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Religion and Culture – Peace factors

by Thomas Mathew (India )- President ,IARF 

First of all, I wish to congratulate the initiative of the Macedonian Government especially the Honorable Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski in organizing the Second World Conference on “inter-religious and inter-civilization dialogue”. Religion and Culture –Substantial relation among Nations, the vital subject of today’s world to address.
Also I convey the greetings from IARF International Council, one of the first interfaith organizations in the world founded in 1900 at Boston, USA.

In 1990 August, I had a privilege to meet Mother Teresa, Macedonia’s

Precious gift to the humanity in her residency at Kolkota with a Hiroshima Survivor, as a part of our world peace campaign. Her simple and devoted life for the poor and the sick in the Kolkota Street itself proclaimed the value of her religion that is “Christianity”. The unconditional love to the needy shared us a culture of caring a stranger. She told me “every human life is so precious so we need to act for a peaceful world and each one of us has a role to play for world peace”.

Many Philosophers and Religious leaders claim that we are in a war between cultures and fundamentalism which contributes to the culture of war.

His Holiness Dalai Lama once said, "My religion is very simple. My religion is kindness." It is a very simple sharing but showing us to how he looks religion as a tool to serve the humanity.  

A new perspective on the interaction of culture and religion is required if the world is to survive this current global turmoil. 
Religion is defined as a system of beliefs based on humanity's attempt to explain the universe and natural phenomena, often involving one or more deities or other supernatural forces and also requiring or binding adherence to follow prescribed religious obligations.

Two identifying features of religions are (a) require faith and (b) seek to organize and influence the thoughts and actions of their adherence.

One of the other definitions of the Religion is “Religion is a culture and expression of faith”.
Culture is defined as the system of shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviors and artifacts that the members of society use to cope with their world and with one another, and that are transmitted from generation to generation through learning. 

Culture is also defined in terms of the “ideas, beliefs, customs and attitudes that are shared and accepted by people in a society”.


One cannot know the future unless one understands the past. Culture is what brings us together as human beings, as social creatures. We can work together to achieve what is not possible individually. We interact in accordance with the natural laws of social behavior, respecting each other's individual rights and respecting the property and privacy of one another.

The interaction of religion, culture and moral values are the driving force for a peaceful society and peace among nations.

India is the birth place of Dharmic religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism. Dharmic religions, also known as Indian religions, are a major form of world religions next to the Abrahamic ones. Today, Hinduism and Buddhism are the world's third- and fourth-largest religions respectively, with around 1.5 billion follower’s altogether.

India is one of the most religiously diverse and populous nations in the world, with some of the most deeply religious societies and cultures. Religion still plays a central and definitive role in the life of most of its people. 

The ancient traditional culture of India welcomed the Christianity in its earlier stage in AD 52 and also Islam in its beginning in the Middle East .Jewish were also welcomed and they have been enjoying freedom till today ,unlikely to many parts of the world. Zoroastrian religion was also whole heartedly welcomed to India. It is one of the finest examples to the divided world on behalf of religion or culture that we can live together with our differences.

This is reinforced by the fact that many believe God and spirits have an integral and functional role in determining our life. Ancient Holy books of India “Upanishads” teaching us “Vasudaiva Kudumbakam- World is a family “.There is no room for fighting or war. True Religion is the binding force for the peaceful world.
All religion upholds the importance of social service while nonessential spending was disliked and spending time and resources for the poor people are encouraged. 
The differences of various religions are not differences of right and wrong, they are differences of viewpoints or aspects. All are united by their attitude of surrender towards their creator. But the path of their history has taken them on different courses – thereby also creating different narratives that in some points directly contradict the narratives of the others – as different viewpoints always render contradicting narratives.

Peace itself is not just the absence of conflict or war but beyond that, a “beneficent adjustment of harmony between the individual and his Creator on one side, and his fellow men on the other side”. 
In New York City, at the United Nations Plaza, there is a statue erected to commemorate the end of the 2nd World War and on the plaque on the Statue is a quotation taken from the 2nd Chapter of Isaiah Verse 4 in the Holy Bible and it reads in part “….. they shall beat their swords into ploughshares and their spears into ploughshares; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” .This talks about a time yet to come, but between now and such a time conflicts among men and nations and groups as a result of divergent views, and will remain part of the reality of life. In as much as this appears to be a theological position, our role as leaders and educators will ultimately be to reduce the magnitude, frequencies and probability of occurrence or manifestation of such divergent views using education as a tool to achieve these lofty goals.

There is in every religion the human element which is the vehicle of the divine. There is also the diabolical.

Entry into a different religious worldview without love, respect and humility, and abandoning ones critical faculty often generates conflict.

Religion itself in any form is made up of vertical and horizontal relationships. Relationship with God is vertical and relationship with fellowmen, which is horizontal. Religion is an encounter between the divine and human. Divine is transcendent, spiritual, all-powerful, all perfect. The human is material, limited, corruptible and prone to error. In its divine dimension, religion consists of divine revelation, communication of divine will to man. From this perspective, religion is sublime, ideal, perfect and infallible. In its human limitations, it is thus imperfect, fallible and can be abused. When such abuse occurs, the result is fanaticism, bigotry and ultimately, a disruption of peace.

Humankind, irrespective of race, tribe, creed or color is made in God’s likeness and are entitled to dignity and rights. The religious education curriculum should begin to focus on the elimination of ignorance about other faiths from basic primary level. It is amazing the level of ignorance that exists between various religions and faith traditions .This ignorance breeds fear and the antidote to ignorance is knowledge. Knowledge can be acquired through education and dialogue.

Our earlier definition of culture states: the ideas, beliefs, customs and attitudes shared by people in a society. Today’s society is a pluralist one with a multiplicity of cultures. The Culture of the people in various parts has been largely influenced by the prevailing religion in the area. Culture helped to foster peace through the values and dialogue.
We are always told that nonviolence and dialogue are key to solving our problems. The goal of those who use violence, whether it be freelance or state supported, is to fill our mental and emotional space with rage, fear, powerlessness and despair, and to cut us off from the sources of life and hope. 

The religious teachings of the many faiths - under gird the belief that human beings have rights, that we are all created in the image of God, and that our value comes from this likeness. God’s nature is to be loving, free, and just. God’s purpose is to liberate human life from inhuman conditions. These inhuman conditions exist because humans with free will have chosen behavior that disrupts the intended harmony that could provide justice, peace and freedom for all.

Our global responsibilities and relationships have a local face, and no matter where we live, we can work for human rights and a culture of nonviolence. 
To create a culture of life, we need more than psychology, spirituality and community. We need economics, sustainable agriculture, and a politics of liberation capable of healing our world and restoring the earth to life.
Mahatma Gandhi said, “My religion is based on truth and nonviolence”. “Truth is my God. Nonviolence is the means of realizing Him”
In summary therefore, if we are to achieve peace in a multi religious society, education becomes a very useful instrument in this direction. Religion influences culture, the normal life of the people and nations. There is a need to reshape the curriculum of education with emphasis on eliminating and developing minds that can think clearly, unfettered by the shackles of religious bigotry and fanaticism. This can be achieved as one of UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), if we embrace justice, human rights and equity in our dealings with all human beings, irrespective of tribe, language, faith, color or religious affiliations.
Mother Teresa shared in one occasion “If we have no peace, it is because we have forgotten that we belong to each other”. 

We can walk as friends, not as strangers for the coexistence of one another as peace pilgrims.
