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Rt Hon Helen Clark - Prime Minister
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Monday, 27 February 2006

It is a great pleasure for me to address the Third National Interfaith Forum. 

The theme for this year’s event is ‘strengthening spirituality - a shared path to peace’.  

Greetings to distinguished guests, Interfaith Council members from around the country, ladies and gentlemen. 

I begin by congratulating the New Zealand Interfaith Group and the Wellington Interfaith Council for bringing together this event, and the organisers of yesterday’s First Convention of Interfaith Women.   

Thank you for your leadership in supporting the formation and strengthening of interfaith networks and councils around the country, and in liaising with government on interfaith and ethnic community issues.

I know that the New Zealand Interfaith Group has developed a useful website for increasing our awareness about faith activities, which includes among other things a multi-faith calendar.   Those who visit the website will learn that events in March include the beginning of the fast for Baha’i’s in preparation for Nawruz or Iranian New Year, Lent begins as the fasting period for Christians and the Sikh New Year will commence.   You can all check this and other information out on www.interfaith.org.nz  

This year’s Interfaith Forum is being held at a critical time in our history at a local, national and international level.

The gratuitous publication internationally and by some local media of cartoons depicting Mohammed, and the recent broadcast of a controversial episode of the South Park cartoon, have meant that religious and interfaith issues have been the focus of a great deal of discussion in the media and in our communities. A recent headline in the Dominion Post read “Catholic School’s Muslim Head Girl".  It is unusual to have the media pay such attention to issues of religion in New Zealand.

We had a number of incidents of religious and ethnic intolerance in New Zealand in 2004 that have focused our attention on faith groups and relationships with wider society: the desecration of Jewish grave sites; the attack on a group of young Somali men in Newtown; and hate mail sent to members of the Muslim community in Wellington.   These were all the actions a small number of people, but nonetheless have caused concern.

All of the events have led to increased debate about the relationships between faith and ethnic communities in our society.  

It behoves us in these circumstances to step up our efforts to promote interfaith and intercultural awareness and understanding.

It is encouraging to see the constructive interest and support among faith groups in New Zealand in response to these issues.

Interfaith networks are key to promoting this discussion among faith groups and also to forming links with wider society.  For example, the Muslim community organised a very successful series of outreach events for Islamic Awareness week last year. 

These initiatives are fundamental to building an inclusive and diverse society.

I have signalled in my opening speech to our new Parliament last November, and again three weeks ago when this year's session began, that an ability to reconcile our past and adjust to the diversity of our present times is critical to building New Zealand’s nationhood.  We need more than ever before a commitment to social cohesion, inclusion, tolerance, and acceptance.  

In government we are committed to a society where all peoples are seen, heard, included and accepted.

We are committed to leading by example, by creating and maintaining excellent relationships with faith groups and by employing a diversity of people within the public sector.  

We also seek to recognise faith communities and the events which are special to them.  For example, an event involving parliamentarians to celebrate the end of Ramadhan and the Silver Jubilee of the Federation of Islamic Associations of New Zealand was held in Wellington in November last year.  We are also celebrating Diwali annually in Parliament now. These events promote greater understanding and awareness of the many faiths and cultures represented in our Parliament. 

I acknowledge the leadership shown by Dr Ashraf Choudhary in hosting these events and also his pioneering work as New Zealand’s first Muslim Member of Parliament.

I also acknowledge the work of Joris de Bres and the Human Rights Commission in facilitating the New Zealand Diversity Action plan which has grown significantly since it was first launched in August 2004.

As well, the Human Rights Commission’s facilitation of a meeting between media and religious representatives over the Islamic cartoon issue helped defuse a difficult situation. I also applaud the response of New Zealand's Islamic communities in helping to defend this country's reputation as one of peace and tolerance.

The Government has invited the Office of Ethnic Affairs to begin developing new ways of building links with New Zealand's Muslim communities. I understand this has strong support from the Federation of Islamic Associations of New Zealand. We want to encourage ongoing dialogue within the Muslim community, and the development of outreach programmes to our wider society.

International networks and forums are also important to consider.   The group that attended the Yogyakarta Dialogue on Interfaith Cooperation in December 2004, including Dr Ashraf Choudhary, Bishop Richard Randerson and Joris de Bres among others, recommended that a New Zealand process for ongoing dialogue at regional and national levels be initiated, and that a forum be established for dialogue between the government and interfaith groups.

