Speech by Mgr. M.P.M. Muskens, Bishop of Breda, The Netherlands

Dear friends,

Today a caravan will leave the Peace Palace for Ethiopia. The travellers hope to arrive in September so that they can greet the new millennium on the 12th. 

Ethiopia is more than thirty times larger than the Netherlands. It is a home to nearly 71 million people. They speak around seventy languages and are distributed over dozens of ethnic groups. The country has about as many Muslims (45%) as Christians (45%). The other 10% belong indigenous religions. 

Ethiopia is a country with magnificent natural beauty and a rich culture and history. Ethiopia has a long religious tradition. Holy Mary Church in Axum, the churches and monasteries carved in stone in Lalibela and cities like Harar with its hundreds of mosques, all testify to this. Many people love Ethiopia because of the people. Ethiopians love festivities, music and dancing. They are also religious people.

Nevertheless, the country also has its problems. There have been many conflicts. There are marked differences between the various population groups in Ethiopia. Today its is not always to get along together. From time to time differences flare up in conflicts among people. Ethiopia is still looking for a solution to poverty and for peaceful and respectful ways for people to get along with one another.

There are encouraging examples of cooperation across time. In some parts of Ethiopia you can see Christians helping Muslims build a mosque and vice versa. On national holidays best wishes are exchanged and when there are social problems, religious leaders gather around the table to help find a solution.

Japan has its tea ceremony, the Indians smoked a peace of pipe, but Ethiopia, the land of coffee, there is a ceremonial coffee drinking. In special coffee ceremonies, people of different faiths are invited to discuss matters affecting social welfare.
From the perspective of world events, too, it is encouraging to see Muslims and Christians realizing that they can and must cooperate with one another to find a shared answer to questions that today’s faith communities face. These questions encompass discussions on peace and the common yearning for conflict resolution, but also ways for dealing with ethical questions, justice, democracy and numerous other issues. When we enter into dialogue with one another today, we will have to speak of the place in society that we want to give to God an religion. In mutual respect and acceptance, we will have to discuss faith, welfare and the future.

Globalization implies that our society will become increasingly cosmopolitan and multi-faith. Where during the 20th century people looked down on religion as on something threatened with extinction, we now witness a reawakening of religions and people’s religious identity. Around the world, religions are again on the map. The challenge is to link identity and openness intelligently.

The opinion that religious dialogue is an important factor in peaceful society is gaining ground. Pope John Paul II played a pioneering role in the meeting between cultures and religions. He stood for a Christianity that was neither closed nor hostile to others. In 1986 he called the major world religions together in Assisi around what unites them all: harbouring the value of peace, and the spiritual dimension of prayer. In other words, praying for peace. Sant Egido continues this meeting each year in another city. Shortly after his accession, Poe Benedict XVI also let it be known that  he fully supported the ‘spirit of Assisi’. The dialogue underscores that the major religions bear within themselves the call to speak people’s hearts and to educate them to peace. There can and must be investment in this on all levels.

Dialogue implies that people dare to speak to others about what matters most deeply in life. People listen to the other’s heritage and share their own heritage honestly. Dialogue implies that people of different faiths are prepared to recognize their similarities, to understand that some differences are often complementary aspects and to respect the true differences.

Dialogue has its own objective, namely that we speak with one another, that we live with, and not merely along-side one another, that we do not live in ghettoes or in a system of apartheid but that together we will form one society. Dialogue can teach religious communities how to understand and respect one another, but it can also teach them how to express and how to accept criticism.
Dialogue can help faith communities to learn about one another’s convictions and inspiration and to discover how these can lead to a deepening and enrichment of their own life of faith and their own identity.

The duty to enter into dialogue, meet and work together devolves upon faiths. This duty encompasses a dialogue with culture, religious and societal contexts in which the various faith communities are situated. Our task is to take not of what we have to offer one another and to live together properly.

This is the message I would like to give you to take along on your travel to Ethiopia. I wish you a fruitful pilgrimage and a safe return. One of the main purpose of a pilgrimage is the purification of heart and mind. I wish you sincerely that your Amen Ethiopia will lead to a new chapter in achieving Christian unity and inter-religious solidarity. 
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