Concept Paper

YOUTH FOR HUMAN UNITY

EXLORATION FOR NEW VALUES THROUGH INTERCULTURAL AND INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE

(Meeting of selected youth and religious personalities from South Asia, to be held in Auroville, Tamilnadu, India, February 21 – 28, 2005)

 

1.    Background : 

Following the global agenda for Dialogue among Civilizations adopted by the UN General Assembly resolution 56/5 of 21 November 2001, a sequel to the global observance of 2001 is the United Nations year for Dialogue among Civilizations launched by UNESCO on the eve of the millennium summit in New York, UNESCO‘s member states in General Conference provided new impetus to the agenda by the adoption of Resolution 31C39 on the fight against terrorism in November 2001. This affirmed, among others that dialogue ”Constitutes” a fundamental Challenge based on the unity of human kind and commonly shared values, the recognition of cultural diversity and the equal dignity of each civilization and each culture”.
 

The adoption of such resolutions were followed up with renewed vigour towards stimulating movements in favour of dialogue : The International Ministerial Conference on “Dialogue among Civilizations – Quest for New Perspectives” held in New Delhi on 9-10 July 2003 and “The Regional Forum on the Dialogue among Civilizations” held in Ohrid, Macedonia, on 29-30 August 2003.
 

Based on the outcomes of these two events, the General Conference of UNESCO, on 16 October 2003, adopted and endorsed the “New Delhi Declaration” and provided a general framework for future action, Viz.:
 

· education, especially through the pursuit of the Six education for all goals.
· the sciences and technology, including the role of traditional and local knowledge systems.
· Cultural diversity in all its dimensions., including World Heritage, the media, information and communications technologies.
Following these, UNESCO is collaborating with the Government of Kyrgyzstan in the Organization of another International Conference on “Dialogue among Civilizations” in Central Asia and its neighboring countries, to be held in Bishkek from 10-11 June 2004, with the hope that this meeting will lay the foundations for concrete activities to promote dialogue between the countries of the region.
 

The Bishkek conference will place special emphasis on:

· Shared values, ethical principles and human rights - the cornerstone of every dialogue.
· Cultural diversity and heritage, a shared experience, a front for identities and a tool for reconciliation.
· Water and sustainable development, promoting peaceful co-operation and developing synergies through dialogue, involving the natural sciences. 

 

As part of the UNESCO Interreligious Dialogue Program, launched as the “Routes of Faith” programme some years ago in Morocco, a regional gathering of religious leaders, policy-makers, academics, and specialists in intercultural and interreligious dialogue is proposed for Australia by late November 2004. This Meeting was preceded by several other major interreligious encounters in Malta (1997), in Bishkek (1999) and in Tashkent (2000), Almaty (2002), Abuja (2003). While focusing on regional issues, mainly in the Mediterranean basin, Central Asia and West Africa, and on specific themes such as grassroots experiences for reconciliation (Malta),  Sciences and Spirituality (Almaty) and Conflict resolution (Abuja), they provided an important opportunity to strengthen religious relations in the region and develop interaction between communities from different confessional backgrounds, including the autochthonous ones, and governments on reinforcing stable and tolerant societies, with a view to understand and respond to global challanges.  With this purpose in mind, the Interreligious Dialogue programme, which is a salient dimension of Dialogue among Civilizations and Cultures, will lay stress on the SAARC region and target youth.
  

By the time the meeting would be held at Auroville in February 2005 (21 –28), information will also be available concerning the outcomes of the Bishkek and Sydney conferences, regarding concrete activities that would be proposed, to promote dialogue between the countries of the region. These would further assist in the discussions and in stimulating renewed actions in the South Asian region.
 

Involving youth and religious personalities would provide a good platform for broadening the scope of dialogue and making it more relevant to contemporary challenges.

 

2.       Objectives of the Conference: 

The objectives of the proposed youth and religious leaders conference is to share views on the issues to be addressed, become more sensitized to such issues and the importance of dialogue, and also to come out with recommendations for implementation by policy makers in the South Asian region, that share common values, as also common problems.
In this perspective, the following Objectives should, to some extent, be achieved, through an effective partnership with UNESCO and it’s partners (Auroville Foundation, Templeton Foundation eventually, etc.) 
3. Issues to be addressed: 

The conference in Auroville “Youth for Human Unity” will take into account the recommendations and resolutions from the aforementioned conferences, but shall focus on the social, cultural and religious contexts of the South Asian region – explorations for new values in:
 

 

A. Spirituality and Religion  

Religion at its origin was meant to be an expression of humanity's evolutionary quest for a deeper, broader and higher consciousness. Somewhere along the way, religion got distanced from its source and focused more on the outward aspects of rituals and dogmas. This bred ignorance, intolerance and fundamentalism which has led to a strong secular anti-religious stand amongst many. 
 

But if we realise that all religions are merely an outward form of a deeper essence of spirituality, and that this essence is more or less common to all religions, then our understanding of a true spirituality would be clearer. Can we try to not only understand each other's positions from different religions but also delve deep into our own to find its essence? Is it possible that that following this inner journey we may find common spiritual values with other religions and spiritual paths? 
 

 Youth as “ transforming agents” can play a decisive role in this evolution of religions towards a universal spirituality of humanity, more especially so in the sub-continent of South Asia where the maximum number of religions of the world are.
 

 

B. Spirituality and Society 

Religion has often been regarded as a retarding force within society. But once we step out of the rigid concept of an exclusive religion towards a more comprehensive idea of spirituality, we may find that this quest for self-discovery within both the individual as well as society could lead to a progressive growth in consciousness. There could be a new relationship between the individual and society. A new way to look at the past and a new way to give direction to the future could be envisaged. 
 