It is encouraging that these recommendations have all been acted on – and that we are moving to a more co-ordinated series of meetings to conduct interfaith dialogue. Today's meeting is part of that ongoing work.

I encourage everyone attending today to share the outcome of this dialogue with members of your communities, your colleagues, and your families.  That way we help make New Zealand a place where diversity is valued and reflected in our national identity.  

I wish you well for today, focusing on the theme of ‘Strengthening spirituality – a shared path to peace’ and look forward to the outcomes of this Third National Interfaith Forum.  

I’d like to also take the chance to send best wishes to the Progressive Jewish Congregation of Auckland, which is celebrating its 50th anniversary next month, and to encourage you all to take part in Race Relations Day events around the country.   
Thank you.

How does Spirituality fit in New Zealand’s so-called “Secular Society”?

Address at National Inter-Faith Forum, Wellington, 27 February 2006

Bishop Richard Randerson, Dean of Holy Trinity Anglican Cathedral, Auckland    

It is well known that New Zealand does not rank high amongst western countries in terms of attendance at religious services of worship, although the last census showed that 65% of us still regard ourselves as being connected with one religion or another. But Jesus once said “you shall know people by the fruits they bear”, suggesting that it is not in terms of religious observance that one’s faith is measured, but rather in terms of the fruits of that faith, eg compassion, justice, forgiveness, reconciliation or peace. 

Using that criterion, New Zealand probably does rather well. Over the last 30 years, this nation has displayed leadership that has reflected a high standard of ethical policy-making. With influence disproportionate to our size we have been to the fore in key areas such as:

· developing a growing sense of partnership between indigenous and settler peoples under the Treaty of Waitangi

· standing back from the nuclear arms race at a time when it was not popular to do so

· more recently standing back from conflicts which lack ethical base or international endorsement

· yet not being isolationist, but committed to peace-making globally

· responding generously to human need at home and abroad

· being clear in our opposition to apartheid and any form of discrimination, and working to build an inclusive multi-faith and multi-cultural society

· placing a high value on the leadership of women.

Other nations might have a higher degree of religious observance, yet would fall far short of New Zealand in terms of bearing the kind of policy settings one would expect faith to lead to.

I believe that ethically-based policy arises out of a healthy spirituality, both individual and national. For me one of the key spiritual sources in this regard is to be found in the Creation stories in the opening chapters of the book of Genesis in the Hebrew scriptures. It is sad to see fundamentalists locked in combat with scientists attempting to prove that the biblical stories of Creation are scientifically based. They make a fundamental category mistake, and miss the far greater significance of those stories in terms of theology. 

The Creation offer a vision of life which is in essence relational. We live first in relationship to God, so that our own identity and well-being is assured in the knowledge that God loves us. We live in relationship with all people, respecting every person as a member of one vast human family in which the well-being of all depends on the well-being of each. From this concept of family stems all our endeavours for reconciliation, justice, peace and the well-being of all.

We live also in relationship with all creation. The universe and planet Earth are a gift to be appreciated, nourished and sustained so as to provide life for future generations.  Human beings are not the sole beneficiaries of Earth’s resources so that we act selfishly or exploitatively with regard to those resources.

Currently at the Britomart Transport Centre in Auckland there is a very striking outdoor display of billboards from all over the world with the theme of Co-Existence. One is called Human Beans, and has a bean pod with four beans – black, yellow, brown and white. Linked quotations go with each display. 
On one Albert Einstein is quoted .... A human being is part of the universe, but experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings, as something separated from the rest....This illusion is a prison for us, restricting us to our own personal desires, and to affection for only the few people near to us.  Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living beings, and all of nature.

On another poster Archbishop Desmond Tutu is quoted .... We have come to a time in the history of the world where we need to rediscover the path to peace, and the path to peace can never be war. This pathway is lined with the concept of co-existence and co-inhabitance of the world.

Such words are particularly appropriate at this moment in history when the boundaries between nations, cultures and religions are breaking down, and we are coming face to face with histories and traditions of which we know little. To embrace a spirituality which nourishes within us compassion for others, and a commitment to see justice and peace prevail for all peoples, is of great importance.

