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XXXVI OAS Policy Roundtable

“The Dialogue Between Religious Communities and States 

in Latin America and The Caribbean”
Monday, December 5, 2011

3:00 - 5:00 p.m.
Hall of the Americas
Notes on the First Panel “Religious freedom and non-discrimination”
Panelists:

· Robert John Araujo, S.J., Professor, Loyola University School of Law 

· Muhammad Yusuf Hallar, Vice Moderator, Latin American and Caribbean Council of Religious Leaders - Religions for Peace and General Secretary, Islamic Organization for Latin America and the Caribbean (OIPALC)

· Claudio Epelman, Vice Moderator, Latin American and Caribbean Council of Religious Leaders - Religions for Peace  and Executive Director, Latin American Jewish Congress (CJL)

Moderator:

Nerea Aparicio, Specialist, Executive Secretariat, Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR)

In the first presentation of the panel, Robert Araujo defined religious freedom as the human quest for individual and/or collective truth of human nature and its relationship with its Creator, as well as that human existence is consistent with this relationship. He further stated that genuine religious freedom does not allow compulsion and that the exercise of the search for truth must be inviolable and immune from coercion.


For Araujo, religious freedom is a right belonging to people because of their nature and dignity, and it is not conferred by the State. It can serve as an “antidote” to the problems that persist in some modern societies. This right should not be treated as a license but as a moral and personal responsibility. From his perspective, authentic religious freedom fosters amity and peace and promotes the common good. 

Professor Araujo concluded that for there to be a complete religious freedom, this right should be extended to religious organizations that help their members to follow the path to salvation and to satisfy their human nature in accordance with moral law.


For his part, Muhammad Yusuf Hallar lamented that we are experiencing a tendency to politicize religions and ideologies; turning them into military ideologies in service of economic interests and doctrinal fanaticism. He estimated that world peace depends largely on interreligious dialogue and that this in turn depends on what each of the religions understand by "justice."

In his opinion, the contribution of free intellectuals, social leaders, academics and representatives of the great religions is necessary to confront the insanity of political-religious fanaticism. They must lead change with ideas to confront the aggressive mindset that emerges.

"The language of this dialogue is not protocolary, but an appeal to human conscience for the protagonists of retrograde traditionalism and political ideologues to stop manipulating international conflicts as closed circles restricted to just a few, and make the scale of values ​​and moral ethical system the basis for human progress" said Hallar, who concluded his speech by recalling that hostility is largely due to ignorance, so it is necessary to have proposals to promote respect and understanding.

The final speaker in this panel was Claudio Epelman, who explained that freedom of worship has to do with how each person chooses to express him or herself, and be able to transcend and have a religious communication with the Creator of the Universe. In his opinion, from the moment we choose this form of expression, religion becomes part of what defines us, and therefore to deny us the right to practice our religion is to deny the right to be ourselves.

Regarding discrimination against persons based on their religious beliefs, Epelman explained that, although discrimination is often understood as a phenomenon affecting minorities, the most serious discrimination in our region, for example, is against women and the poor who are marginalized groups. Although a majority, the problem of discrimination has nothing to do with the number of people that are discriminated against, but with the respect shown by the groups or authority to those in a situation of fragility or vulnerability. Thus, the challenge is to build mechanisms that allow us to avoid any act of discrimination. “In all societies there exist radicals, extremists, crazy people who doubtless will carry out acts of discrimination, but that does not have to be what characterizes a society, but rather how a society as a whole reacts before this factor of discrimination and how mechanisms are generated within a society to protect, in this case, the weakest”, he contended. 

