Joseph Julian

LIVING WITH RELIGIOUS
DIFFERENCES

First I want to congratulate the organizers of the confer-
ence, the Belgrade Open School and also express my gratitude
to the Konrad Adenauer Fund for underwriting this important
event. I was fascinated yesterday by the comments on globali-
zation because it reminded me of a conversation that I had with
a recent Syracuse University graduate just a short time ago. That
conversation seems to have suggested that there are different
forces at play around the world, that have impact on what we
call our inner religious dialogue here in Belgrade. It is clear that
there are people in a variety of social systems who are struggling
with both ethnic and religious identity. But there are other forces
at play.

The conversation I had with the former Syracuse Univer-
sity student reminded me of these very significant movements.
He is with internet company in Silicon Valley, and we recently
spoke on the telephone after he returned from a conference in
Hong Kong. It was an event which attracted a number of young
people from different parts in the world who are interested in
internet technology and computer information science. In the
conversation 1 asked him “what did you learn?” He said “I
learned that Marx and Engels were right.” I said “Tell me about
it”. He said “The state is withering away”. He went on to say
that he found it fascinating while at this conference how young
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people from different parts of the world identify themselves. He
said Helmut introduced himself, but Helmut did not say 'l am
Helmut, I am from Germany.' It was 'l am Helmut and I am with
Ericsson'. Or 'l am Giusepe I am with Microsoft'. Igor didn't say
'l am Igor, and I am from Finland', but 'l am Igor and I am with
Nokia'.

I find it fascinating that we have these movements taking
place at a time when it's so important also to look at how religion
has been both generous in enriching our lives, but also at how
it has brought about tragedies of great consequence. It's very
important, I think, to ask ourselves how do we prepare young
people to live in the world they are going to be living in? Will
the person who is in Banja Luka be working in Banja Luka ten
years from now, or is it possible that the person from Banja Luka
will be living and working in Buenos Aires? If so, how do you
preserve cultural identity and historical heritage? I'll say more
about this in a minute.

Right now I want to mention that the theme, the need for
inter-religious dialogue obviously is important for South-Eastern
Europe, but I think what we are beginning to understand that it
is of great importance for people who are committed to religious
freedom and religious tolerance the world over. Therefore what
you've undertaken here is the leadership role.

Let me elaborate on this. Before I arrived in Belgrade for
this conference I wanted to look at how religion is incorporated
into the reports by contemporary media. Since English is my
principal language of communication, I looked at some English
newspapers. On Monday of this week, The International Herald
Tribune reported that the Varonezh city government in Russia
has prohibited the exercise of religion by Baptists and Lutherans,
and several Pentecostal groups. It goes on to say that last week
in the city of Kostroma, Russia, a panel of university professors,
local government officials, a psychiatrist, a psychologist and a
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lawyer met to ponder whether or not two local Pentecostal
churches should be legally registered. They concluded that the
churches should not be registered, and therefore they should not
be permitted to exercise their religious beliefs in that city. As a
result these Pentecostal groups have been prohibited from dis-
tributing their literature and from renting or owning a building.
The group in Kostroma said they were simply adhering to the
law passed by the Russian Duma in 1997. That law recognized
only four official religions in Russia: the Russian Orthodox
Church, Buddhism, Islam, and Judaism. After that decision, the
Orthodox Bishop of Kostroma praised the local government,
saying that he was concerned because the Orthodox Church is
now in competition for Russian souls with foreign religions.

That was on Monday of this week. On Tuesday, another
English language newspaper ran an editorial called 'Dark Temp-
tations'. It was an editorial about a Catholic Cardinal in Bologna,
Cardinal Biffi. He had organized a meeting at his residence and
called for what he referred to as “a crusade against Muslim
immigration”. He went on to say “I have never had anything
against the word crusade personally. We have to be concerned
about saving the nation.”

On Wednesday of this week an internet news service said
that the Human Rights Watch had sent a letter to President
Eduard Shevarnadze of Georgia, asking why Georgian authori-
ties have not taken any action against groups there who have
been persecuting religious minorities.

On Thursday of this week The International Herald Trib-
une reported that an 81 year-old Roman Catholic Bishop in
Southern China, who spent more than thirty years in prison for
his loyalty to the Vatican, had been rearrested because of his
ongoing commitment to the Catholic faith. He has been incar-
cerated once again after having served 30 years in prison for his
religious beliefs.
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On Friday of this week The International Herald Tribune
reported that Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak had ruled out
Islamic sovereignty over a Jerusalem shrine sacred to Muslims
and Jews alike. In so doing he had rejected a Palestinian proposal.
Also on Friday, Muslim cleric, Moshen Kadivar, had been
rearrested in Teheran. He had said that “the rule of clerics in
Iran has become as tyrannical as the rule of kings in previous
times”. He had been rearrested after having served eighteen
months in prison.

So, the theme of this conference while of obvious concern
to South-Eastern Europe, is also of concern to those who strive
for pluralism and respect for religious difference. And what you
are doing here is in keeping with what Secretary General of the
United Nations, Kofi Annan announced just a couple of months
ago. He called for the year 2001 to be a year for dialogue among
civilizations. He said: “As I see it, this conversation next year
must enable people of different faiths and cultures to appreciate
both what makes them different and what they have in common”.
In keeping with this objective a publication called “Civilization”
carried an article by President Khatami of Iran. In the article
President Khatami said this dialogue should take place not in the
world of science, but in the world of art and religion since they
are the provinces that are most important for this kind of dialogue.

