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1. Religion has traditionally not been a household word in the United Nations.  Religions have nevertheless been realities in the lives of UN member states and the context in which the UN system operates.  We cannot talk about war and peace, health, education, environment … without including the social and physical infrastructures of religions – from local to global levels.   Religions for Peace has observed a renewed interest in interfaith dialogue around the United Nations.  

2. As Religions for Peace we welcome this increased interest, and want this to be translated into principled ways of building relations between the World’s Religions and the United Nations.

3. The United Nations is working according to its mandate, given by the UN member states.  The mandate deals with issues for which the body has to be accountable to its members, and the members to the collective body.  It goes to the extent that the collective body of the UN may put coercive measures in place towards one or more of its members.  But it has no power beyond what the collective of member states gives.

4. The United Nations is organized according to its mandate.  Member states make up bodies that deal with issues at hand.  Member states agree to establish specialized bodies and agencies to deal with specific responsibilities.

5. Religious communities and leaders are given their mandate from their spiritual roots and scriptures, and through their institutional heritages.  Religious communities and leaders are also given their mandate from life itself, the reality of living.  Religions cannot be mandated by nation states or inter-governmental bodies.  

6. Religions are organized according to their mandates, historic traditions and decisions of their constituencies.  Some religions are centralistic in their structure, while others are quite decentralized and loosely connected internally.  But how are they organized as “world religions”?  Is there a multi-religious counterpart body to the UN?  As Religions for Peace sees it, there is not so far. If we believe this is important, is it not therefore up to the religious communities to organize themselves?

7. We therefore have two groups of bodies with different mandates.  The mandates are relevant to each other, but should be kept distinct.  The UN is not mandated to organize religions.  Religions are not mandated to be part of the United Nations, but may collaborate with UN.  There is a need to search for bridges between the two types of bodies.

8. The way Religions for Peace looks at it there may be two kind of bridges.  In exploring principles for inter-action, we first need to make some distinctions in our search for the relevant multi-religious bodies as counterparts to the United Nations.  There is a significant difference in interacting on political level and on operational level.  How to relate to the General Assembly as “World’s Religions” is very different from relating to the specialized agencies of the UN as religious organizations.  The two bridges therefore need to correspond to the political and operational sides of the UN.

9. The first kind of bridge is related to the political side of the UN.  “Political relationships” need to be explored with a representational principle, in which the world’s religions need to agree upon how to represent themselves in a body.  The more formal the intention of the relationship is, the higher the requirements for institutional grounding.  Religions for Peace could in principle be such a coalition, having representatives of world’s religions in our governing body.  50 representatives of the major religions were elected by more than 800 delegates at the Kyoto World Assembly in 2006. Together with another 10 representatives from regional bodies, youth and women networks they make up the World Council. Their confessional, gender and geographic representation are not perfect, but there is no other known coalition or organization with similar institutional breadth and depth.  RfP is not necessarily the counterpart to the General Assembly, but my analysis of RfP illustrates the principle of being organized around the mandate of religions and of how they organize themselves.

10. The second bridge is related to the operational part of the UN.  Interacting and cooperating with the specialized UN agencies take expertise and implementing capacity.  Religious NGOs, including humanitarian, developmental, human rights, social and cultural, are well placed to partner with UN specialized agencies.  Their comparative advantages are their rootedness in their respective faith tradition and their constituency base, from very local to national, regional and global levels.  There are still numerous challenges in going beyond bilateral relationships into multi-religious partnerships with specialized UN agencies.  Religions for Peace strongly encourage initiatives being made by UN agencies and the religious NGOs themselves to explore added values by forming multi-religious networks, coalitions and platforms.  Our experiences in Religions for Peace clearly indicate that multi-religious cooperation often yield results that would not be possible as individual religious actors.  

11. When the two types of bodies, the UN and the Worlds Religions, search ways of dialoguing and inter-acting, respect for each other and each others mandates is the first and basic principle.  Individual member states may have different relationship with religion, but as a collective the UN needs to develop a common understanding of how to respect religions for what they are and what mandates they have.  Religions need to acknowledge the mandates nation states have, and need to work towards an agreed understanding on how they work together with the instruments of the United Nations.  We can therefore indicate two parallel learning processes that need to be encouraged by each respective partner: the learning about the other.  For this we need forums, mechanisms and processes.  We need bridges built on sound principles!