In 1988 the Royal Commission for Social Policy received a submission from a Wellingtonian, Cathy Benland, a Quaker woman who wrote on what she called the S-Factor - Taha Wairua..  The S stands for Spirit, and Cathy sought to collate those elements which most Kiwis would regard as lying at the spiritual heart of their existence. The list included:

· freedom of conscience and belief

· a sense of the sacredness of one’s own self and body, and that of others

· a sense of relationship among human beings

· belonging to a family, community or whanau

· tenderness and compassion to the weak and needy

· love for the earth, its rivers, mountains and bush, and its various life forms

· a feeling of awe in the face of the mystery of existence.

If aspirations of this kind can be the source of our national life, and our global participation, then I believe we are living the essence of what it means to be spiritual.

Bishop Richard Randerson
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Tel ++ 64 9 373 3424

randers@ihug.co.nz
WHAT IS THE ROLE OF RELIGION IN BUILDING PEACE?
3rd National Interfaith Forum, Parliament Buildings, 27 February 2006
Anjum Rahman
When I first saw the topic I had been given, I naturally assumed that I would be given 2-3 hours to cover the subject.  However, I find that I only have 5-7 minutes, which means all I can do is to raise a few issues for your consideration.

The obvious answer to the title question is that all religions have common beliefs and common values which we can bring us together to help work for peace.  One positive aspect of the cartoons (both of Muhammad and of the Virgin Mary) was the way different faiths supported each other.  I know that the Muslim community very much appreciated the support from Catholics, the Jewish community, Sikhs, Quakers and others.  We were also keen to support the Catholic community and to express our own disappointment at the broadcast of the South Park episode.

However, even though we have much in common, there is no doubt that almost every religion has some history of violence and conflict.  The question we really need to ask then is: what is it about religion that causes people to commit acts of violence?  Until we can understand this, we can not adequately determine the role of religion in building peace.

Those without faith often level the accusation at us that religion is the greatest cause of violence.  I expect most of you will agree that the root cause of most conflicts is not religion, but rather underlying issues of wealth, land or resources.  Yet religion has often been used as a tool to motivate the masses towards conflict.  Therefore, we need to rephrase the question: what is it about religion that allows it to be used as a motivating factor for violence and war?  What is it that would cause a person to go against the strong natural instinct of self-preservation, to kill and be killed?

Below are some of my thoughts on possible answers, as well how I see religion playing a role in overcoming these problems.

The first aspect is the need humans have to do good and to be good.  Call me foolishly optimistic, but I believe that all people are intrinsically good.  Even when they do things that are wrong or make mistakes, they still have the capacity to be good and have a strong inclination towards doing good.  Religion is a way to appeal to the need for good.

Religion provides us with the notion of sacrifice – the need to give something up in order to help others.  We sacrifice to protect or defend those values or persons who are precious to us.  The ultimate sacrifice is to give one’s life for a noble cause.  Thus the act of violence becomes an act of nobility.

The role of religion in overcoming this tendency to violence is to emphasise that there is more to sacrifice than violence.  The greater sacrifice is when one gives up the desire for revenge and retaliation.  There is greater sacrifice in forgiveness and giving up your rights, even when you know you have been wronged.  This is a value that is common to all faiths – all creeds place a high value on forgiveness over revenge.

The second factor that allows religion to be used as a motivating factor towards violence is the certainty most religions give that only their way is right, that only their followers are on the truly guided path, and therefore truly good.  The flip side to this, of course, is that the other is inherently wrong and therefore evil.  This notion is exacerbated by fear, ignorance and deliberate misrepresentation drummed up by those with political agendas.

It seems silly to say that we should never fight evil with violence.  Take, for example, the Nazi regime which was surely wrong and had to be stopped.  Surely the only option was an armed conflict?  The answer of course is that the fight should have begun long before, by stopping vilification not just of a faith group (the Jewish community) but other minorities as well.

The role of religion in this context is to bring out the value we all have for God’s creations.  I can only speak confidently from my own faith background, but I’m sure each faith has something similar.  Muslims believe that the love God has for each of his creations is seventy times the love that a mother has for her child.  Another tradition states that God gave one seventieth of his mercy to the world, and kept the rest for Himself.  In other words, all the mercy that has been shown by any person from the beginning to the end of life on this planet amounts to one seventieth of God’s mercy
.

