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1. General Background of UNESCO’s Interreligious Dialogue Programme:

UNESCO’s Interreligious Dialogue Programme “ Spiritual Convergence and Intercultural Dialogue ” aims to bring to light the dynamics of interaction between spiritual traditions and their specific cultures by underlining the contributions and the borrowings that have taken place between them. The programme also seeks to promote reciprocal knowledge and the discovery of a common heritage and shared values. Thus, Interreligious dialogue is conceived as a paramount dimension of Intercultural dialogue. Since the launching of this Programme in 1995, UNESCO has brought together personalities from different religions, spiritual traditions and cultures, so they could acknowledge, through formal Declarations, the proximity of their spiritual values as well as their commitment to interreligious dialogue.

These texts adopted in previous Interreligious Dialogue Meetings, organized by UNESCO in Barcelona (1994), Rabat I (1995), Malta (1997), Rabat II (1998) and Bishkek (1999), recommend the Organization to give priority to intercultural and interreligious dialogue in education and training, with the objective to further reciprocal knowledge of shared spiritual and ethical values and highlight interactions between religions and spiritual traditions. To this end a questionnaire was sent to 4000 major educational institutions worldwide, in order to identify, on one hand, ongoing experiences being set up in the countries and, on the other hand, current needs, in terms of adequate pedagogical tools and specialized teaching. The results, drawn from the collected answers and the elaboration of future programmes, will be examined in workshops on a regional level, those in Central Asia (Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan) are already scheduled to take place in 2001 

Likewise, the UNESCO Chairs on “Scriptures, Spiritual Traditions and their Specific Cultures” are being created in academic centres of acknowledged experience in this field, bringing together teachers and researchers specialized in multidisciplinary aspects of Religious Studies and committed to the promotion of Interreligious Dialogue. The UNESCO Chairs network aims to encourage international cooperation and exchange in the field of interreligious and intercultural dialogue.

The following Chairs have been established (in chronological order) :

1) France: “Chair on Reciprocal Knowledge of Religions of the Book and education for Peace”, The European University Institute Rachi de Troyes (responsible: Chief Rabbi René Samuel Sirat) and University of Reims Champagne–Ardennes.

2) United Kingdom: “Chair in Interfaith Studies”, Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim relations (CSIC), Selly Oaks College, University of Birmingham (responsible: Mr Joergen Nielsen)

3) France: “ Chair on Cultural and Religious Itineraries ”, the Centre de Recherche des Religions du Livre, Research Unit of the CNRS, Paris, (responsible: Professor Philippe Hoffman; coordinator: Mrs  Nicole Gdalia  Kaminski) and Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (Religious Sciences Section)

4) Tunisia: “Chair on Comparative Study of Religions”,  The Faculty of Letters of  la Manouba -Tunis I University (responsible: M. Abdelmajid Charfi) 

5) Kyrgyzstan: “Chair on the Study of Cultures and Religions”, The Kygyz-Russian Slavic University, Bishkek, (responsible: Mr Alexander Alyanchikov and coordinator Mr Ednan Karabaev) 

6) Israel: “Chair in Interfaith Studies”, The Elijah School for the Study of the Wisdom of the World Religions, Jerusalem (responsible: Mr Alon Goshen-Gottstein); McGill University of Montreal (Quebec)

7) Rumania: “Chair in Intercultural and Interreligious Exchange”, The International Academy for the Study of Cultures and Religions at the Rumanian Academy, Bucharest, (responsible: Mr  Martin Hauser)

8) Uzbekistan: “Chair on Comparative Study of World Religions”, Tashkent Islamic University (responsible: Mr Akhadjon Khasanov)  

2. The International Congress on Interreligious Dialogue in Tashkent

(14-16 September 2000)
The International Forum “ Culture and Religion in Central Asia ”, held in Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan) in September 1999, was the first step towards establishing an in-depth dialogue in the region. The Forum strongly recommended in its Declaration to continue the joint efforts of reflection concerning efficient activities in the field of Interreligious dialogue.  One of these was the organization of a Conference in Tashkent in 2000, to highlight the cultural, spiritual and ethnic pluralism in Central Asia. 

The General Conference of UNESCO, in November 1999, in its 30th Session, approved the proposal of Uzbekistan to host an International Congress on Interreligious Dialogue, organized by UNESCO in the framework of the projects “ Spiritual Convergence and Intercultural Dialogue ” and “ East-West: Intercultural Dialogue in Central Asia ”, in Tashkent from 14 to 16 September 2000. The Congress was opened by the Director General of UNESCO, Mr Koichiro Matsuura, by H.R.H. Prince Hassan Bin Talal of Jordan and by the Deputy Prime Minister of Uzbekistan, Mr Hamidulla Karomatov who read a message from President Islam Karimov (Annex II). 80 participants and observers from most of the Religious and Spiritual traditions of the world, coming from 40 countries (Annex I), took part in the debates introduced by keynote speakers on four topics: 1) Reciprocal Knowledge and Interactions between Religions and Spiritual Traditions; 2) Education on Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue; 3) Interreligious Dialogue in Central Asia; 4) Joint Actions for Peace and Conflict Prevention. This Congress was followed by a Symposium on “ Sufism and Interreligious Dialogue ” in Bukhara, on September 18th, as a contribution to laying the foundations of an open and tolerant society by highlighting the revival of Sufism, the mystical and tolerant stream of Central Asian Islam, a spiritual dimension which is shared with other regions of the Muslim world from China to the Maghreb. 

