NOTES FROM CALL WITH DR. PAUL KNITTER
Peace Council Memory
The first meeting that I attended, back in 1996, when the Peace Council was meeting in Chiapas, Mexico, trying to mediate between the Mexican government/military and the Indigenous people, Zapatista movement. We had been there about a week and were trying to formulate a public statement. The Christians, Jews and Muslims all felt that it was important to come out with a strong voice to denounce the policies of the government/military. But then a Buddhist member of the council spoke up and said “but we Buddhists don’t denounce”. That was one of the richest interreligious dialogues I have ever participated in.

It’s where we differ that we can most learn from each other. 

Why is interreligious engagement so important?
On the religious level, “God is too big to fit into any one religion”. 
The truth that religious people have experienced, however it is termed, is always more than any human being can grasp. 
Each of us can share the truth that we know so that all of us can grow in the truth we do not yet have.
People engaged in dialogue find that their grasp of truth, of God, is both intensified in what they already have, and expanded into what they do not yet have. 

On the moral level, we are becoming aware more and more of two challenges; appreciating how different we are (ethnic, religious backgrounds) and yet those differences have to be the materials out of which we build greater community. 

Differences are the building blocks of unity, and if they are not they will become the springboards of conflict. 

On the political level, you can see the growing role of religion in international relationships. As Jonathan Sachs put it, “If religions are not part of the solution, they will continue to be part of the problem.”
The only way we can offset that abuse of religion is to get religious people engaged to do something about it.

Why is interreligious engagement important for social justice & human rights?

When we say we want to strive for human rights and justice, we are striving for realities that are based on values. Those values, for many people, are grounded in religious beliefs. 

If you’re going to get people on board for an international effort to work for justice and human rights, you have to appeal to their religious values.

More and more people in the United Nations are recognizing that they have to  take on the reality of religion in their efforts to promote international peace. 
What is pluralism?

A person is a pluralist when he or she recognizes that it is essential for the human project to recognize that everybody has a very important word to speak, but that nobody has the final word to speak. 

If we’re all going to move to a better world, we will have to draw on the wisdom of many people, traditions, cultures. 

In this conversation, there is no one religion that has the ultimate, absolutely superior word over all others. 

It calls for engagement and humility. 

Are we likely to see more pluralism or more fundamentalism in the near future? 
When we look at what’s going on in our world today, I think that people are recognizing this vast diversity of view points, and that is becoming threating. So many people in their fear of the ‘other’ are retreating behind their own walls and trying to say that their own territory is the only place to live. That is  the reality fundamentalism.
Fundamentalism does not result from religion in itself; it results from fear of losing one’s own identity. But the higher we build our walls, the more we realize that we are cut off from vital resources for our own well being, and that there’s always something that will be able to break down or come over those walls. 

The growth of fundamentalism is itself becoming the occasion for people to realize that this is not the way to go. These attitudes of violence and disrespect to others are in themselves eating away at the foundations of fundamentalism. 
Recent statistics show that there is a growing depletion of numbers in fundamentalist Christian churches. 

Young people are realizing that their parents’ attitudes are not working. 

MLK Jr. said “The arc of history bends towards justice.” And I would say that it bends towards pluralism.

Global Commons
There are a lot of things that belong to all of us,  we can each of us flourish only when all of us share them. 

There is a fundamental conviction in all the religions, expressed in different forms: there is that which is the source or ground of all of us. In one sense, we are all commoners and part of that reality. 

The commonness of ultimate reality is the ground of what we call the global commons. 

The more people can plug into this deeper spiritual reality, the more we will have an important resource in promoting our concern for the global commons.

Any economic policy or system that says I can take part of the Earth/global commons and use it only for myself, no matter what effect that has on others…contradicts the message of all the religious traditions of the world.

If we can feel the sympathetic vibrations between our different religious values and realize that we can act together, then it becomes important, together as an interreligious community to make the connections between our values and our economic/political systems. But the first step is to realize that we are in solidarity of values.

Cultural Evolution

I believe that there is an evolution of ever greater possibilities for progress, change, betterment, flourishing. We are at a point in our human history where there are opportunities before us that were not there before. Maybe we are at a threshold where there can be some real change. 

Author Robert Wright talks about how we have to move from zero sum relationships to relationships where we can make it possible for both sides to win. 

Reasons why this threshold is before us: greater communication/technology and if we don’t move in this direction, we could really ‘mess up’ creation, in the environmental and weaponry areas. 

What has gone on in Egypt recently is a tremendous source of encouragement. People have come together, resisted oppression, working out of their values in a collaborative effort and really made a difference. 

What they did nationally is the same dynamic that is possible locally. All of those people had a common problem and came together in their economic & religious diversity to achieve something incredible. 
Our local communities, especially in the US, are multi-religious. The more we can come together and recognize the common issues that need to be dealt with, the more we will experience that we can form a multi-ethnic, multi-religious solidarity that will make a difference.

Within our differences there is that which holds us together as humans and as believers. 