Therefore, if we profess to love God, then we must love each of his creations, animate and inanimate.  I go back to what Jean Holm said last night: that we must show sympathy, understanding and respect when dealing with those of other faiths.  While we may continue to disagree with them, while we may seek to change their views through missionary work, while we may keep the belief that only we are truly guided, yet still we should foster that love, respect and understanding that would never allow us to commit violence towards any group.

A final comment on the role of religions in building peace is the fact that religions have the ability to reach large numbers of people, due to the tendency of people of faith to congregate.  We find that messages in mainstream media serve to publicise the views of and activities of extremists.  The moderate voice tends not to be newsworthy, after all.  It is an ordinary, every-day message that tends not to create headlines.  Therefore, a role of religions is to use our ability to reach large numbers to provide an alternative message.

These were a few of my thoughts, and I believe that I really have not been able to do justice to the topic that I have been given.  We know there is more that can be done, more that must be done.  I would urge each and every one of you to continue to strive in your own way, to keep making an effort no matter how small.  I believe that God does not allow even the smallest amount of effort to be wasted.  So please continue to strive.  Our future depends on it.

The Role of the Media in Peace Building

Joris de Bres, Race Relations Commissioner

National Interfaith Forum, Parliament, Wellington 27 February 2006

From events of the past three weeks - the controversies over the Danish cartoons and the South Park television programme - one might get the impression that the role of the media in peace building is to create unnecessary conflict through gratuitous offence, rather than to assist in the process of building peace and understanding.

I don’t think that is generally the case, but if something positive is to be taken out of these events, it is that there is now a very active public debate about three important ingredients of the role of the media in a healthy democracy.  These are:

· Press freedom

· Editorial responsibility, and

· Public confidence

The meeting of news media executives and religious leaders that took place with the facilitation of the Human Rights Commission after the publication of the cartoons addressed the immediate issue.  It also mandated the Commission to develop an ongoing process of dialogue between cultural and religious communities and the media to address the role of the media in an increasingly diverse society.

I have been involved in the recent debate not as a practising Christian, Muslim or any other kind of religious believer, but from a human rights and race relations perspective.  There have been some who have questioned my involvement on the grounds of secularism and argued that religion is not a matter of concern for the Human Rights Commission.  There are a number of reasons why this is not so:

· International human rights instruments and the New Zealand Bill of Rights guarantee the freedom of religion and the rights of minorities as well as the freedom of expression

· The Human Rights Act declares discrimination on the grounds of religious belief to be unlawful in a range of contexts (although the publication of the cartoons and the screening of South Park were not in themselves unlawful under the Act)

· As well as promoting and protecting human rights, the Commission is charged by statute with encouraging the development and maintenance of harmonious relationships between the diverse groups that make up New Zealand society

· Religion and culture are very often intertwined

· Human rights are best protected in a robust and healthy democracy where people are respected for who they are and their voices are able to be heard

In addition, religion is a factor in many regional and global conflicts, and is adduced to justify both terror and counter-terror and breaches of fundamental human rights.  One cannot ignore it.  One cannot just let all adherents of any particular faith be stereotyped and made collectively responsible for acts of violence carried out by extremists in their name.  
One cannot just let a situation develop where religious groups are marginalised and alienated from society.  One should not therefore offend them gratuitously, any more than one should gratuitously offend groups because of their ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation or disability.   One can freely intellectually argue, question, disagree, challenge and satirise, but is it necessary to strike at the heart of others’ identity or religious belief.

The role of the media becomes even more important when our society is increasingly diverse in terms of both cultures and faiths.  This challenge was recognised by all those present at the recent meeting of newspaper, radio and television news executives and religious leaders.  They unanimously affirmed the importance of the freedom of the media.  But they also stated that:

Such freedom is not absolute, and comes with responsibilities.  These include sensitivity to diverse cultures and beliefs and the recognition of diversity within cultures and beliefs; the responsibility to inform the community about diverse cultures and beliefs; and the provision of dialogue and channels of communication between the media and faith communities.