Epelman concluded by saying that while religious leaders are unable to bring peace by themselves, an understanding between them is certainly a major contribution to achieving peace.
Notes on the Second Panel “The contribution of religious leaders in the design of public policies” 
Panelists:

· Rt. Rev. Julio Murray, Executive Committee Member, Latin American and Caribbean Council of Religious Leaders - Religions for Peace  and President, Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI)

· Rev. Galen Carey, Vice President, Government Affairs Department, National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) 

· Ajq’ijab Cirilo Perez, Executive Committee Member, Latin American and Caribbean Council of Religious Leaders - Religions for Peace, Chief Elder, Continental Council of Indigenous Elders and Spiritual Guides of the Americas, and Extraordinary Itinerary Ambassador for Indigenous Peoples of Guatemala
Moderador: 

Evelyn Falck, Executive Committee Member, Latin American and Caribbean Council of Religious Leaders - Religions for Peace and Coordinator, Latin American and Caribbean Women of Faith Network

Reverend Julio Murray referred to the fragility of some democracies despite democratic progress in the region over the past decade, and contended that civil society is a sound basis for sustaining democracy. In his view, the role of churches is to collaborate with the changes in Latin America and the Caribbean and not attribute to themselves a messianic role but rather keep their perspective of social commentary and pursue -from their pastoral work- the formation of leaders with evangelical principles that help to strengthen civil society, encouraging the work and interdisciplinary communication of networks.

Regarding the role of religious leaders in the processes of public policy development, Murray said it is to provide support in these processes and ensure that the participation of men and women always aims at building a society where there is peace and freedom and a culture of life is promoted.


In conclusion, he stressed that there are tasks in which the religious leaders of the region are already contributing to public policy making, creating opportunities to strengthen democratization process, together with other social actors, promoting the diversity of ideas, for example, by organizing workshops to strengthen the awareness of biblical and social ethics in order to reinforce the role of human rights when addressing issues such as violence and human trafficking.


Mayan elder Cirilo Perez took the floor to expose the marginalization that indigenous peoples have suffered for the past 500 years. He clarified that the culture of indigenous peoples, including their religious beliefs, is the basis of their history, their tradition and their identity, which incorporates respect for State authorities, respect for the elders for their experience and wisdom, for the family as central to life and for the duality between man and woman.


Regarding the role of religious leaders, he said that Mayan spiritual leaders ask the Creator that the authorities respect the rights of indigenous peoples, recognize the cultural diversity, that government plans include indigenous peoples, recognize traditional medicine and promote education in indigenous and bilingual languages ​​.


"Politicians only use us during election time, but the exploitation and marginalization always continue," lamented Perez, noting that even the parishioners of established religions often refer to indigenous beliefs in derogatory terms. "Do they not know that every culture has its principles and its origins?" he asked, recalling that the Mayan culture has been around for over 30.000 years, is written on the trails, caves and books, has been passed from mouth to ear and is therefore worthy of respect as are all other religions.

In closing, he invited the religious leaders and the community at large to walk around the world and realize that beyond language or skin color, we are all equal, we feel the same and look for the same, because: “we are all flowers of the Earth".

The last panelist in the afternoon, Galen Carey said that religious leaders can help design public policies through the articulation of moral values, ​​especially those of human dignity, from which freedom emanates, as well as the values of the common good, including the obligation to care for the most vulnerable members of our society.

Carey said that religious leaders are also members of civil society and as such, they know the needs and feelings of the communities they serve, especially in communities where religious organizations are those who provide much of the social services, which gives religious leaders a very particular and deep perspective on the issues addressed by public policy.

Religious leaders have the ability to coordinate its members to act in a collective and organized way to apply religious values ​​in their lives, he concluded.
Finally, Elías Szczytnicki, Secretary General and Regional Director of Religions for Peace Latin America and the Caribbean, an organization that collaborated with the OAS in organizing the event, said that “we trust that this event will be one more step forward towards continuing our work with the OAS, along with the Latin American and Caribbean Council of Religious Leaders, in building a permanent mechanism to link faith-based communities and the Inter-American system.”

The XXXVI OAS Policy Roundtable was held in the context of the commemoration of the Tenth Anniversary of the Inter-American Democratic Charter, which in its Article 9 states that: “The elimination of all forms of discrimination, especially gender, ethnic and race discrimination, as well as diverse forms of intolerance, the promotion and protection of human rights of indigenous peoples and migrants, and respect for ethnic, cultural and religious diversity in the Americas contribute to strengthening democracy and citizen participation.”
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