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Your Excellencies and distinguished ladies and gentlemen, Good afternoon!

What I am going to talk about today is ‘Equipping Religious Representatives for Action’ in relation to strengthening mechanisms of cooperation between the world’s religions and the United Nations. Indeed, no matter how well we recognize and agree upon the necessity of strengthening cooperation between these two parties, when detailed actions are not followed, it will become sheer rhetorical agenda without practical implication. Hence, detailed and practical measures are required.

Nevertheless, these are not easy issues to tackle. When we think about the principles of both the UN and the world’s religions, they should have simple solutions because they share common objectives of pursuing peace of humankind; so naturally, mutual cooperation has to be easily agreed upon. However, there are fundamental structural and accessible differences. As we are all aware, the United Nations in principle was formed to set up nations’ or governments’ meetings. Naturally, in the process of reaching decisions, each nation and government inevitably prioritized their own interests, and in order to do that, they did not decline fierce struggles. As a result, some of the decisions that were made were under the influence of powerful players within the United Nations, rather than being based on its noble causes or principles. Such examples can be found in the issues of climate changes, MDG, prevention of nuclear proliferation and so on. Both advanced and developing countries share the same feeling on the seriousness of these issues, but when it comes for detailed actions and measures to be decided, we all know that the logic behind power plays a key role in making decisions. Another example can be the veto power of the big nations within the UN Security Council regarding issues on world security. 

Religions however, work differently. The core values of religion are not in the logic behind the world powers, but they are based on the practice of selflessness towards truth, and care and consideration for those who are underprivileged and marginalized in our communities. Over history and at present times as well, we continue to witness and experience conflicts and confrontations that are taking place under the name of religious causes in various parts of the world. Evil deeds by some extreme religious groups threaten the peaceful lives of so many people and communities throughout the world. In spite of this dark side of religious history, religions are continuously pursuing fundamental values: truth, peace, and changing and innovating themselves in order to coexist (coexist with whom?). In this way, religions differentiate themselves from the United Nations system. I would like to hope that the members of the United Nations would contemplate accepting these religious perspectives on pursuing universal values, justice, peace, human rights and innovation of oneself. Despite this difference, the United Nations is still the appropriate mechanism for peace in humankind. There is no doubt that both world religions and the United Nations can relate in complementary cooperation. 

How could we then, actualize these issues?  In particular, within the world’s religious communities, the roles of leadership are crucial. How could we haul those leaders into this kind of dialogue? To do that, it is necessary that religious leaders have a new understanding of today’s situation. 

Understanding the phenomenon of ‘globalization’ is one way of summarizing today’s global situation. We cannot understand the situation without knowing this ‘term’. I will not attempt explain this phenomenon in full detail. What I would like to do is to briefly touch upon its economic aspect which is based on the notion of ‘liberalism’, which is based on pulling economic units together into a single market. Advocates of Neo-liberalism argue that this single market oriented economic unit will eventually lead to the advancement of humankind and it seems to have positive parts to it. However, what has been proved so far is that there is too much negativity associated with it. This negative side of globalization has been developed at the cost of mankind’s’ sufferings and resentments, and even threatens peace of humankind. For this reason, anti-globalization protests are taking place in many parts of the world today. This is a natural reaction because globalization is often described as the reorganization of world order by big countries. Armed with political and economic powers, these big countries systematically break down the walls of vulnerable 3rd world countries and expend their markets. This further creates a worsening effect of systematic fragility of those 3rd world countries. 

There are possibilities that globalization deepens further religious conflicts and struggles. Positive aspects of globalization have enhanced and increased opportunities of inter-religious dialogue. However, by observing recent accounts and experiences in many parts of the world, we cannot say this is the whole story. Rather, we are witnessing more and more religiously motivated armed clashes or, there are groups which are instigating religious extremists into violence and conflicts. The process of globalization today, largely, is led by economic power, that is to say financial sectors which are supported by gigantic capital giants, and at the center of this economic power, powerful countries, such as the United States, hold economic, military and political hegemonies. 

Further, there are conflicts over how for these big nations’ interests should be realized in various parts of the world. One example can be the conflicts in Middle East over crude oil. The fundamental problem lies on those who have control of economic, political and military power rather than those of strong religious influence. Nonetheless, superficial causes of the problems are disguised as religious conflicts, for example the conflicts between Christians and Muslims. Therefore, if we leave this problem as it is currently perceived; viewed as religious power struggles, we are destined to fail in reaching common grounds for mutual understanding and promotion of cooperation among religious communities. Rather, it is highly probable that we will be witnessing the opposite. We have witnessed the 9.11 atrocity. The terrorists’ devilish acts were justified in the name of religious wordings of Islam. By the US government proclaiming an anti-terrorist war against those who were responsible gave the administration moral justification and thus further led to a dichotomy of axis; Christianity at the good side and the Fundamentalists on the bad side of the axis. Witnessing this dark side of modern history, I have to admit that I was trembling with fright against a possible religious war. 

It is imperative that religious leaders equip themselves with deep consciousness to recognize this reality. Through this recognition, I am against the phenomenon of the negative aspects of globalization to take place. I believe that we need to create new ideas for promoting peace. It is same for the United Nations system as well. Like religious circles today, there is a common understanding that the founding principles of the United Nations for ideals and values of peace have been faded. I think we can recover from this through the rejection of the dark sides of globalization. 

More specifically, world religions and the United Nations system have to work more closely and establish more firm and organic dialogue channels. Through these channels, we can inform wider audiences of the world about the discrepancies of globalization and further form a solidarity movement against it. In this regard, I strongly urge all religious leaders to proactively participate in the initiatives of a UN Decade of Interreligious Cooperation for Peace. I will not go into details of the potentials and effects of the Decade here but through this process, I firmly believe that religious communities and the United Nations will have an opportunity to recover their noble principles through its innovation. 

In summary, what I have mentioned are the reasons for the International Peace Corps of Religions, an affiliated organization of KCRP, to convene this meaningful conference here in New York. Through dialogue and cooperation between world religions and the United Nations, we will find ways of mutual prosperity for both parties. Based on our firm beliefs, we can certainly see the possibility of seeds of hope among us as long as we continuously carry out various endeavors to achieve peace in human kind.

May Peace be with You!!

