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Introduction

Participants

The Interfaith Conferences has become a real tradition at the
ISS (Institute of Social Studies in The Hague). And yet, every fall,
the Conference is an event that feels brand new every single
time.
At the start of 2016, a group of students from ISS and other
educational institutions got together to start the preparations
for this year's Conference. They started with a discussion on this
year's conference, which became a foundation for a strong
collaboration. A lot of details go into organising the Conference:
a keynote speaker (all the way from Ghana); the dialogue tables
(what are the possible thought provoking statements to
discuss); the Human Library (a new part of the Conference); the
Children’s programme, etc.
The process of organising the event is as important as the
outcome. Students and staff from different institutions had a
chance to know each other better while preparing their parts. In
this report you will find more details about the outcomes of this
process: an annual meeting point for concerned people from all
corners of the world, just a few days after of the election of
Trump in the USA.
The Conference was made possible through the financial
support of the Protestant Church in the Netherlands and another
Christian organization. It was organized by the International
Student Chaplaincy and Initiatives of Change.

Total number of participants: 96 persons, including 5 children. One
third were non students, two third were students from ISS,
Erasmus University Rotterdam, The Hague University, TU Delft,
UNESCO-IHE Delft, Wageningen, Groningen, Free University
Amsterdam, Protestant Theological University, Leiden University
and Gent University.

Opening
by Rev. Waltraut Stroh from the International Student Chaplaincy,
on behalf of the Organisers

A brief summary of the day can be watched through the
following link: https://youtu.be/ZtlkOpDc4B4
On behalf of the organising committee,
Rev. Willem Jansen and Rev. Waltraut Stroh

Programme Outline
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Registration
Opening Music
Opening on behalf of the organisers
Kaleidoscope of Voices
Words of Welcome on behalf of the ISS
Keynote Speech by dr. Abamfo Abiemo
Questions and Answers
Dialogue tables
Lunch
Human Library
Coffee break
Musical intermezzo
Collecting fruits of the day and closing ceremony
End of the conference

"Good morning everybody, I am happy to welcome you on this
early Saturday morning to our annual Interfaith Conference.
For those from outside The Hague: welcome to the
international city of peace and justice, a proper place to reflect
about the value of Human Rights from our various religious
traditions and world views. A very special welcome to our
keynote speaker, dr. Abamfo Atiemo from Ghana, akwaaba. We
thank the ISS for once more offering space for this national
event...

Our theme today is “Human Rights, Culture & Religion - towards a
common ground”. The Human Rights Declaration of 1948 starts
with article 1 stating that “All human beings are born free and
equal in dignity and rights.” The universal human rights are a gift
we receive by the simple fact of our birth. At the same time they
imply duties and responsibilities towards other humans born with
the same rights. In a similar way we can say: we are all born into a
culture and a religion or worldview, however we may relate to it
later in our life. Cultures and religions/ worldviews are first of all a
gift we receive, an affirmation of our humanity, giving us a sense
of belonging through rituals, festivals, art. But at the same time
they teach us responsibilities towards our communities and
towards the Supreme Power through guidelines, commandments,
and a specific lifestyle.

Kaleidoscope of Voices

There were voices across the length and breadth of the globe. After
each voice a child brought a candle and placed it on a small table.
The names of the children are Mohamed, Nidaal, Ashraf, Daniel and
Rebecca. These kaleidoscope of voices included the following:

A secular Voice from Brazil
Christiana Metzker Netto (PhD candidate at UNESCO-IHE Delft)

Culture and religion are often seen as a dividing factor in our
multicultural and multi-religious societies. Popular politicians from
the far East to the far West gain votes by slogans like “our country,
our culture, our religion first”. Cultures and religions are divers, yes.
Even within cultures and religions there is great diversity. Is this a
curse or a blessing? I want to say: the divers expressions of
different religions and cultures make our societies more colorful,
more joyful. In The Hague we have come to celebrate in public the
Chinese New Year and the Hindu Holi Festival. Our own Dutch
culture is changing. The traditional Black Peter/Zwarte Piet who
accompanies the Dutch Sinterklaas/Santa Claus gradually looses
his black Afro-look, which for many black immigrants is painfully
related to the slave history.
The outer forms of cultures and religions are very divers. But in the
core they all teach the Golden Rule “Treat others the way you want
to be treated”. In the end it’s all about trust, compassion and love,
knowing that we are being loved and being able to love others. What
binds us together beyond culture and religion is that we are all
human beings living on this one planet earth as our common home.
I wish that at the end of the conference we will be strengthened in
our conviction that as humans with shared rights and
responsibilities we stand on common ground and move towards a
common future. Before I hand over to our two MC’s, Dhika and
Julianne, I invite you to stand up and greet your neighbors by saying
good morning or welcome in the way you greet at home, in your own
language and gestures."

“To live and not to be ashamed of being happy” This part of a
Brazilian song is one of my favorites. I believe what should guide
our life is the pursuit of happiness. There is a powerful spiritual
force following us from a distance, but I believe this is for good, not
for punishment. We have the free will to pan our actions, being very
careful to always respect others and cheering for others happiness.
A good rest will be waiting for us after life if we have a happy and
altruistic life. In the same song, I mentioned, the guy is trying to
understand what life is, and this is his conclusion: “I stay with the
innocence of the children’s answer: it is life, it is beautiful and it is
beautiful.”