FINAL REPORT

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSION

1. Reciprocal Knowledge and Interactions Between Religions and Spiritual Traditions


Six keynote addresses and eight interventions confirmed the basic premise that misunderstandings and misinterpretations arise between one religion, spiritual tradition or culture, and another, from the mutual lack of knowledge and the resulting inability to appreciate differences and divergences. Reciprocal knowledge and closer interaction were identified as the primary solutions.


As regards the three monotheistic religions, the emerging situation is assessed to be satisfactory. They have already much in common. They trace their origin to a common pair of ancestors. They also trace the foundation of their ethical values to the Ten Commandments.


Several speakers examined other obstacles in the way of promoting reciprocal knowledge and closer interaction among Abrahamic traditions. The most important among them, it was stated, was to forget disconcerting events and incidents in their shared history.  A debate on this point resulted in a clarification by one speaker that the acts of remembering and forgetting together have to be a deliberate initiative in which all parties involved participated. Remembering and forgetting have to be done together, he underscored. This presumes that each accepts to change its own affirmations and fears of the past in order to overcome them. Other speakers suggested that asking for pardon by perpetrators of religious discrimination, persecution and such other hostilities, and forgiveness by the victims had to be a prerequisite to closer and beneficial interaction between them. The recent asking for pardon by the Catholic Church was acknowledged as a step in the correct direction. Several speakers protested on the basis that a pardon should be demanded and it might even be given but the obligation to remember prohibited forgetting. Memory lends specificity to dialogue and to friendly relations among religions.


Several speakers underscored the positive trends of dialogue and cooperation among the three monotheistic religions. While satisfaction was expressed on the progress currently being made in Christian-Muslim dialogue and cooperation, the inadequacy of knowledge and understanding of Islam was emphasized as an urgent matter to be remedied.  The moderator urged that a study be made of the “anthropology of anguish and suffering”.


Two speakers, representing Buddhism reminded that interreligious dialogue was not an issue confined to the three monotheistic religions. The involvement of eastern religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism had to go beyond their being lumped together as “oriental wisdom”. One speaker spelled out how the new World Buddhist University, established by the World Fellowship of Buddhists, planned to promote reciprocal knowledge and cooperation.


An alternative to forgetting history and to improving relations among religions was proposed in terms of dealing with history objectively. The discussion concluded with a reference to the third century before Christ decree of the Indian Buddhist Emperor Asoka in which the two directives were: a) each religion should study other religions and doctrines; b) all religions should come together and maintain contact to develop their inner essence.

2. Education on Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue


The religions of the world preach peace but have often been mobilized for conflict. Religions have sometimes become tools of oppression or have been oppressed. In recent years such conflicts have ranged from the Balkans to South East Asia, and despite UN declarations religious freedom is often violated today as it was a generation ago. Among the various measures that can contribute to improving this situation is the expansion of mutual understanding. This requires strategic changes in attitudes, knowledge in attitudes, knowledge and learning in recognition that our world is now thoroughly pluralist. Fundamentally, there must be recognition that living in dialogue with the other is essential. This does not mean the end of traditional academic study of subjects. On the contrary, study of the texts, of history, of the interaction between religion and socio-economic processes, as well as the role of religion in private life and public space must be strengthened and expanded. However, scholars from inside a religion must also be involved in the critical academic project. In this way both the scholarly community and the religious community benefit, and traditional antagonisms may be deconstructed.


The experience of such scholarship both in its substance and its process of dialogue, must then be transferred into education and teaching. The formal education of children in primary and secondary schools is crucial. Many countries have developed new approaches to teaching religion, history, literature, geography, etc, with the aim of encouraging tolerance and respect for other religions and cultures. Such innovation requires critical reviews and new developments in curriculum design, textbook production, use of multimedia resource and above all, new patterns of teacher training. Many more countries have hardly started such a process of renewal, and until they do differences of religion and culture will remain a threat to peace.


It is of fundamental importance that the person who is responsible for the education of children is trained for such a dialogical approach. The product of the scholarship being called for must therefore be transmitted into university and college teaching where new generations of teachers and opinion formers are trained. But education also takes place informally in the family and in the community, where the religious leaders (priests, ulama, Buddhist monks, rabbis, etc.) often have the greatest impact. So the colleges and seminaries which train them should also be encouraged to participate in this project.


It is essential that while we think of this in general terms, consideration must always be given to local circumstances, without which failure is guaranteed. Just as a dialogue between religions and cultures is central, so it must be accompanied by a dialogue between the universal and the local.


It was noted that the project of UNESCO Chairs being established by UNESCO Department of Intercultural Dialogue and Pluralism can become a key player towards the strategic goal of creating a culture of peace. The network has the potential of developing and disseminating the related scholarship while effectively linking local perspectives to the general philosophy. It also has significant role to play in impacting on teaching and training in both the academic university sector and in the training of religious professionals.

3.  Intercultural and Interreligious Dialogue in Central Asia


Several speakers of the panel indicated that in Central Asia there is a diverse population, with much experience of harmony among its diverse cultures and religions. Yet, the risk of conflict in the form of militant extremists conducting armed struggles against the governments in the region was noted as a reality. The strength of militancy, as several speakers noted, is bolstered by the financial support that militants derive from involvement in the drug trade, and also from the moral and other support they receive from organizations and governments outside the region which are antagonistic to the post-Soviet Central Asian governments. One speaker also argued that the West wishes to divide and weaken the Islamic world in order to dominate it. Another noted the world now recognizes the risk of instability in the region, but the international community has also so far taken very little action to address this problem.