What I really appreciated this morning was the insightful
observations of the presenters on how to further this dialogue.
Do you just bring people together and say “let's talk”? You can
have that kind of conversation in a bar room or a restaurant. But
what we learned this morning is how important it is that we are
discussing an issue in which we have a common interest. In this
kind of dialogue the goal should be to find some sort of common
ground with regard to the theme of this conference, Living With
Religious Differences.
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I am associated with a foundation in the United States
called The Kettering Foundation. For the past thirty years the
Foundation has been concerned with how you bring people
together to determine not only how they differ on issues, but
how they can find some kind of common understanding. What
the Foundation has learned is that this kind of dialogue must be
organized. There must be a clear definition of the topic of
discussion, the options associated with that issue, and the
strengths and shortcomings of those options.

My university is engaged in a process of creating a dia-
logue on religion in the public schools. That's also a point that
was made by Ms. Jelena Djordjevic. She is absolutely right that
it's important not only to have this kind of dialogue among people
in this room, but with our fellow citizens generally if we are to
generate respect for ethnic and religious diversity. My university
is beginning to experiment with how we can incorporate dialogue
among civilizations into the school curriculum. As for religion,
let me be clear we are not advocating the teaching of religion in
the public schools. What we are advocating is teaching about
religion. Our premises is that it is difficult for a young person
to understand today's world unless they understand the signifi-
cant role played by different religious beliefs. How is one to
understand the strife in Ireland, or the Middle East, or to under-
stand why pro-choice people in the United States have been
murdered by religious fundamentalists. The same applies to
South-Eastern Europe. How are we to understand strife here
unless we understand how religion shapes public life.

The dialogue we call for in our curriculum addresses three
questions. They are: why is religion important to people; what
is religious freedom; and why is religious freedom important
today. As for the first question, we're persuaded that it is difficult
to move toward open societies if we rely only on stereotypical
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knowledge of religion. As a result, classroom dialogue calls for
an understanding of beliefs that are central to major religions.
But with regard to why religion is important, we also believe it's
necessary for young people to understand what the different
faiths have contributed to music, literature, and cultures the world
over. That's what we deal with regard to why religion is important
to people. As to the second question, what is religious liberty
we have students looking at what we call the three R-s in English:
Rights, Respect, and Responsibility.

The third part is why is religious liberty important today.
Here we look at the controversies that I referred to a few minutes
ago, but we also look at contemporary problems such as the
transition of a theocracy like Iran, and the role of religion in
dictatorial societies like China. The thesis of this section is this:
when the state exercises control over religion we run the risk of
losing our religious freedom, but when the church exercises
control over the state we run the risk of losing our political
freedom. And it is in this context that we think it is important
for students to understand how to balance the relationship of the
church to the state and the state to religion.

I tried to elaborate on this approach to religious freedom
and religious literacy in this July's issue of The European Inter-
cultural Education Journal. Again, let me thank you for the
invitation. I'm delighted to be here.

Again let me express my gratitude to the organizers the
conference for having an opportunity to participate in this event.
I think the point made again this morning with regard to religion
and education is more important now than it has been in a long
time. I can't speak for my other colleagues here who have also
taken a position on the need to educate for religious literacy, but
I would like to emphasize a major point. What we are advocating
is not the teaching of religion, but teaching about religion. So
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this is not a matter of inviting a representative of a certain
religious faiths into the classroom, but actually preparing a new
generation of teachers to teach about religion. Think about the
teachers you've had and I've had, are they prepared to teach about
religion? It's complex, and a very important dimension of learn-
ing. My view is that those who are to teach about religion should
have as much preparation as the teacher of science, or those who
teach mathematics, languages or literature.

Our position is that if education is designed to help young
people understand the world as it was, the world as it is, the
world as it is going to be, religious education is of vital impor-
tance.

Let me speculate about this for a moment. Much has been
said recently about globalization and the sovereignty of the state.
Think about it for a minute. Religion has survived many different
national identities, and many of these national identities are going
through a period of transition. Yesterday I mentioned a conver-
sation with a young man who said the state is withering away
because people now identify with their corporations, such as
Ericsson, Nokia, Microsoft, etc. But there is more to today's
association of young people to the state.

I've been doing research for the past year or so through a
series of interviews with young people in different parts of the
world. I find it instructive to listen to their comments. [ remember
talking with a young woman who was working on a masters
degree in business administration in Beirut. Her comment essen-
tially was this, 'l appreciate the opportunity become educated,
but I don't know what I can do with my education here'. She felt
frustrated about the kind of life that she was going to live in
Beirut. I spoke with a young man named Denis in Moscow, and
he said 'l want a normal life, and I don't know if I can find a
normal life here'. And here in South-Eastern Europe everybody
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in this room knows better than I do that thousands of young,
bright, intelligent, well-educated Serbs have left this country.
Many are waiting on tables in Greece and elsewhere. I bright
young woman from Jordan probably summarized the dilemma
best when she said 'l love my country but I don't know if I can
live here anymore'.

What these conversations suggest is that we're going
through an age in which today's younger generation has a mul-
tiplicity of identities. No longer do they identify just with a state.
They identify with people around the world who share their
professional interests. Of course they identify with their country,
and in many instances with their adopted states. And many
continue to identify with religious institutions. In short, we are
looking at a generation of young people who have a multiplicity
of identities. In this respect I would suggest that their religious
identities may be far more important in the future than their
identity with their state. The nation state is of recent origin. Over
the years we've seen identities with tribes, with kingdoms, and
with empires. Therefore given the erosion of the sovereignty of
the national state today, I think there's going to be an even more
enduring identity that relates to one's religious beliefs, among
other identities. And if that is to be enduring it underscores the
ongoing importance of encouraging and sustaining the inter-re-
ligious dialogue that we've focused on at this conference.

Again let me thank you for inviting me to participate.
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