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Inter-religious learning: Principles, Projects, Practice: Global

How religions learn to manage their physical resources?

Presentation to the 9th Nuremberg Forum, 26 – 29 September 2006

Within the perspective of inter-religious Peace Education, and more specifically the Peace Education Standing Commission (PESC) of ‘Religions for Peace’, the scope of activity undertaken from Thailand was defined by ‘Environment and Development’. This was the, at that time groundbreaking, theme of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), Rio de Janeiro, 1992.

Ten years later, in 2002, the Johannesburg Earth Summit generated a new momentum for reinforced commitments towards sustainable development.

Parallel to the UN intergovernmental mechanisms the business sector has been organizing itself to promote sustainable development. The World Business Council on Sustainable Development (WBCSD) emerged and earlier pioneering business leaders united in smaller, but influential, groups like the Social Venture Network (SVN). 

In 2000 UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan initiated a coalition between intergovernmental efforts and the business sector: the Global Compact was launched and since then grew into a major public-private network promoting economic transformation. More recently the UN and the private sector together initiated the Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI initiative).

Although these are encouraging signs the balance sheet of the business sector still shows ongoing environmental and social damage.

Coalition building of the public and private sectors with the world religions, and the world religions among themselves, is far less developed. The influence of faith groups on environmental care and economic development is perceived to be of moral and awareness building nature in the first place, disregarding their important role in managing their physical assets. The World Faiths Development Dialogue (WFDD) initiated by the World Bank with religious groups under the leadership of the Archbishop of Canterbury did not attract as much public interest as deserved and as needed.

Time is ripe to bring the world religions to the test and ask ourselves how our religious bodies perform our stewardship over financial resources, real estate and land property and how this impacts the social, cultural and natural environment. From the spiritual perspective of desired religious unity as well as given the realities of economy-driven globalization the impulse for faith-based socially and economically responsible stewardship should be approached as an important challenge to the ongoing growth of the diversity of organizations aiming at inter-religious dialogue and cooperation.

A remarkable new initiative matching this challenge is the International Interfaith Investment Group (3iG) www.3ignet.org in which, among others, the World Council of Churches, the Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, the Church of Sweden, the Muslim Civic Education Trust, the Rabbinic Conference of Liberal Judaism and the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana (Buddhism) Tradition work together.

The new 3iG organization was launched in Asia during a workshop at the Triple Bottom Line Investment (TBLI) conference, 25 – 26 May 2006 in Bangkok. One of the resource persons in the workshop was Prof. Alberto Rossetti of the Pontifical Gregorian University, Vatican, while Zaffar Ahmad Khan, Chairman of the Stock Exchange of Pakistan offered his views as a participant.

A leading initiating group of 3iG is the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility (USA).

In Thailand our small-scale publishing house affiliated with the Sathirakoses Nagapradipa Foundation ~ established in 1968 by Sulak Sivaraksa ~ started publishing a few years ago for Social Venture Network (SVN) Asia the Journal on Corporate Social Responsibility Business & Society (2/3 in Thai language and 1/3 in English). Although this is not an inter-religious medium per se Business & Society regularly reports on interaction between the business sector and religious streams, for example: features on the visit of Shirin Ebadi, Human Rights lawyer and Nobel Peace laureate, Iran; the impact of economic globalization on the violence in the South of Thailand; SVN College exchanges of inter-religious visions on economic transformation including Buddhist and Muslim scholars and activists; and the launching of 3iG.

One of the promising elements of the new 3iG initiative is that great importance is adhered to Faith Consistent Investment (FCI) education and outreach.

FCI education includes, apart from professional training for faith-based investment executives, not in the last place: grassroots training related to micro-credit and savings networks, social entrepreneurship, landscape management, sustainable farming, socio-economic rehabilitation in conflict area’s and ‘green consumers’ groups.

Our ‘social enterprise’ Suan Nguen Mee Ma plays an active role in shaping the ‘Thai Green Consumers platform’. Consumers have a decisive role in inducing global transformation of the business sector. Asian initiatives like Sufficiency Economy promoted by H.M. King Bhumipol in Thailand, and Gross National Happiness as initiated by H.M. King Jigme Singye Wangchuk of Bhutan are important sources of inspiration for the Green Consumers’ movement. Moreover the Assembly of the Poor as supported in Thailand by social activist Sulak Sivaraksa reminds middle class urban consumers to support poor rural producers.

Whether these challenging elements of Peace Education will be taken up by major inter-religious organizations like Religions for Peace is to be seen. It certainly addresses the realities of lives of the enormous numbers of people for whom religion, faith in what is good, is the primary basis for survival.
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