Proposals for roles of religious people for Peace

Rev. Hyun Jong (Jogye Order of Buddhism, Korea)

1. As for Peace

When we think about the meanings of Peace, in its narrow definition, it refers to ‘states of no armed conflicts that exist among communities, religions and nations’. When we define the term in a wider context, we cannot think about peaceful states without guaranteed human rights, because we humans are the subjects of pursuing the peace. In the World Environmental Declaration, humans are the creature and former of environment. We cannot not think about having peace without achieving harmony among humans and environment. In this regard, the issues of peace, environment, and human rights need to be dealt with together as they are interrelated, putting humans at the center of it all.

Religious teachings are about teaching foundations of human dispositions, relations, mutual relations between human and environment, and hence, religious leaders’ role to influence building peace in human communities is very important. Particularly, when we think about that 80% of world population has religious affiliations, religious leadership, influence, resources, and authorities become more and more significant.

Reminding this, this conference by the United Nations and NGO leaders on endeavoring ways for building foundation of peace to include issues on human rights and environment is a timely and very meaningful event. It is my great honor to be given this opportunity to talk about these issues today; I thank all the organizers of IPCR/KCRP and Religions for Peace.

It is my firm understanding that all religious teachings put a significant emphasis on people and their practice to achieve positive roles in building world peace by religious leaders and institutions. Hence, we must realize that our teachings are for people and their practical methods. It means we put people first above all other things, such as religion and ideology. If we give priority to religions and ideologies themselves, then the long history of positive roles and efforts dedicated by religions for enlightenment and peace for humankind will become shameful struggles. Furthermore, religions have the potential play evil actors in building peace in the global realms. In the global context, various religiously motivated conflicts and confrontations are examples and religions are either directly and indirectly are seen as the cause of those conflicts. In narrow term, we can see the Korean situations as another example of this. Various religions have coexisted without major confrontation for long period of times on the Korean Peninsula. However, some prejudiced religious groups influenced by western religions provoked discrimination against other religions and this caused a disharmony in human rights and social environments, hence hindering building peace in our communities. Observing this event, it becomes more important for religions today to teach true nature of people – pure human disposition, apart from religious forms or ideologies. We must search this seriously and heartily. Only through this manner, can we overcome the problems of human rights and environment. And I can assure you that this is the fundamental, essential and fastest way to achieve peace in our society. 

Based on this belief, I would like to take into account issues on human rights and environment and unveil meditation, which is the best way to search human nature. Finally, I would like to propose a few points for you who are working so hard to build world peace. 

2. As for Environment.

According to the article 1 of UN Environmental Declaration, “humans are the creature as well as the former of environment. The environment not only sustains human existence……both natural and man-made environments are important to recognize for sustainment, well-being, fundamental human rights, and furthering the right to live as humans.” This signifies the relations between humans and environment, the two kinds of environments that exist, and the importance of environment. 

I would like to consider the two kinds of environments; natural and man-made, and important issues relating to how religious communities can help to sustain them. 

First, I would like to talk about the natural environment. The issues can be global warming, contamination on water, soil and air pollution, destruction and exhaustion of natural resources, and disturbance of the eco-system. IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) warned that “most of living things in this planet will disappear within 100 years if we continue to live as we’ve been so far, and do nothing.”  Global warming is a very serious problem and I think our actions are like ‘a naïve child who is playing in a house where fire is burning inside the house.’ To discontinue the global warming phenomenon, we urgently need to implement and use alternative energy resources. Also, more people need to become vegetarians because meat diets are one of the causes of global warming. 

The vegetarian diet has long been practiced and recommended in Buddhist traditions and it enables people to maintain clear minds and prevent diseases in adult people. Everyone would agree that it helps keep a healthy body and mind. A sound body and mind transcends into human rights issues and environment movements eventually, hence religious people and communities should take the initiative.