We have agreed that a process of public discussion and dialogue between the media, faith communities and educators will continue, with Human Rights Commission facilitation.  That process has already begun with a discussion with the Commonwealth Press Union Press Freedom Committee last week.  It will include further scheduled meetings with individual as well as the collective media, work with the Journalism Training Organisation, and planned workshops and forums over the coming months.

I want to allude this morning to six issues that I think particularly warrant attention in this discussion:

· The central issue here is not censorship, but rather the standards applied by the media themselves in making editorial judgments

· While the media must accept the need for editorial responsibility, faith communities must equally accept the vital importance of press freedom and the freedom of expression

· Tolerance, respect and sensitivity are issues not just for the secular press, but also for the religious media, and  both the secular and religious media should have general standards and individual codes of ethics that affirm these values of human dignity irrespective of belief

· The standards and codes should be transparent and deal adequately with respect for sacred symbols and religious belief, and both the general public and faith communities should have confidence that the standards and associated complaints procedures are fair and robust

· The media need a greater in-house capacity to inform the public on religious (as well as diverse cultural) affairs.  In some respects there has been an historical antithesis between religious faith and secular journalistic enquiry, and media organisations have not had the expertise on staff to report on religious matters in the way that they do, for example on industrial relations, the economy, sport or the arts.  A weekly column by a contributing cleric is not a substitute, any more than a captioned photo of an ethnic festival adequately represents cultural diversity.  This lack of media knowledge was evident in relation to the Exclusive Brethren last year – few people in the media had any idea who the Exclusive Brethren were or what they believed, even though they were clearly exercising considerable influence.  A lack of appreciation of Islam, and of the New Zealand Pacific Islamic community, was also an issue in the cartoon case

· There needs to be a better representation of the diversity of our cultures and faiths in both the staff and the content of our media

I welcome the fact that the media have acknowledged their responsibility to inform and be informed on cultural and religious diversity.  I look forward to the ongoing dialogue and public debate, and hope that it will be conducted in a free and open manner without unnecessary aggravation, preconceived ideas or negativity on either side.  I firmly believe that both within New Zealand and globally the media have a crucial role to play in peace building, and that the manner in which the cartoon issue was dealt with in New Zealand says a great deal about how this can be achieved.  The actions of one television entertainment channel in the South Park case should not detract from that general news media commitment to explore these issues further.  There are always bumps along the road.

Finally, what I have sought to express here is the notion that both the media and faith communities can usefully approach these issues from a common human rights perspective rather than in terms of secularity and religion.  Such a framework involves:

· Identifying all the relevant human rights (and responsibilities) involved, and the appropriate balance between them

· Considering these international human rights norms in reaching decisions

· Emphasising the participation of affected individuals and groups in this process

· Being accountable for decisions and actions

· Avoiding discrimination (both direct and indirect); and

·  Empowering individuals and groups by giving them voice
I hope that this framework will be useful in your workshop discussions today and in the dialogue in which both the news media and faith community leaders have agreed to participate over the coming months.  
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Forum Summation Notes

Bishop Richard Randerson

randers@ihug.co.nz
From the many rich contributions shared at this Forum, seven themes have stood out for me :

1. We are living in an age when there is a shifting of tectonic plates in terms of global clashes of civilisations. Such clashes can lead us into conflict and violence, or more positively into a new age of understanding and constructive engagement across the racial, cultural, religious and national boundaries which might otherwise divide us. The choice is ours, both as individuals and as nations, as to which path we take.

2. It is a natural human reality for us to fear the unknown. Such fear can cause us to retreat behind the ramparts, raise the draw-bridges and prepare for battle. There is a fear of change, a socio-cultural conservatism, which makes us want to cling to familiar ways. And there is a fear of loss of identity, whereby we fear that encountering the cultures and religions of others might cause our own to be diminished.

3. We should seek to overcome such fears and reach out and engage with others in a way that is open to discovering more of their faith and culture without losing our own. An English bishop once said we need to have a faith which has a firm centre but open edges. The engagement with others is not a threat to our own faith : in fact it can positively enrich it. Many encouraging examples of grass-roots engagements have been shared at this Forum. They are usually simple first steps that can be taken to meet others in one’s own community. Some of them are set out on the excellent Directory of Interfaith and Ecumenical Activity in New Zealand just launched today. A proposal that study of other religions should become part of our state school curriculum has also been endorsed by Forum members.

