BUILDING HARMONIOUS COMMUNITIES THROUGH INTERFAITH DIALOGUE: THE YOUTH CAN

By

FRANCIS ANYAEGBU

Executive Director

Youth in Transit Organization, Lagos, Nigeria

Email: koolsenator@yahoo.com 

BEING A PAPER PRESENTED AT THE INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON YOUTH AND INTERFAITH COMMUNICATION, ORGANIZED BY NEW ERA EDUCATIONAL AND CHARITABLE SUPPORT FOUNDATION, NATIONAL LIBRARY, JOS, NIGERIA, FROM 24-25 OCTOBER, 2009

Objectives:

The paper aims to provide an overview of the role of youth in the creation of harmonious communities vis- a’-vis; interfaith dialogue, to continue the ways in which youth are directly involved and affected by interfaith and religious differences. It sends a strong message that youths are critical partners for the building and sustenance of harmonious communities.

Introduction:
Imagine a priest, an Imam, a Pastor, an Herbalist, a Sango Priest and even an atheist sharing a table at a function. This gives you a glimpse into a possible scenario where people of different faith come together for a common good.

Nigeria is a country of over 140 million people with over 250 ethnic groups and numerous languages spoken its citizens. Our beloved country in the past has witnessed a lot of conflicts ranging from ethnocentric conflicts, election mayhem and more profoundly inter-religious conflicts all over the country. As a multi-cultural and multi-religious society, the nation faces many challenges such as averting explosive divisions along racial, religious, ethnical and regional lines. But inter-faith dialogues will give Nigeria a chance to showcase its own pluralism and all the challenges it has had to deal with to stay as one united nation. Chief among some of the root causes of this countless number of conflicts is religion.

Religion has the capacity of motivating and equipping a compassionate response and influencing people of different faith to become effective and powerful voices for social justice. However, it also has been used as a tool for oppression by unscrupulous elements to forment trouble and carry out other forms of nefarious activities. Why should anyone really kill in the name of God?

The goal of interfaith dialogue and cooperation is to create harmony (not unity) among the world’s religious and spiritual communities, with the goal of creating a more just, peaceful, and sustainable world. Unity of the world’s religions is neither possible nor desirable. Unity would entail a loss of the rich spiritual diversity reflecting the human quest to understand and respond to the mystery at the heart of reality. Harmony among the world’s religions is both possible and desirable. Prejudice, fear and hatred can be overcome only through mutual understanding and respect.

Religious tolerance is not sufficient, for tolerance still implies a hierarchy: a “tolerator” and a “tolerate.”  No one wants to be merely tolerated. What is needed is appreciation for spiritual diversity with a view to mutual enrichment. A person can be deeply committed to, and passionate about his or her faith, and yet respect and even hope to learn from those who believe differently. In a world plagued by division, hatred and violence- much of it stemming from religious intolerance- nurturing harmonious interfaith relations is a critical element in the quest for peace, justice and sustainability.

Then, is it possible to build a Harmonious Community?

First, in my opinion, people attempting to create community must- I repeat must, deal with the darkness in the world and within themselves. This is overwhelmingly the principle cause I have witnessed for community failure.  This must change if one expects to create a healthy community. While it will be extraordinarily agonizing to witness death around us, should we survive- natural disasters, pandemics, starvation, lack of healthcare, masses of homeless people wandering what used to be the streets, suicides, violence spontaneously erupting in our neighborhoods, people around us having psychotic breaks, perhaps nothing will be as wrenching as facing the darkness within ourselves. Collapse will bring tremendous fear, in ourselves and in others. Some aspects of it will no doubt be traumatic, and trauma evokes old wounds, the ones we haven’t fully resolved or even acknowledged. Those informed about the Terminal Triangle will realize that the ruling elite, not her neighbor is at fault, but there will be more than enough blame to go around as those who are clueless about the Triangle flounder and project their worst fears on the innocent. Well-informed as any of us may be, it will be very tempting, almost unavoidable, to project our fears on those who are supposed to be our allies. Fear is a divider, and it must be contained by a bone-marrow awareness of what’s at stake.

The older generations have been battling with these challenges for decades. But the onus lies on the younger generation; a generation which is on the verge of transcending this problem.

Making a Case for Youth Involvement: The Youth Can!

According to the World Development Report 2007: Development and the Next Generation, approximately 50% of the world’s population today is under 25 years of age, and nine out of ten of these young people live in the developing world. In Nigeria 60% of the population are youths under 29 years of age.3 It is clear, given such age demographics, and taking into consideration that young people form a critical mass of the population, the youth’s role in building harmonious communities cannot be over-emphasized. The younger generations have since discovered that they will bear the brunt of the cause if the situation goes bad. In addressing this, there is a need to build bridges and not walls around themselves. Though, it is quite disheartening to note that in previous conflict situations, the youths have made themselves available as willing tools in the hands of undesirable elements in the society.

However, researchers have shown that young people in various communities have tremendous potential that can be harnessed to a new and positive orientation. They are dynamic, versatile and skilled with great passion to work together to build a harmonious community. What is needed is simply a conducive environment and platform that will help many potentials, purpose and predispose them to successfully take up leadership roles and eschew violence. In the words of Mahatma Ghandi: “We must be the change we desire to see in the world”. In other words, the difference has to start with you as an individual, and then to your peers and within a short while, the ripple effect will be felt all over the community.

The youths still remain powerful instruments in promoting global peace, social harmony, friendship and sustainable partnership; the youths are also creative agents for social change, renewal and transformation. Indeed, they are the catalyst for change. If we want to see the world get better and people become more understanding and tolerating, we have to focus on the young generation in interfaith activities. Such activities, like this International Conference on Youth and Interfaith Communication, are likely to open more channels of communication between young people from various religions. These youths will one day be leaders in their respective communities and will eventually deliver the message of interfaith in the most proper and effective way.

In getting to that much desired Eldorado, everyone has a role to play. But more importantly, we the youths can take a lead role.

· There should be active participation of youth organizations from all religious, ethnic and cultural backgrounds in public debates and policy-making should be stimulated and facilitated and their visibility in the public sphere should be raised.

· As potential agents of change in inter-faith dialogue, faith-based youth organizations (religious and non-religious) should promote respect for each other and facilitate the process of living in diversity, both at local and national levels, and foster their interaction with other kinds of youth organizations and activities.

· Youth groups can work together towards the creation of an international youth media networks to promote cooperation and exchange of knowledge, experiences and views. This can also be in form of online youth media news sources. Under which the banner of respect, provide the possibility for an interactive and nonpartisan exchange of news and views.

· Non-governmental organizations and religious communities should cooperate with schools, media and governmental institutions to motivate non-organized young people to engage in community-based intercultural and inter-religious dialogue, with the aim of promoting diversity and, specifically, fighting the rise of religious based conflicts.
Taking into account that, as actors of change, we, young people, can influence our society on a long-term basis, we can decide to take a more active role in building and sustenance of harmonious existence in our communities, indeed we are catalyst for the change process.
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