Another issue is ‘contamination of air, soil and water.’ The diseases related to adult people largely stem from impure blood and air. The same logic applies to the globe. Rivers, underground water, and seas are seen as the blood of the globe and when they are polluted it will become ill, just like our bodies do. To prevent the worsening of diseases, we must educate people and put into practice reducing of all kinds of wastes as much as possible. We must recycle our limited resources and strictly control deforestation. 

The next issue I like to talk about is the human environment. Human environment issues for developing countries are population increase, lack of food, clothing, shelter, education and heath due to underdevelopment. Among these, food shortage is the most urgent to look at as it is directly related to the sustaining of lives, so I would like to recommend one method of improving the situation. That is the ‘empty your bowl movement.’ It means you only put the amount of the food that you can finish and finish the bowl without anything left. This way, we can resolve the waste issue as well as save food. Presently, there are 90 million people who are suffering from starvation, 35,000 children under age of 5 are dying from hunger worldwide. As a member of this globe, I feel shameful and heartbroken to be faced with this fact and we urgently must do something about to resolve the starvation. So, the movement enables temperate living conditions and will help improve human rights and environmental problems.

Human environment problems that exist in advanced countries are materialism and competition derived from comparative supremacy. From these, people in those countries are suffering from lack of rest, anxiety, stress and a sense of discrimination. Also, selfish consumption for only one’s family members without thinking of others contributes to a lack of humanity and shows that prejudiced moral values are prevalent. 

To sum up, I’ve unveiled both natural and man-made environmental problems. When I try to find fundamental solutions from the Buddhist perspective, it is this teaching that shows me that humans and environment are one; we are not a separate entity. We must realize that all humans and each environmental element are dependent on one another and they are inseparable hence, we and the environment exist for each other. 

3. As for Human Rights

Human rights should be taken into account as basic and universal rights for every human being. It includes rights for life, appropriate living standards, protection against torture and unjust treatment, freedom of expression and religion, free movement and decision making, education, and culture and participation of politics and so on.

Then, why should these values be guaranteed? That is because everyone in this planet is rooted here and is an equal entity. We all are one. We must guarantee others’ rights as much as we want them to be preserved. We should all share the same rights and duties. Hence, human rights are guaranteed only when we mutually provide them others’ as well. It is the Buddhist teaching that we all have intrinsic wisdom and compassion for preserving our human rights within us. In spite of this, so many people in this planet are suffering from starvation and diseases, war and terrorism. They are suffering from all kinds of discrimination against race, gender, fortunes, hindrance, language, religion, torture, and unjust treatments. So, I would like to look into man-made absurdities and contemplate a possible solution.

These absurdities are largely derived from thinking that happiness lays on affluent material possession and superior position in this competitive driven society, a mistaken notion that we should consume for ourselves while others are suffering from lack of resources. From these wrong ideas and practices, we’ve lost our pure minds in thinking that our rights to live comfortably are threatened to be violated while at the same time we are violating others’ rights. To talk about alternatives for these problems, I would like to introduce a movement that is currently underway. 

That is the movement of ‘slow city.’ It is spreading widely in European countries and other parts of the world, including South Korea. It disregards the concept of ‘speed’, which is the main cause of the harmful effect for human rights and environment. The idea of the movement is that we must enjoy ‘aesthetics of slow going’ based on the natural rhythms of the globe and nature, in spite of inconveniences. By doing so, we enable to recover the ability to pursue peace and happiness that has been always within us. Practical examples are eating organic foods slowly and walking slowly. This is opposed to speedy competition and consuming fast food that are causes of diseases and chronic tiredness of our minds and body. By practicing it, we can release the ill effects and enjoy meditation recovering our originally pure human nature. I think this is a very good example of recovering human rights. We, the religious people, should take the lead and exemplify the practices. 

Another example is to reduce releasing of news and publications in media circles. Particularly, I would like to see the dramatic reduction of publications like books, newspapers, magazines. I acknowledge that we have rights to have information and choices. But when we witness the amount of publications in various forms flooding in our every life, I think there is more harm than benefits for youth and adults, in terms of human rights and man-made environments. When we think about the global environment, it is even more so because to consume that much paper, more trees will be gone, let alone air pollution comes from burning those used printed materials. It accelerates further global warming.

