said that the test for the point at which any religious belief or practice is illegitimate is the point at which it seeks to impose itself upon others: my beliefs are one thing but any attempt to impose them upon you is quite another.  

What is striking here is that one might be tempted to suppose this is somehow a unique problem for religion but in fact it is, in another guise, a central issue for liberal political theorists too-- who so often seem to view themselves by some underexamined presumption of  entitlement to be the only authentic arbiters of public debate.  After all,  one of the key problems for them too is how to warrant the use of coercive power which is ultimately a fundamental capacity of any state. And the legitimacy of the liberal state is held to be  grounded on the particular reasons it offers citizens for its use of coercive power.

Reference to Rawls is now inevitable and he argued that truly granting equal respect for persons entailed taking seriously the importance in their lives of their ‘comprehensive doctrines’ – their deep convictions regarding the meaning of life and death, God and the universe, good and bad, right and wrong. 

One of the most ‘firmly held public convictions’ that political liberalism explicitly draws on, is the thought that religious liberty is the most basic of the basic liberties.
 If citizens were to deny equal freedom of conscience to all, they would misunderstand the meaning and importance of religious belief, and they would fail to appeal to values and principles that all other citizens could reasonably endorse (for example, by asserting the truth of one religion). It seems, therefore, that the public place of religion would – archetypically - fall under what Rawls later called ‘constitutional essentials and matters of basic justice’.
 

Thus: when engaged in public reasoning, citizens are under a moral obligation to appeal to public reasons, that is, reasons which are not derived from (and exclusively understandable from the perspective of) their comprehensive doctrines (which is to say in the language of religion from private revelation). These doctrines can be theological (comprehensive and religious) or secularist (comprehensive and non-religious). 

This has the interesting consequence that if liberal principles of justice are to be justifiable to all reasonable citizens under conditions of pluralism, therefore, they cannot be derived from either religious or secularist conceptions of the good. And thus in a certain sense religious and non-religious protagonists face a parallel challenge after all and that I shall leave you to ponder……
� As Rawls put it, ‘the question of equal liberty of conscience is settled. It is one of the fixed points of our considered judgements of justice’’. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972 (1971), p. 206.


� John Rawls, Political Liberalism. New York, Columbia University Press, 1996 (19993), p. 227.  
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