Several speakers emphasized that religious leaders and organizations have an important role to play in achieving social harmony in the region. Outside organizations also have a role to play in improving peoples lives and strengthening security, such as the UN (supporting coordination of anti-terrorist efforts as well as economic development) and others (supporting education and meeting basic needs). Also noted was the need for more information and education about Islam and other religions in order to ensure that the message of moderation which religions teach reaches those who might otherwise turn to violence. Another speaker referred to the tensions in the region. 

Two speakers emphasized the value of convening meetings of respected religious and cultural figures in the region to use their moral authority to foster discussion on the pressing moral and social issues facing the region. Another stressed that the most difficult issue in Central Asia is the different visions regarding the role that Islam and other religions should play in society, and the importance of recognizing that real and legitimate differences exist between the values of conservative Muslims and those with a secular orientation. These must be reconciled in order to achieve harmony in the region. Several speakers indicated that dialogue and understanding between all different positions are critical, and that concrete measures must be taken to achieve this.

4. Joint Actions for Peace and Conflict Prevention


Most early steps in interreligious dialogue focused on the importance of establishing contact and trust between community leaders and scholars. Subsequent initiatives concentrated more on building a broader framework for dialogue, particularly through education. The emphasis of the Tashkent meeting, however, shifted attention much more towards the basis for collaboration between religions and the possibility of engaging in action to resolve conflict and address wider social concerns.

Setting the background for potential activities, the comprehensive assets of religious communities were widely acknowledged as unparalleled in civil society. Reaching into every town and village, they were seen to represent a rich and culturally highly important resource, particularly in the areas of education, health, welfare and social development. Their well-developed communications and dissemination networks were also mentioned, especially in the context of mobilizing civil society towards practical outcomes.

But beyond the assets of individual religions alone, the benefits of multireligious collaboration gained particular emphasis. The powerful symbolism, for example, of leaders meeting and acting together in situations of conflict can provide an important testimony to the ability of people to reconcile and live together in harmony. There are also significant benefits to be gained through sharing resources and pooling efforts, not least in reducing conflict for scarce assets. This kind of collaboration, it was thought, could potentially be highly significant for remedying endemic social problems in many contexts.

Yet, if this potential is to be realized, it was suggested that a number of factors - economic, social, cultural, and political - needed to be considered.

Particular emphasis should be given to existing national commitments to religious freedom and to providing a supportive legislative framework upholding religious rights. Such actions by the State, it was suggested, were of critical importance in ensuring a climate of respect and tolerance for religious diversity.

Secondly, stress was also given to shifting away from a culture of conflict resolution towards a culture of conflict prevention.

As example of how this might be done, experiences from various local communities and organizations undertaking multireligious collaboration were also presented, providing a highly encouraging picture of wider activities internationally. This included important advocacy and negotiation work in Mindanao and Sierra Leone, as well as more focused work on developing a legal framework for religious communities in Bosnia-Herzegovina.


One speaker also stressed the importance of broadening dialogue to include those sometimes labeled as “extremists” or “fundamentalists”, together with the need to be far less pejorative in using such terms. In the same light, it was acknowledged that conflict tends to polarize groups and amplify problems, so that special attention must also be given to drawing in isolated groups. Another speaker stated that extremists might not come to dialogue by definition, and therefore all types of extremism and terrorism should be prevented. The role of the media in this regard was strongly emphasized, with encouragement being given to engage the media as partners in the process of resolving religious conflict.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1.
As misunderstandings and misinterpretations between a religion, a spiritual tradition or a culture, and another, arise from ignorance and mutual lack of knowledge, priority should be given to promoting the study and appreciation of all religions at all levels through informal, formal and non-formal education.

2.
As memories of past experiences would not be obstacles to mutual recognition and esteem between religions when they are viewed from neither a desire for revenge nor a sentiment of hate, interreligious dialogue should, where applicable, be directed to facing the past so that memories of past discrimination, persecution and hostilities could be overcome and fraternal solidarity could be developed between the religious groups for the future.

3.
Since all religions uphold peace and harmony as an objective of supreme importance and the ethical mission of UNESCO is to promote peace for fraternity and solidarity among nations, all forms of extremism and terrorism should be condemned.

4.
To support Interreligious Dialogue, UNESCO should:

(a) work with other international institutions, Governments and religious leaders to develop education at all levels on a pluralistic and dialogue - based approach;

(b) support the production of educational materials to foster a better understanding of different religions as integral part of the “History of Civilization of Central  Asia” and “East-West Intercultural Dialogue in Central Asia”.

(c) actively encourage and participate in developing cooperation among  University Chairs and Departments of Religious Studies and Culture.

5.
UNESCO and other related institutions should explore ways and means to:

(a) promote and protect with legislative measures where applicable the liberty of religion and convictions;

(b) prevent intolerance and discrimination based on religion and convictions;

(c) enhance dialogue and cooperation among religions;

(d) encourage and support reflection on the place of religion in society and in the state;

(e) study the effect of secularism on interreligious dialogue;

6.
For the purpose of conflict prevention and resolution, the religious leaders and institutions with the support of UNESCO, the international institutions, UNESCO’s goodwill ambassadors and authoritative figures where possible, should:

(a) work with academic institutions and with one another across religious and cultural boundaries in a respectful spirit of dialogue to promote peace and harmony;

(b) support efforts to promote education for international understanding;

(c) foster and encourage wider discussion on potentially conflictual and morally challenging societal issues among the general public as well as meetings of authoritative figures; 

(d) seek and involve the cooperation of networks and institutions dedicated  to peace and conflict resolution.

(e) engage in dialogue with all religions in a spirit of plurality and openness, respecting the principle of the equality of religions.