It is our role as religious leaders to provide environments for people to have still and calm minds, rather than them exposing themselves to the dizzying and flooding world of publications. It will intrinsically help people recover human rights and help in preserving our environment. 

4. As for Meditation

Meditation refers to concentrating our mind on an observational object that we set within ourselves, by turning our mind inwardly, which tends to relate to outer objects. This is an act of ‘realizing the true nature of humans and through this process, humans can resolve their sufferings and problems.’ It is the process of concentrating and being insightful of our minds, following teachings of great sages and Buddhas before us. 

I strongly believe that the practice of meditation is one of the greatest legacies of human history. Every religion has some method of meditation. I am certain that teaching meditation is the best way to realize the original fullness of a warm, peaceful and bright human nature for humankind. The teaching is our eternal hope and the best way to resolve issues involved with peace, environment, and human rights fundamentally. 

At this point, I would like to talk about detailed methods and values of meditation. Beginners need to cultivate habit of sitting quietly at first. Leaving all the busy agendas behind, find a quiet place and sit comfortably while relaxing your body and mind.  Control your breathing by repeating breathing in and out. When your mind and body become comfortable and relaxed, it will then start to see the observable object in your mind. You will concentrate your mind on the object completely. While there can be various questions or propositions for Buddhist meditation, I think the following is one of the best methods; ‘originally my mind and body is an inessential being.’
By practicing meditation, our body begins to recover comforts and composure, getting rid of stresses. Then our body will recover the ability to prevent and cure diseases related to adult people. We can then build better relations with other people, the power of concentration, insights, positive attitudes that are applicable to real life begin to manifest. Egoistic and self-righteousness attitudes are common enemies for achieving peace, better environment, and human rights. These are learnt and temporary dispositions. We can get rid of them. Furthermore, our original and true nature is empty and shining brightly, and all beings in the universe completes within oneness. By this, meditation is the core teaching in Buddhism and it enables one to become a pure state of mind, and when one becomes pure then, whole nations become pure and so does the universe. For this reason, we teach to be dependent upon oneself and another. I am so certain that practicing meditation leads to defeating prejudiced and distorted ideologies that are prevalent in our societies. 

As religious leaders, I suggest that we must spread meditation and come up with new methods if necessary. We must provide venues for people to recover their calm nature and build habits of meditation. How about we guide or teach people to have short moments while carrying out their daily lives? Whenever they eat or when they come and go out of their houses. Then people can contemplate and give thanks for all the things that are enabling their existence and sit again for meditation. I think this way they can build and appreciate the beauty of meditation. It requires no help or large space or money. Continuous practice of it will recover eventually an intrinsic natural principle and unconsciousness resulted from it will lead to a further deepened state of peace and happiness within themselves. 

It is fortunate that more and more people are practicing meditation in western countries. We religious people and members and agencies in United Nations and NGOs, as well as leaders in politics should encourage people that this mediation movement for improving human rights and environmental issues will build a more peaceful world in the end.

5. Proposals for religious, the United Nations and NGO leaders to build peace. 

I truly hope to have fruitful results from meetings of leaders in various fields for world peace. And I request to those leaders to endeavor from bottom of my heart. For that, I would like to propose 3 steps.

First, in the process of dialogues and meetings, I would like to require that the ‘development of meditation and practical methodology of spreading it’ must be included among other agendas.

Second, I suggest that when we plan and build houses and office buildings, we should include a place for meditation and repentance. Repentance is the origin of ‘refresh’ and hope. Meditation is the key to resolve man-made problems as I mentioned earlier.

Lastly, I suggest that we enact one day per month as the day of meditation and this will be led by the United Nations because that way, people will remind themselves of  meditation and put it into practice. I think that every 15th of each month will be good time for doing it. 