How can we find ways to look afresh at governance, economy, business, social aspects?

How can we look at the bigger picture of a collective progress of human kind?  The split between the haves and the have-nots may begin to heal if social interaction is based on values of universal brotherhood rather than simply material values. 

Youth as “agents of change” can explore a greater understanding and therefore a way towards a progressive harmony of co-existence.
 

 
C. Education, Art And Culture 

Today the human being is the centre of education, and the flowering of his faculties the aim of education. Yet there are deeper aspects of the individual which are not given sufficient space to grow. Can a quality education for all be based on the integral development of the personality? What is the contribution of transdisciplinary concepts applied to education?
 

Similarly in the field of art, if art would be more than just an expression of the finite and the known, more of a search for the infinite through the finite, then something of the essence could be captured which would express unity of cultures in diversity. 
 

South Asia bound by the Himalayas in the north and the oceans in the south has over the millennia developed a special culture. Can the countries which fall in this sub-continent go deeper in trying to understand what this approach to life is which is common to them? What are these values which make the peoples of this region similar? What is it that South Asia has contributed to the world culture?

A special focus should be given to the future of cultural heritage. 

Can youth as “creative agents” dream and manifest  the beauty of tomorrow ?
 

 

D. Integral Development 

For centuries, humanity  has changed the world by external means. Mental, vital, physical developments have moulded - for good or for bad - life and matter in its image. Can the world be changed by inner means without being crashed? Can the deepest heart of humanity and its highest wisdom guide the directions of growth towards a new paradigm of integrality, mutuality and human ecology? Should sustainable development, in order to be durable and effective, be based on a growing universal fraternity?

 

A progressive harmony between humanity, nature and spirit, a dynamic balance between urban and rural development has to be constantly searched for. The water issue as a world-challenge to sustain life-energy should be addressed. The importance of a good balance between tangible and intangible development needs to be explored. 

 

Youth as “unifying agents” can help bring about a dynamic change whereby a highest ground of understanding can be worked out. 

 
 

E. Spirituality And Science 

In their essence, science and spirituality are complementary. They both seek the fundamental truth of existence, the hidden laws behind physical appearances. Science deals mainly with matter and energy while spirituality focuses more on consciousness. They also share common methodologies of observation, analysis, synthesis and proven experience, but their fields of investigation are different: the outer realms for science and the inner ones for spirituality.  Their tools of research differ substantially, yet they both belong to the ageless quest of mankind for knowledge, freedom, unity and immortality.

 

In many civilizations and cultures the two were interrelated or at least not interfering with each other, however in the last centuries they have been separated by materialistic or religious prejudices and dogmas. Today, new frontiers of science and knowledge are explored, more subtle fields discovered and new theories formulated where the dialogue and eventually a synthesis becomes possible.

The crucial role that media and communication technologies can have in this search will be look into.

 

Youth as “free spirit agents” can venture into this new land where unimaginable unifying fields of life-consciousness are waiting to be discovered.

4. The Context of Auroville:

The seminar is aiming to have a fresh look at the big questions that are facing our planet right now and that our task is to consider the question “where are we heading” as a question that concerns every member of the global family. We are planting the seeds for global thinking, an evolutionary skill and necessity to face the challenges ahead. This skill is not always acquired through formal education and we wish to introduce and deepen participants ability to engage in integrative and global thought. Auroville is naturally predisposed to do this.

Auroville is not proposing solutions but identifying and aligning with principles (values and ethics) that cross borders and are acceptable to all – a higher synthesis. Auroville, as a laboratory that hosts a very diverse population, is experimenting with ways of engaging people who represent different perspectives in a meaningful dialogue. It proposes to offer an approach to dialogue that not just pays attention to content but also process. The workshops will be structured in such a way as to offer a platform for appreciative inquiry that will invite exploration of possibilities and allow introspection in the participants. 

What is offered by Auroville is a well-established field of experimentation where visions are being manifested and a unique environment for viable alternatives in many fields including education, urban planning, environment, regional development, culture etc. The basic message is, don’t give up on dreams and don’t be afraid to have them – there may be many reasons to feel disillusioned on the way but the dreams of yesterday are the reality of today.

Auroville as a dream in progress has still a long way to go. Yet, like humanity, it carries a flame, a hope, a call to the future.

 

5. Methodology for implementation of Recommendations: 

Appropriate guidelines to address the aforementioned issues being brought out at the proposed meeting in Auroville, through discussions and consensus, shall be made available to development planners in SAARC region, as also, to the UNESCO secretariat to enhance similar actions in the other regions of the world.

 

 A second phase should involve a review of the application of the recommendations.

 

 

6. Indicators of Success: 

A feedback should be had, over a four-year period, since enhancement of dialogue is a continuous and ongoing process. The elements for feedback would include:

 

· Enhancement in the application of intangible development concepts in the SAARC countries. 

· Enhancement in the use of spiritual approaches to problem solving in the region 

· Progress in the education for all goals and in the use of the “Teachers Guide to Peace” and “The World Heritage in young Hands Kit”. 

· Enhancement in the networkings for sharing of science technology advancements, communication technologies and water management techniques. 

· Establishment of a UNESCO Chair for Dialogue among Civilizations, cultures and religions in the SAARC Region. 

· Design and production of pedagogical materials on Civilizations, cultures and religions of the SAARC Region that could be collected by the young people involved in the Meeting itself and afterwards, spread to other countries of the region and used in schools.
 