7.
Furthermore, for the prevention of outbreak of violent conflict, UNESCO and international institutions should:

(a) undertake strategic assessment of causes and circumstances which could potentially draw religions into supporting violence and/or adopting extremism;

(b) develop consultative mechanisms and processes between religious communities and Governments as a mean of resolving disputes and drawing on religious capacities;

(c) consider fielding proactive missions of religious conflict-resolution experts at the request or with consent of the state or states concerned; 

(d) promote sharing of information, experiences and resources on religious rights and conflict resolution through all available media.

8.
Religious leaders are requested to build solidarity for the well being of all people, paying special attention to the forgotten poor and exploring imaginative ways and means of ensuring a happy life for all.

DECLARATION


We, the participants to the UNESCO Congress on Interreligious Dialogue, convened jointly by UNESCO and the Government of Uzbekistan in Tashkent from 14 to 16 September 2000, do hereby:

1. Affirm, on the basis of rich and varied insights gained as a result of free and frank discussions on the complex issues pertaining to Interreligious Dialogue, our determination to continue our efforts in furthering interreligious dialogue and cooperation as an important positive step in the struggle for a culture of peace;

2. Address our recommendations for consideration and implementation by religious leaders, UNESCO and the international community whose attention is invited in them;

3. Express our special thanks and appreciation to His Excellency Islam Karimov, the President of Uzbekistan and His Excellency Koichiro Matsuura, the Director-General of UNESCO for their initiative to convene this conference and for their inspiring messages;

4. Record our gratitude to the Government and the people of Uzbekistan for their generous hospitality and goodwill.

Bureau of the Congress:

President: Mr Hamidulla Karomatov

Vice - Presidents: Reverend Junsei Terasawa, Monsignor Lorenzo Frana, 

Mr Abdelwahab Tazi Saoud.

General Rapporteur: Mr Ananda Guruge

Rapporteurs (in order of sessions): Reverend Jacky Argaud, Mr Joergen Nielsen,

 Mr John Schoeberlein, Mr John Baldock

Moderators  (in order of sessions): Prince Hassan Bin Talal, Mr André Chouraqui, Grand Rabbin René Samuel Sirat, Mrs Anara Tabyshalieva, Mrs Aziza Bennani, 

Mr Doudou Diène
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                                      Speeches  (ANNEX I)                              

International Conference on Interreligious Dialogue
Tashkent, Uzbekistan 14-16 September 2000 


1. Message by Mr Islam Karimov, President of Uzbekistan

2. Address by Mr Koichiro Matsuura, Director General of UNESCO

3. Address by H.R.H. Prince El-Hassan Bin Talal of Jordan

1.  Message by Mr Islam Karimov, President of Uzbekistan 

Dear Guests!

Esteemed Friends!

It gives me a tremendous pleasure to felicitate you in the beautiful and unique land of Uzbekistan where people of various religions and nationalities live in peace and where spiritual eminence and religious tolerance had been established from time immemorial.

Any religion plays an important role in the life of any society in purification of human spirit, promoting kindness and compassion among people, in preserving national values and customs.

Particularly, in a contemporary world in which humanity experiences a complicated process for development, significance of religion is unmatched in terms of establishing a dialogue among various nations, in rapprochement of their enlightenment and spirituality, call for consolidated struggle against oppression and violence.

Our country enjoys a special status in a history of world civilization as a venue where ancient religions had been developed from ancient times.

Nobody can deny the fact that our ancestors had always has a respectful attitude towards people of other religion, undertaken struggle for the freedom of this country and honestly worked hand-in-hand in this auspicious land.

The fact that at present in our multinational motherland the followers of 17 religious confessions live in accord and close cooperation with Muslim community, is one more proof of an old truth that the essence of all religions is promotion of virtue and good deed.

Uzbekistan attaches a particular importance to maintenance of the values relevant to different religions, creation of necessary conditions for all citizens to practice their faith, further strengthening of inter-religion and intra-national harmony, developing ancient and common traditions among them.

As the striking examples of these good deeds the following events may be enumerated: Dialogue between Muslims and Christians under the slogan "Under one sky" held in 1995, celebration of the 125th anniversary of the establishment of Russian Orthodox Church, Tashkent and Middle Asian Eparchy, 100th anniversary to mark the establishment of Evangelical-Lutheran community in Uzbekistan.

Nowadays, the "black" forces, intending to use the sincere faith of people in order to fulfil their evil designs, are bringing troubles to the destiny of many nations. Certainly, it disturbs all of us and first of all you, who devoted their lives to the goal of turning religion to serve for the welfare of people, their happiness and bright future.

I am confident, that the world community and selfless people like you will never allow religions, which served for peace, brotherhood and mutual concord for centuries, to be turned into a weapon in the hands of vicious terrorist and extremist forces. 

The fact your activity aimed at preservation of peace – the greatest and dearest gift in the world, call all humanity to live in friendship and brotherhood, guidance of people to highest goals, arouse the feelings of deep appreciation of every person of the Earth irrespective of his/her nationality, language and religion.

It would not be an exaggeration to say that holding this event under the motto of peace and the aegis of UNESCO in the Uzbek land, where tranquillity, friendship and brotherhood are taken as the highest values, stands as a high appraisal for your current activities.

Along with this, the current forum, that has gathered many high-profile organizations representatives, as well as the outstanding representatives of religious communities and culture, is an evidence to the fact, that the progressive world community cherishes the idea of harmony among different religions in the name of peace, fraternity and solidarity for all nations.

I wish all of you good health, enthusiasm in this noble activity and success for the forum.