4. I wonder how good we are as New Zealanders in sitting down and talking with those who are different from us, or with whom we disagree. It is often easier to toss missiles at each other by letter, e-mail or public attack and counter-attack, setting up enemies, and causing deep personal and cultural divides. Can we train our young, as well as ourselves, in strategies for conversation, dialogue, listening without being defensive, speaking without attacking, being open to new insights so that we build co-operative partnerships in the common challenges which face us?

5. A heart-warming feature of the Forum has been the recognition of how different faith communities have supported one another in the face of attacks such as the desecration of Jewish graves, the vandalising of mosques, hate mail directed to Somalis, and the recent media incidents relating to the Danish cartoons and South Park. It is recognised that a hurt sustained by one community is a hurt sustained by all, and we have stood together at such times.

6. We should encourage the best aspirations we share as human beings. Anjum Rahman said this morning that she believed the natural human inclination was to do good. I believe it is our role to nourish such inclinations and to create a favourable social climate in which they may thrive. 

7. Finally, we should celebrate our achievements as a nation in community-building at home, and peace-making abroad. Our Prime Minister said this morning that we are a nation which encompasses all people, languages, cultures and religions. We should work to see that Aotearoa New Zealand grows strongly as a nation where our individual contributions are valued and included, and not diminished.

*          *          *          *

The Role of Interfaith Activities in Building Peace

Address at National Inter-Faith Forum, Wellington, 27 February 2006

Professor Paul Morris, Religious Studies Programme 

Victoria University of Wellington     

1

Pursuers of Peace

We are beset with building metaphors. We’re ‘building peace’ and ‘strengthening spirituality’. This language conjures up images of modernity, of reinforcing, and retaining walls!  The biblical metaphors are often different and among the verbs linked to shalom - peace - are baqash and radaf - to seek and pursue peace.  

Psalm 34: 15 (in Christian Bibles it is Psalm 34:14) reads: 

טו  סוּר מֵרָע, וַעֲשֵׂה-טוֹב בַּקֵּשׁ שָׁלוֹם וְרָדְפֵהוּ.
Sur me-ra’, ve-‘asah-tov baqash shalom ve-radaphe-u 
15 Depart from evil, and do good; seek peace, and pursue it.
Here the language is dynamic, nomadic, of movement, of leaving and seeking and pursuing.  Peace is a journey that you have to look for and then follow rather than a project to be erected. Good is something that we can do but shalom is something we have to seek and pursue. Shalom is a word rich is resonance, from the root, shalam, to complete, finish, be whole, and it connotes completeness, safety, friendship, welfare, health, prosperity, righteousness
 and, of course, peace. Shalom is thus not simply the absence of war but a positive quality, a life that is complete and full. The biblical tradition understands this shalom to be a blessing.  

Why do we need to seek out peace and pursue it?  Peace is elusive and just when we feel we have it in our grasp we discover that it has slipped away. There is precious little of it in the Bible or in our lives. In Hebrew the standard greeting is shalom aleihum, peace be upon you and the rabbinic tradition teaches that there is no higher blessing that that of shalom.      

Drawing on the reference from the Psalms above, the rabbis understood that all of us were called to be ohve shalom and rodfe shalom, lovers of peace and pursuers of peace
.  This notion is familiar to Christians too from the New Testament
. Our commentators teach that while it is easy to love shalom and earnestly desire it will not just arrive but has to be actively chased after. Peace requires action. My contention is that all of us here as people of faith must become rodfe shalom, peace pursuers.   

2 Religious Visions of Peace

The first role - another metaphor – that religious communities have to play in pursuing peace is in promoting their unique visions, in the plural, of peace.  It is hard to think of secular alternatives to the religious visions of peace. We live in a world dominated by ideologies of conflict, gnostic heresies that preach that good will come out of evil and violence, or that violence is inevitable and conflict eternal. For example, our two leading ideologies - evolutionary neo-Darwinism and aggressive global capitalism - are both accounts of finally irresolvable violence and conflict.   

