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INTRODUCTION: 

We have heard about Religious contributions to Peace, Development and Human Rights from different religious traditions; we have heard of the cooperation of the world’s religions with the UN Agencies and it has been instructive to know the experience of existing mechanisms for cooperation.  The strength and importance of cooperation is already quite evident.  Why then are we proposing a ten year period of interreligious cooperation?

My assignment is to describe the potential of a Decade of Interreligious Cooperation for Peace. The potential is to strengthen awareness of religious contributions to UN goals and conversely, to raise improve knowledge among religious constituents of the great work of the United Nations.

Historically religions were less important as secularism was embraced. But today the Importance of religion is apparent.   As Robert Thurman said in one of the first General Assembly Panels on Interreligious dialogue: “Religion is back in the marketplace”.

Although some at the UN may be skeptical of a political motivation in interreligious dialogue, interfaith cooperation for peace is more operational and directly in line with UN goals. Many say that working together for justice and peace is the first level of dialogue as we become more comfortable and grow in respect for one another.

The United Nations knows that global peace lies in understanding, not isolation; that global dialogue is critical and we are here to say that global religious leaders are ready to join the UN’s efforts to bring greater justice and peace to the world.  All religious traditions proclaim some form of the Golden Rule. Now the time is here when religions are ready to make a powerful effort together to achieve these goals. 

   1. Why then are we proposing a ten year period of interreligious cooperation? - because the humanitarian work of religious traditions is not visible to the United Nations.

      The potential is powerful when religions work together with the UN. But religions need to be encouraged to the kind of collaboration we are suggesting where all will work together with UN Agencies in a powerful effort to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. 

The potential here is Multi-religious cooperation in all parts of the world.

Religious Institutions are well known for their humanitarian work all over the world. Two thirds of the people of the earth are followers of the major faiths and these people are engaged in humanitarian work literally around the world.  There is no doubt in the power of faith to shape our world. The leaders of the faith communities are offering to bring their followers, men and women of conscience, together to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, to provide universal primary education, to promote gender equality and empower women, to reduce child mortality, to improve maternal health, and to combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, to ensure environmental sustainability and to build a global partnership for development.  Beyond the MDGs, religions are promising to defend the human rights agenda, especially to protect the freedom of religion and belief, to address issues of torture and to protect women and children who are used as instruments of war. 

Most promising are the several important initiatives forming around Religion and the Environment: understanding that peace is and will be increasingly threatened around issues of the environment, -water, land, clean air -, multiple initiatives are developing around Goal 7 :

            Interfaith Partnership for the Environment in UNEP

            Earth Charter

            Forum for Religion and Ecology - FORE – at Yale presently but ready to collaborate with the UN

            A new initiative - Global Philanthropy and Climate Change

            The Evangelical leader, Richard Cizik and Katherine Marshall, now at Georgetown University are engaged in efforts to bring Christian Evangelicals and Muslims together to work for the environment.

            And just last week, the World Council (WCC)agreed to tell government representatives of Churches (WCC) will tell government      

            representatives that a “much more principled-based approach is crucial for reaching an effective and equitable global climate policy regime built on the ethical imperatives of justice, equity and solidarity."                

Thus there are numerous Interfaith programs in existence.                                                                           

   2. Why is a Decade of Cooperation needed? - because the UN’s great humanitarian work is not well known among religious constituents

Some of our religious constituents, while working toward these same goals, are unaware of the global impact of other Traditions or of UN initiatives for human rights and the MDGs even while they are dedicated to the same or similar goals.  Many are working in their denominational world, cooperating when necessary or when possible with other traditions but the possibility of powerful collaboration with each other and with the UN presents an extraordinary opportunity for peace.   We can no longer afford to work in silos – interreligious collaboration with each other and with the United Nations is essential.  

A few examples can elucidate:

    * Recently UNFPA offered training for HIV/AIDS workers. But the first attempt was exclusively for Muslim responders; the Agency had hoped to build collaboration among all  HIV/AIDS workers.

    * Caritas International works for eradication of poverty with a large number of powerful Catholic organizations.  Should they not collaborate with the humanitarian work of Buddhists and others?

    * The example of Israelis and Palestinians working together offers most effective hope for peace in the Near East.

Working together with other Traditions and with UN Agencies will multiply efficiency and avoid duplication of efforts.

   3. Why a Decade and what potential do we see?

In advocating for the Decade for Interreligious cooperation we see a framework – We are suggesting a period of time to identify the different initiatives and to encourage collaboration for the achievement of UN goals.  We could also describe the Decade as a lighthouse attracting all initiatives toward the UN where they can be most effectively expedited, and globally supported.

On November 12 and 13, in the General Assembly we heard 72 Member States make statements about the importance of Interreligious dialogue and cooperation for Peace.  We were convinced of their sincerity in recognizing the value of religious contributions to peace. There are thousands, even millions of constituents to be brought to awareness of UN goals with determination and inspiration to work together.  And we, representatives of RNGOs, are pledging our organizational support for this work of cooperation for peace. 

We see a sea change at the UN. Religions are more important for world peace than has been recognized  before this historic movement at the UN.  We think we can bring together the thousands, even millions of constituents to awareness of United Nations goals and inspire them to work together for Peace, Development and Human Rights. 

In conclusion, there are strong reasons why a Decade offers great potential.

It offers:

    * Time to bring the global vision to more religious constituents and for the UN to discover the contribution of religions

    * Time to encourage existing new initiatives and to identify appropriate partnerships

    * Time to gather the power of religions to support the UN goals of Peace, Development and Human Rights