2.  Address by Mr Koïchiro Matsuura, Director-General of UNESCO

Your Royal Highness, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

I can only begin by conveying my deepest gratitude to the authorities of the Republic of Uzbekistan, and to President Islam Karimov, for their remarkable efforts in making such a meeting possible.  Our gathering in Tashkent occurs on the very eve, beginning in January 2001, of the United Nations’ observance of a year for Dialogue Among Civilizations.  Just last week in New York, on September 5th, on the day before the Millennium Assembly of the United Nations, I launched the formal opening of this international year, together with Secretary General Kofi Annan and President Muhammad Khatami of the Islamic Republic of Iran, before an eminent gathering of Heads of State, and renowned intellectuals from the world over.  Throughout the fruitful discussions in both morning and afternoon sessions, participants widely concurred that only dialogue between civilizations - and religions - stands a chance to resolve long-standing memories of historic grievances and cultural slights.  

It is reassuring to note that in retort to outbreaks of sectarian violence, nations and peoples across the globe are mobilizing against racism, hatred of foreigners, and intolerance, in growing awareness that our fates are linked.  It is no accident that representatives of the great religious traditions of humanity, which are such essential components of humanity’s cultural identities, are reaching out towards one another to secure better universal understanding.  

“Civilization” and “religion”, to be sure, are not synonymous terms.  Many cultures have certainly defined their personality, indeed have managed to survive through the centuries, through devotion to a particular religious tradition.  Other cultures, however, have not necessarily identified themselves with any one single creed.  For example, the civilization of my own native land, Japan, has believed that the teachings of different spiritual schools could coexist and even be complementary, and so harmonized with one another; such an attitude was also widespread in ancient Greece and Rome, and has resurfaced in the modern West.  Yet there is no doubt that the holding in our time of these great international meetings between civilizations, and between religious traditions, reflects a common, generous urge, to promote the wisdom of peace.  Enduring peace involves recognition of one another’s mutually enriching diversity, within our single human family.  Dialogues like these in which we join today, and to which UNESCO is so crucially committed, contribute significantly to further common thought on such essential issues as peace, globalization, universal human rights, and sustainable development for all.  

To examine our spiritual roots together, is to come to grips with the fundamental realities of the human condition.  Great scientific breakthroughs, over the last two centuries, in archaeology, anthropology and palaeontology, and notably here in the ancient burial grounds of Central Asia, have established, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that the earliest known configurations of the human identity have involved rituals and ceremonies of a religious character: by which the members of our common family have sought to define the spiritual meaning of our common lot, in life and death, on this earth and under heaven.  

The comparative study of religions allows us to plumb the enduring representations of the human mind itself: all explorations of psychology in depth presuppose this essential religious and cultural approach, at once humanistic and scientific, that is addressed by the members of this Congress.  The tremendous conceptual, technical and scientific revolutions of the last few hundred years have led to radical questioning and reappraisal of the role of traditional religions, and in some cases, even to persecutions in reverse.  As one of the most revolutionary but also tormented centuries in human experience draws to a close, and as we symbolically stand on the threshold of a new millennium, it is fitting that we draw our breaths for a moment, and ponder our common spiritual heritage together.  

A Congress like this helps us to explore ways and means of reducing the more negative aspects in common religious attitudes, especially where these may directly incite sectarian intolerance, hatred, or conflict.  Instead, we should avail ourselves of the abundant sources of spiritual documentation to stress the positive contributions of religions, particularly in the fields of human values and ethics.  Allow me then to dwell on several brighter aspects of our religious legacy: especially in light of the dialogue and meeting of minds that is occurring here.  

Religious insight helped spark intuition of humanity’s common nature, and realization of human solidarity, several thousand years ago.  We assemble here, most appropriately, in the region where Zoroastrianism was born, and where Buddhism long took deepest root: two ancient universal traditions which addressed their messages, not to a particular community or group, but to all humanity.  Those of us who have grown up in East Asia are well aware that Buddhism, its teachings, scriptures, rituals, and art, have come to us from the monasteries and spiritual centres that flourished throughout Central Asia and in Uzbekistan itself.  Scholars who have concentrated on the astonishing cultural ramifications of the Silk Route have pointed out the profound influences which radiated from Central Asia upon the spiritual traditions of Western Asia too, including Judaism, when the Mediterranean lands, in turn, explored philosophical and religious messages of universal import.

The world’s great creeds have, in fact, been exchanging lessons for centuries.  Religions, as coherent and organized spiritual systems in themselves, certainly do not cancel each other out through such borrowings and loans - but do greatly enrich one another’s spiritual traditions.  Central Asia is one of the most fascinating meeting-grounds in the world for the study of such mutual influence and enrichment of spiritualities.  

For those of us brought up in the Buddhist tradition, to learn more about the subtle cross-fertilization of Buddhism and Islam in the medieval kingdoms of Central Asia never ceases to be a source of wonder.  We are amazed to find out that the legendary story of the Central Asian prince, Ibrahim ibn Ad’ham, regarded in Islamic lore as one of the founders of the Sufi mystical tradition, exactly parallels the story of the Buddha: as the young son of a king who heard a deeper call when he emerged from the illusory sheltering walls of his palace garden, and became one of the greatest spiritual masters of his cultural family.  

This is not in any way, of course, to reduce Sufism to some sort of disguised offshoot of Indian or Central Asian Buddhism: quite the contrary, we all know that the Sufi tradition is one of the most vigorously rooted inner spiritual disciplines of Islam, and that some of its very greatest medieval teachers stemmed from regions as distant as Arab Spain.  It is nevertheless profoundly moving to note that the Sufi outlook guided the tolerant and deeply informed approach towards other religions – notably Hinduism - manifested by the rulers descended from medieval Central Asia’s most famous royal dynasty: the Timurids.  16th-century Timurid princes like Akbar patronized probably history’s most open-minded dialogue between religions, at any time and place, before this end of the 20th century.  Sufi perceptions convinced Akbar of the ultimate convergence, at the profoundest spiritual levels, of humanity’s faiths, as manifold aspects of the human heart.  Under Akbar’s rule, adherents of all faiths were granted equal rights in a spirit of universal respect.  The rest of the world has spent quite some time catching up!

