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Excerpts: “Mr. Selmanovic’s thesis in It’s All About God is that when religion turns into ‘God Management Systems’ pretending to own God, they turn into idolatry. The quest to find God beyond the boundaries of one’s faith, he argues, has to be moved from occasional conferences resembling interfaith prom parties (That was really nice, let’s interfaith again next year.) to something central. Other religions can challenge (or at least help us to see) the idols we create because they expand the whole territory of knowing.” 
“Vilify all boundaries, pronounce every discrete identity oppressive, put the tag ‘exclusion’ on every stable difference – and you will have drifting instead of clear-sighted agency, haphazard activity instead of moral engagement and accountability and, in the long rung, a torpor of death instead of a dance of freedom.”

Article 18: International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This right shall include freedom to have a religion or whatever belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practices and teaching. 

General Comment 22 on Article 18
http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/9a30112c27d1167cc12563ed004d8f15?Opendocument
 The right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion (which includes the freedom to hold beliefs) in article 18.1 is far-reaching and profound; it encompasses freedom of thought on all matters, personal conviction and the commitment to religion or belief, whether manifested individually or in community with others. The Committee draws attention of States parties to the fact that freedom of thought and the freedom of conscience are protected equally with the freedom of religion or belief. The fundamental character of these freedoms is also reflected in the fact that this provision cannot be derogated from, even in time of public emergency, as stated in article 4.2 of the Covenant.
Article 18 protects theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to profess any religion or belief. The terms “belief” and “religion” are to be broadly construed. Article 18 is not limited in its application to traditional religions or to religions or beliefs with institutional characteristics or practices analogous to those of traditional religions. The Committee therefore views with concern any tendency to discriminate against any religion or belief for any reason, including the fact that they are newly established, or represent religious minorities that may be the subject of hostility on the part of a predominant religious community. 

November 7, 2009

Beliefs

Looking to Other Religions, and to Atheism, for Clarity in Faith

By PETER STEINFELS
A month ago, when this column traced the argument of a book with the intriguing title of “Without Buddha I Could Not Be a Christian,” it was tempting to mention another recent book. “It’s Really All About God” (Jossey-Bass) carries the equally intriguing subtitle: “Reflections of a Muslim Atheist Jewish Christian.” 

Samir Selmanovic, the author of the second book, even refers to Paul F. Knitter, the author of the first one, as a friend and mentor. Both books insist that other religious traditions can certainly be more than enemies, more even than innocent bystanders or friendly neighbors. Other religions, both authors claim, are essential resources for enriching one’s own. 

But the books are very different. Mr. Knitter’s is the personal testimony of a scholar carefully set out in theological terms. Mr. Selmanovic’s is the impassioned plea of a pastor and organizer, declaimed in ringing statements, sentence fragments, one-line paragraphs and catchy phrases that stop just short of a motivational speaker’s. 

He is a storyteller — and he does have stories to tell. On Tuesday he spread some of those stories out on the dinner table of his Manhattan apartment. Here were photographs, taken in a public photo booth, of his honeymooning parents, his mother from a Roman Catholic family in Slovenia and his father from a Muslim family in Montenegro. 

Born in 1965, Mr. Selmanovic was raised in a secular Muslim home in Croatia. It had, he writes, its own religion, with two doctrines, “Thou shalt enjoy life” — which meant food, family and friendships — and “Thou shalt not be a jerk” — which meant generosity, honesty and hard work. The family feasted on spitfire-roasted lamb at the end of Ramadan, without ever having fasted. They had a Christmas tree and Easter dinner, without ever going to church. For young Samir, “life was complete,” he recalls in his book. 

“Until I became a Christian, and it all fell apart.” 

Mr. Selmanovic’s clandestine conversion to Seventh-day Adventism while doing his obligatory military service in the Yugoslav army led to two years of banishment from his family and a rift that could not be healed for many years. It led to theological studies in the United States and to leadership of two swiftly growing churches, first in Manhattan and then in Redlands, Calif.

It also led to spiritual crisis, a reaction against believers, including himself, tempted to feel that they had exclusive possession of God. In 2007 he returned to New York City and founded Faith House, which brings together Christians, Muslims, Jews, atheists and others to learn from one another. He also directs a small Christian community called Citylights. 

Mr. Selmanovic’s thesis in “It’s All About God” is that when religions turn into “God Management Systems” pretending to own God, they turn into idolatry. The quest to find God beyond the boundaries of one’s faith, he argues, has to be moved from occasional conferences resembling interfaith prom parties (“That was really nice. Let’s interfaith again next year.”) to something central. 

“Other religions can challenge (or at least help us see) the idols we create because they expand the whole territory of knowing,” Mr. Selmanovic writes. “They pose difficult questions we don’t want to ask, make assumptions we don’t want to acknowledge or examine, create meaningful arguments against us we don’t want to consider, and expose harmful practices we don’t want to stop.” 