If we explore, for example, the biblical Book of Leviticus, we discover an elaborate and wonderful portrayal of shalom, together with a practical guide to seek peace and how to pursue it. This vision starts from individuals, then to families, extended families, tribes, the nation, the nations. This vision of shalom leads up to all peoples under the mishkan, the protective tabernacle of God. 

Augustine, the leading Christian theologian offers us a sublime vision of peace, a peace beyond violence, a pacific vision beyond conflict. There are Islamic and Buddhist versions and Hindu and Sikh versions too. These are startling visions of peace beyond ‘might is right’ and so-called ‘real politics’.  Why you might ask do we hear so little of these pacific visions and so much more of conflicts and tensions between religious communities? It is, of course, true that religions both advocate peace, as well as violence in certain circumstances. My view is that this makes the promotion of these visions of peace all the more urgent. We do not seem to have any secular alternatives – the US military commander, General Alexander Haig was reported to have claimed that, ‘There are just some things that are more important than peace’! 

3

The Role of Interfaith

Interfaith activities allow us to meet one another to share our concerns. We need to develop these relationships beyond just periodic meetings and acknowledgement. They have to be robust enough to survive tensions and challenges. My personal view is that we are much too polite to each other and we need to raise our real differences alongside our share concerns if we are to develop the levels of trust necessary for living with our differences.  We do share many things but our real and profound differences are just as important part of our faiths. We have the advantage of our small size in New Zealand – so often a factor that disadvantages us – so that we can get to know each other personally not just locally but nationally too. Our collective interfaith contribution is to foster debate about peace beyond the discourses of strategic advantage, trade benefits and rational calculation, that it to recognise that there is a possibility of peace at all. Not just the peace we seek – the mere end of hostilities – but to pursue a peace that endures and generates alternative ways of dealing with violence and dissention as they arise. We need to spend time exploring and explicating the religious possibilities of peace and making them known to the wider public. We need to remind each other of our visions of peace. 

4

Interfaith Activities for Peace

The last biblical insight that I want to introduce is that of shalom bayit (pursuing peace in the home/family) In Leviticus the claim is that it takes peaceful individuals to create a peaceful home/family (the Hebrew word bayit refers to both), and only peaceful families can create peaceful communities, and in turn only peaceful communities can create peaceful nations, and finally only nations at peace can play their role turning the pacific vision into a peaceful reality. This chain is entirely dependent upon us starting with our own families (and we know how hard that can be!) and in our own religious and local communities. We have to begin at the most practical level with meeting, getting to know each other and our families, sharing, building trust and working together in pursuing our common tasks. It is a life’s work. Every little helps. We need to take this message back to our respective communities, mobilise support, seek out each other and work collaboratively.  I heard recently of an Indonesian who considered that interfaith was much easier than dialogue with some of his Muslim co-religionists!  

5 Conclusion

Without our religious visions of peace there can only ever be ever-more so-called necessary, pragmatic violence and conflict. Our peaceful visions are necessary to break out of these modernist paradigms and begin the seeking of a peaceful vision to pursue. The significance of interfaith activity is that while we can begin with our own families and communities we cannot pursue peace without the other faith communities and those beyond.   

Let the last word go to the prophet Micah (4:5) – lest we consider that these peaceful visions entail a religious uniformity 

ה  כִּי, כָּל-הָעַמִּים, יֵלְכוּ, אִישׁ בְּשֵׁם אֱלֹהָיו; וַאֲנַחְנוּ, נֵלֵךְ בְּשֵׁם-יְהוָה אֱלֹהֵינוּ--לְעוֹלָם וָעֶד.




Ki, kol ha-amim. Ye-lhu, ish be-she-m elohav; ve-anahnu, ne-le-k be-she-m יְהוָה elohe-nu le’olam vaed
5 For let all the peoples walk each one in the name of its god, and we will walk in the name of the Lord our God for ever and ever.  

� In the Arabic language the number seventy is often a symbol for “a whole lot” or “more than can be counted”.





�  See Psalm 72:3; 85:10; Isaiah 32:17; 48:18; 60:17 where righteousness and peace are identified. �


� … Hillel says: Be from among the students of Aharon; one who loves peace, one who pursues peace, one who loves others …(Mishnah, Pirke Avot 1:12).





� See, Romans 9:30, 1 Timothy 6:11, and 2 Timothy 2:22.