The story of religion shows a parallel development to this spiritual perception of human universality, in the growth and definition of universal ethical standards.  Philosophers have cogently argued that ethics may stand as amoral rule unto themselves, quite independently of any metaphysical system.  Nevertheless, it is a case of verified historical fact that spiritual leaders from the world’s great religions have stepped forth as champions of universal human rights.  

One of the most moving religious episodes in this planet’s history occurred nearly five hundred years ago on the Caribbean island now shared between the republics of Haïti and Santo Domingo.  Here is where Father Las Casas dared preach, from the pulpit, to the island’s Christian conquerors, that the enslavement of the indigenous peoples was a dreadful moral wrong, and that to deny the full humanity of any portion of the human family – in the Americas or Africa - was to sin against the teachings of Christianity itself.  Las Casas is now revered, from North to South, as the exemplary ethical figure of American Christianity: a religious leader who searched the wellsprings of his own most deep-lying spiritual tradition to affirm the universal human dignity which we take – at last – so much for granted today.  Martin Luther King, in our own time, staked his life on the very same ideals.  

Considerations of this kind underline why I am so pleased to have been able to inaugurate, yesterday, the UNESCO Chair for Comparative Studies in World Religions at the Islamic University of Tashkent, one of several Chairs throughout the world that promote dialogue between religions and cultures, by objectively examining their interaction and mutual influence in given historical contexts.  

Participants in this International Congress for Inter-Religious Dialogue gather here at a time when human beings, everywhere, are raising the most urgent questions regarding the very meaning of our place on earth and in the universe, at a time when the most familiar bearings of our lives, economies, social structures and visible environment seem about to be swept up – even overwhelmed - by the forces that we call “globalization”.  But there is a highly positive aspect to “globalization”, too: for never before have all the world’s peoples become so completely aware of our common destiny, as common sharers in our planet’s gifts.  To cope with the awesome challenge of “globalization”, we must adapt.  Many of us are turning to their spiritual roots.  Our spiritual legacies sustain us, and richly distinguish us: only, they must not divide us.  

As the educational, scientific and cultural organization of the United Nations, UNESCO is of course profoundly concerned by the outbreak of local armed conflicts bred by poverty and social injustice, to be sure, but further nourished by ethnic or sectarian prejudice.  On behalf of world peace, UNESCO, for its part, is intent on promoting a culture - and international spirit – of tolerance and mutual respect: one necessarily based on wider and deeper knowledge of one another.  

No people today is ethnically “pure”, no civilization is culturally “pure”, and no spiritual tradition is religiously “pure”: all are a fertile mingling of many borrowings.  Moreover, no cultural or religious community today dwells in secluded isolation.  Whether they are majorities or minorities, all religions must find ways of adjusting and learning to dwell with one another, in harmony, in the living societies of today.  One of the important challenges of this coming century will be to foster knowledge, understanding, and profound respect for all the world’s spiritual traditions, through education, from an early age.  Such an educational goal is one of UNESCO’s essential mandates.  

This is why it is my fondest wish to see Congresses like this contribute to such a goal, help quench the flames of sectarian intolerance, and further the light of spiritual wisdom – along the paths opened by the likes of Akbar and Las Casas.  

Thank you.  

3.  Address by His Royal Highness Prince El Hassan bin Talal of The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan 

A few short years ago, at the Islamic Summit Conference in Tehran, I wondered at the many important titles there are in the world of diplomacy. I took the opportunity of introducing myself with a title that I believe all the faithful hope to share - "the humble servant of my Creator". For almost 1500 years the three monotheistic faiths have coexisted through sharing and history, basic beliefs and attitudes, but most notably sharing in their belief in the one God. 

My first visit to this part of the world was during Prime Minister Kosigin's time, and it was to Turkmenistan. There were many sensitivities associated with this trip, but today my trip to Bukhara and Samarkand is a dream come true. On my trip to Turkmenistan, it was only with the industrial workers that I felt a spiritual uplift, for we felt they wanted "Baraka" from Princes of the Holy land. 

At the November meeting last year of the World Conference on Religion and Peace (WCRP) which I have the privilege of moderating, over 1200 participants, representing 15 of the worlds religions and faiths attended. On the podium were representatives of the Catholic Church, the Orthodox Church, the Jewish and the Muslim communities from Bosnia. We all recognise the tradition of Abraham, but the Mufti of Sarajevo said: "Let us also share in the Covenant of Noah, as Noah created the arc for the salvation of human kind. Can we not create an arc for the salvation of our common human kind? 

I would like to share with you and the distinguished representatives of this beautiful country and through them with President Karimov, our sense of gratitude for this opportunity to develop the noble art of conversation [which I personally believe should not be a martial art]. "The thought that the same basic principles connect all religions and ideologies, was taken as a guideline compatible with the confessional points of view in the Enlightenment of the 1700s. New religions and ideologies were sought in order to establish aspects which may be regarded as common, sensible and promoting responsibility. Ius naturalis, natural rights, based on the notion of basic rights common to all people, again became timely." Yet, I would remind you that in the term human rights, religious and cultural perspectives, and rights are only implicit. "The declaration of the World's Parliament of Religions, A Global Ethic strove to connect a moral ground for human actions. The four basic principles are close to the notion of natural rights and form a minimum common ethical understanding between current religions and the cultures adopting them. These four basic principles may be summarised as follows: 

A new world order needs a world ethos as its basis. 