Some of this message is less radical than Mr. Selmanovic can make it sound. The danger of turning one’s religion into a form of idolatry is not an uncommon theme among Christian thinkers. More than 40 years ago, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel made many of this book’s points in a landmark address, “No Religion Is an Island.” And Mr. Selmanovic’s prose often resembles a classic evangelical sermon, a confession of sin and call to repentance. 

But that he pushes his argument into new territory might best be seen, not in his reflections on Islam or Judaism, but in a chapter titled “The Blessing of Atheism.” Atheism does not escape his criticism, but “atheism at its best,” he writes, “grabs us by the collar and throws us to the ground, demanding to see lives well lived, forcing us to dig deeper and live up to the best of our own religions.” 

And in a memorable phrase: “Atheists are God’s whistleblowers.” 

Mr. Selmanovic is not advocating a mash-up of faiths, even one throwing in nonfaith. He quotes Miroslav Volf, a Yale theologian and fellow Protestant from Croatia, on the need for boundaries: “Vilify all boundaries, pronounce every discrete identity oppressive, put the tag ‘exclusion’ on every stable difference — and you will have aimless drifting instead of clear-sighted agency, haphazard activity instead of moral engagement and accountability and, in the long run, a torpor of death instead of a dance of freedom.”

But Mr. Selmanovic sympathizes with everyone who ever puzzled at Christians “so bent on denying grace outside the boundaries of Christianity”; and he asks whether boundaries need to be walls. “Why not windows? Why not doors?”

Metaphors like walls and windows only go so far; however, in addressing how individuals will actually form religious identities more meaningful than the spiritual-but-not-religious cliché that Mr. Selmanovic writes “can be frighteningly undemanding.” 

About this process Mr. Selmanovic, even more in person than in his book does not claim to have the answers. On the one hand, “particularity matters,” he said, and it is “no good to go two inches deep into 10 different wells.” On the other hand, he said, “religion is going to adjust to an interdependent world” where no faith can exist in isolation. That adjustment will take time and be painful, he said, but “life itself will find a way.” 
Review: Looking to Other Faiths and to Atheism for Clarity. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/07/us/07beliefs.html?_r=1&adxnnl=1&ref=todayspaper&adxnnlx=1257602766-fHWyBjiHL0ifQfbYlD82cw&pagewanted=print
______________________________________________________________________________

United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, at the Alliance of Civilizations Madrid Forum said; “never in our lifetime has there been a more desperate need for constructive and committed dialogue, among individuals, among communities, among cultures, among and between nations.” 

Genuine dialogue on human rights and freedom of religion or belief calls for respectful discourse, discussion of taboos and clarity by persons of diverse beliefs. Inclusive dialogue includes people of theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to profess any religion or belief. The warning signs are clear, unless there is genuine dialogue ranging from religious fundamentalism to secular dogmatism; conflicts in the future will probably be even more deadly. 

In 1968 the UN deferred work on an International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Religious Intolerance because of its complexity and sensitivity. In forty years violence, suffering and discrimination based on religion or belief has dramatically increased. It is time for a UN Working Group to draft what they deferred in 1968, a comprehensive core international human rights treaty- a United Nations Convention on Freedom of Religion or Belief: United Nations History – Freedom of Religion or Belief
In 1981 the UN Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief http://www.tandemproject.com/program/81_dec.htm was adopted by the UN General Assembly after they deferred work in 1968 on a UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Religious Intolerance. The 1981 UN Declaration is a unique Human Rights Concordat between nations and religions or beliefs. 

The challenge to religions or beliefs at all levels is awareness, understanding and acceptance of international human rights standards on freedom of religion or belief. Leaders, teachers and followers of all religions or beliefs, with governments, are keys to test the viability of inclusive and genuine dialogue in response to the UN Secretary General’s urgent call for constructive and committed dialogue.

The Tandem Project title, Separation of Religion or Belief and State (SOROBAS), reflects the far-reaching scope of General Comment 22 on Article 18, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Human Rights Committee (CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.4). The Comment is a guide to international human rights law on religion or belief for peaceful cooperation, respectful competition and resolution of conflicts:    

http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/9a30112c27d1167cc12563ed004d8f15?Opendocument
Surely one of the best hopes for humankind is to embrace a culture in which religions and other beliefs accept one another, in which wars and violence are not tolerated in the name of an exclusive right to truth, in which children are raised to solve conflicts with mediation, compassion and understanding. 

The Tandem Project is a non-governmental organization (NGO) founded in 1986 to build understanding, tolerance and respect for diversity, and to prevent discrimination in matters relating to freedom of religion 

or belief. The Tandem Project has sponsored multiple conferences, curricula, reference materials and programs on Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights – Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion - and 1981 United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief. 

The Tandem Project is a UN NGO in Special Consultative Status with the 

Economic and Social Council of the United Nations
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