Every human being must be treated in a humane way. 

The rules which protect life are: 

Respect for life 

Justice (also in economic order)

Tolerance and truthfulness 

Equality 


There is a need for ethical change. 

Leonard Swidler from Temple University, Philadelphia, has analysed the main ethical principles which state the general rights and duties of a human being:

Freedom to develop oneself: This is the precondition of ethical responsibility. Each human being must have the right to develop all his/her abilities by choosing values. However, it must be accepted that nobody else's rights are violated during this process. 
The intrinsic value of the human personality: Each human being must be acknowledged as having intrinsic value, and not treated as a mere object. 

Respect for life: All living and inanimate Nature must be respected. 

The principle of reciprocity: This must be spread to deal with the whole of creation, societies, nations, the world and the cosmos.

Love for one's neighbour as self-realisation: One's own human nature is actualised in love for another human being, since one can love another only through self-understanding. 
Help without expecting service in return

 Respect for and freedom of religion and beliefs: There should be a dialogue, the main target of which should be to learn from others' convictions, with regard to both the individual search for the meaning of life as well as to finding a wide consensus on how to live together on this planet and realise true humanness. 

According to Swidler, there are more specific applied norms which are based on the seven principles originally derived from the Golden Rule. These norms are called the Applied ethical principles, and include: 

Responsibility before law; 
Responsibility in dealing with freedom of religion and of conscience, as well as freedom of speech and assembly; 
Responsibility in participating in decision making; 
Responsibility in dealing with family rights; 
Responsibility in dealing with personal property; 
Responsibility in work and free time; 
Responsibility in education; 
Responsibility in peace; 
Responsibility for the environment.1
We speak of a new world order. May I humbly suggest that what we seek is a new world humanitarian order where we can share in our common humanity. I would like to bring to mind the initiative of Jim Wolfensohn of the World Bank and the Archbishop of Canterbury, Mr. George Carey - the World Faiths Development Dialogue (WFDD) and at the conclusion of a meeting of that conference, Archbishop Carey talked about bringing to our attention the poverty which exists in the world. In the context of the WCRP - whether it be in Soweto where everyone, when I visited in January last, agreed that we have had enough of working against something - against apartheid - we must work for something and that it must be for something enriching. Just as the proposal of the late Yehudi Menuhin regarding the establishment of a Parliament of Cultures, in which the question of cultural identity can be put in the proper context of multiculturalism. 

Director-General with due respect, I believe that the conversation is one of cultures not of civilisations. We have all shared in civilisational experiences. We have all given. In Jakarta with the representatives of Ambon, Iran Jaya, Timor - the positives, the young men and women who stood up for reconciliation as the servants of the servants - we talked of basic survival and basic needs through the culture of participation. We are here to participate in expressing that need for ethical responsibility through freedom to develop one's self. This is a precondition of ethical responsibility. 

Clearly, for almost 1500 years, the three great monotheistic faiths, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, have co-existed through sharing history, basic beliefs and attitudes, most notably their belief in one God. However, neither Judaism, Christianity nor Islam is a monolithic block. Within each faith, as it has developed, differences of opinion and tradition, not to mention geographical and cultural factors, have led to variant and often rival forms of belief and practice and to division of greater or lesser severity. 

So, there is also religious pluralism within each of the monotheistic faiths. In this context, it is only natural to ask; how are Jews, Christians and Muslims to understand one another - and adherents of other faiths (Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, Confucians) and others -in a world of religious pluralism? How should they reach out to one another. These are far from being theoretical observations, but the answer remains, in enhancing the universal commonalities and respecting our differences. In Arabic we have a saying 'comprehension precedes understanding'. 

I mentioned earlier, the stereotyping of Muslims and the allusions of terrorism, but let me make it clear that it is the politics and economics of despair that are the breeding grounds of terrorism - not religion. I believe in the noble art of conversation. Not to speak at, but to speak to each other. And if we go along with Professor Hans Kung's often admirable insights and arguments, we can conclude: "No peace among the nations without peace among religions. No peace among the religions without dialogue between the religions. No dialogue between the religions without investigation of the foundation of the religions". 

Particularly important here is a deeper knowledge of the history of one's own faith and that of others. It is very important to know about the shared heritage of religions, 

particularly in this case, the shared heritage of Sepharad and Andalus, epitomised in the works of the great philosopher - theologian Maimonidies 'Ibn Maymoun'. "

In the case of the ex-Soviet Islamic world, a quick survey of titles illustrate predominant perspectives. First, there is the idea of these regions as emergent: thus, "Central Asia's Emergence" (Mirsky 1992), Muslim Eurasia: Conflicting Legacies (Roi 1995), and La nouvelle Asie Central ou la fabrications des nations (Roy 1997). Then, there is the accompanying awakening of Islam: thus "The Awakening of Central Asian Islam" (Lipovsky 1996), "The Reawakening of Soviet Islam" (Hetmanek 1990), and "Central Asia: From Marx to Mohammed" (Andreyev 1992). Third we have the causality of Islam in the contemporary politics of these regions, especially through its confluence with ethnicity and nationalism: thus "Islamic Assertiveness and the Waning of the Old Soviet Order (Atkin 1992), The Resurgence of Central Asia: Islam or Nationalism? (Rashid 1994) "The Islamic Influence on Ethnic Nationalism in the North Caucasus: The Cases of Chechenia and Dagestan" (de Cordier 1996), and Moscow's Muslim Challenge (Rywkin 1990). Finally, we have the Transformative implications of these 'new regions' for the post-Cold War world order: thus, "Geopolitical Transformation in Central Asia: Implications for India" (Dietl 1995), "Rivalries Over the New Muslim Countries" (Duran 1992), "Political Spheres of Interests in the Southern Caucasus and in Central Asia" (Goetz 1997), "The Remaking of Eurasia" (Tsepkalo 1998), and The New Geopolitics of Central Asia and its Borderlands (Banuazizi and Weiner 1994). 

Although Islam appears in these titles as a seemingly knowable and unitary construct, the actual content of what is meant by, and studied as Islam shows quite a variety. Highly noticeable is the emphasis given to Sufism and practices that in the Middle Eastern context would be called 'popular Islam', or even 'heterodoxy', such as cults of saints and mysticism, not to speak of shamanism. It is not my intention to argue that these beliefs are not Islamic, or to enter into the long-debated issue of high Islam versus folk Islam, or Islam versus Islams, or Islam as discursive tradition versus Islam as practice (see Asad 1986). Rather, it should be noted that these distinctions, even if made by scholars, do not appear to detract from the idea of Islam as an overwhelming force for wide scale, mass mobilisation in Central Asia and the Caucasus. It may not be contradictory to note the prominence that is given to the role of women in the maintenance of Islam in the Soviet Union. Thus women clerics are said to have played an important role in central Asian Islam (Fathi 1997). More generally, however, women as mothers are seen as the main transmitters of Islamic tradition and as "Guardians of the Faith" within the sanctuary and "un-sovietized" realm of the family (Dragadze 1994; Fathi 1997; Tett 1994)2
In Ozviecim, a few days ago as the Moderator of the WCRP, I was aware of the delicate nature of our participation in the ceremony inaugurating the re-opening of the remaining synagogue; "Chemra Lomdei Mishnayot", in a place the name of which became synonymous with genocide. A place where physical annihilation of people was committed in the name of one idea to the exclusion of others, in a manner of a distant echo to Sberenica, Gorazde, Kosovo and Sarajevo. I am convinced that, throughout my work in pursuing the idea of three-pronged dialogue among the faiths, it is cultural dialogue that is required and not a civilisational dialogue, especially when we refer to the term in the singular. 

My overriding concern remains, that there should be an evolution in complimentarity between the various dialogue institutions, especially that the practical applications of dialogue are foremost on our mind. Undoubtedly, there is a deep moral concern for the future of human well-being and dignity and that the suffering of so many millions of people around the world cannot be accepted. The stark realities facing the world in terms of increasing levels of poverty and inequity, call upon the faith-based organisations to make a serious contribution to development policy thinking and practice. 

When we talk about education as part of the process of reconciliation, we must remember the roots of anthropology of suffering and its effect in terms of the fear of peace. Therefore, there is a need for another form of education for societies that have been traumatised by war such as the glaring examples of Vukovar, Sarajevo, Rwanda and Chechnya. Maybe even, re-education will be required in the manner of the programmes of education developed after World War II: Socrates and Erasmus. 

Peace and stability in the world cannot be realised through a narrow concept of security that the fortunate, whether states or social groups adopt as a shield against what they perceive as a threat to their well-being. We are used to talking about national security, regional security or food security. Is it not time that we started addressing cultural security based on a consensus over common (or shared) cultural values? Though culture is implicit in the notion of human rights, we can take it a step forward in the move from Humanitas towards Civitas; as an intrinsic part of civil society. 

However, failures remain and in some way or another, it is necessary to come to terms with them through a constructive code of conduct that emphasises: the association between theology and practicality: 

Begins with commonality 


Takes into account the Enlightenment tradition 

Embraces the principle of 'no coercion' 


Upholds the right to proclaim one's own religion 


Re-considers the content of education 


Ensures a free flow of information 
Develops a framework for disagreement 


Accepts responsibility for words and action at all levels 


Recognises the political and economic dimensions of interfaith dialogue. 

In the age of 'globalism', though the Arabic terminology may be more accurate if referred to as 'universalism', even though civil society is largely secular and there is a need to attract the advocates of secularism into our conversations, I do recognise its importance and necessity in terms of ensuring diversity and freedom of expression; though one is not talking here about political secularism, we cannot ignore the inextricable relationship between religion and identity, for religion gives meaning and purpose to our understanding of who we are, as part of smaller units of circles, that broaden to make up the wider circles and the greater whole. However, in affirming who we are as part of those smaller circles, identity at the same time declares also who we are not. 

Because all religions address not only the smallest components of identity but also the broadest, religion has precisely the very capacity to avoid conflict and the exploitation of differences, through emphasising those dimensions of human commonality that should bind people together above and beyond the particular different components of their identities. We should avoid in our approach, the pitfalls of comparative religious studies, and concentrate on analogy. 

We must avoid metaphysics and concentrate on matters of conduct.  If progress is going to be made, much is going to be required of the positivists - the young - and we have to be conscious of the fact that, in front of the rise of dangers, they carry the message of peace and hope. Still, it is our collective task to endlessly seek dialogue as we evolve from the culture of survival to the culture of participation, to peace. 

Thank you ladies and gentlemen. 
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* list in alphabetical order of the countries


1 On the Way to Sustainable Development: An approach to defining a national model of global responsibility, FICOR - The Finnish Association for the Club of Rome, 1997


2 Islam in the Post-Soviet Space: Imaginative Geographies of the Caucasus and Central Asia, Seteney Shami
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