A Buddhist Voice from Mongolia
Khulan Dorjsuren (MSc Student at UNESCO-IHE Delft)
“Whether one is rich or poor, educated or illiterate, religious or nonbelieving, man or woman, black or white, or brown we are all the
same. Physically, emotionally and mentally, we are equal. We all
share basic needs for food, shelter, safety and love. We all aspire to
happiness and we all shun suffering. Each of us has hopes, worries,
fears, and dreams. Each of us wants the best for our family and
loved ones. We all experience pain when we suffer loss and enjoy
when we achieve what we seek. On this fundamental level, religion,
ethnicity, culture and languages make no difference.”
- Dalai Lama XIV, toward a true Kinship of faith: How the worlds
Religion Can come Together.

A Bahai voice from the Netherlands
Anne van Brugen (MSc student at TU Delft and Leiden
University)
"O Children of Men! Know ye not why we created you all from the
same dust? That no one should exalt himself over the other. Ponder
at all times in your hearts how ye were created."
- Hidden Words of Bahaullah.
“The well-being of mankind, its peace and security, are unattainable
unless and until its unity is firmly established.”
- Gleanings From the Writings of Bahá’u’lláh

A Hindu voice from Nepal
Sadish Dhakal (MSc Student at ISS)
In the battlefield of the great war of Mahabharata, the Pandavas
fought their cousins-- the Kauravas. Arjuna led the army of the
Pandavas and his chariot was driven by Krishna, the supreme soul
himself. In the battlefield, before the beginning of the war, Arjuna
asked Krishna to drive the chariot towards the middle of the
battlefield so he could see whom he is fighting. Upon seeing
members of his family, friends, and teachers on the other side,
Arjuna became overcome, and said, "I cannot see how any good can
come from killing my own kinsmen in this battle. Nor can I, my dear
Krishna, desire any subsequent victory, kingdom, or happiness..."

A Jewish voice from the USA, Julianne, BA student at Leiden
University
"It was for this reason that man was first created as one person
[Adam], to teach you that anyone who destroys a life is considered
by Scripture to have destroyed an entire world; and anyone who
saves a life is as if he saved an entire world." And also, to promote
peace among the creations, that no man would say to his friend,
"My ancestors are greater than yours.”
- Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5

When a stranger sojourns with you in your land, you shall not
taunt him. The stranger who sojourns with you shall be as a native
from among you, and you shall love him as yourself; for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt. I am the Lord, your God.
- Vayikra (Leviticus) 19:33-34

Krishna responded, "Those who are wise lament neither for the
living, nor for the dead... Those who are seers of truth have
concluded that of the nonexistent [the material body] there is no
endurance and of the eternal [the soul] there is no change... For the
soul, there is neither birth nor death at any time. He has not come
into being, does not come into being, and will not come into being.
He is unborn, eternal, ever-existing, and primeval...." Krishna goes
on to say that Arjuna, being a Kshatriya (from warrior caste), has a
duty to fight. "... Fight for the sake of fighting, without considering
happiness or distress, victory or defeat-- and by doing so you will
never incur sin... You have a right to perform your ascribed duty,
but you are not entitled to the fruits of action. Never consider
yourself the cause of the results of your activities..."
- From Bhagavad Gita

A Christian Voice from Nigeria
David Okwor, MA Student at ISS
If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with
everyone.
- Romans 12:8

Word of Welcome
A Muslim voice from Sudan, Adam Abdelrahman, ISS alumnus
About the right of believe, Allah said:
We have honoured the sons of Adam; provided them with transport
on land and sea; given them for sustenance things good and pure;
and conferred on them special favours, above a great part of our
creation.
- Surat Al Israa, verse: 70

About the right of life, Allah said:
if any one slew a person - unless it be for murder or for spreading
mischief in the land - it would be as if he slew the whole people: and
if any one saved a life, it would be as if he saved the life of the
whole people.
- Surat Al Maaida, verse: 32

by Dr. Rachel Kurian, Senior Lecturer, on behalf of the ISS
Dr.Rachel Kurian saw the pleasure
and honor for her to welcome the
participants at the ISS. She drew on
the importance of the topic in light
of all the contemporary problems.
Religion is a source of inspiration
and emphasized respect, love,
compassion and security for all.
However, religions are often used to bring about tensions where
human rights of other religious groups are not realized. She shared
her own experience from India where she was brought up among
different religions and celebrated all cultures with simple joy and
fun – that meant also getting to know other cultures and realising
the goodness in all religions. She was of the view that,
unfortunately, religion has also assumed a political nature with
serious human rights deficits for minorities. It was therefore
important to be critical of the ways in which religion is used to
challenge the rights of others in politics is often linked to means of
gaining political power and money. She wished every one: Good
luck.

Keynote Speaker

Dr. Abamfo Atiemo from Accra, Ghana, Senior Lecturer and
former Head of the Department for the Study of Religions
Theme: Universal Dream-Values, Religious Cultures and A Secular
Project: Human Rights and the Dialogue Among Cultures in the
21st Century
The key note address was based on his book, titled “Religion and
the Enculturation of Human Rights in Ghana”. Dr. Abamfo Atiemo
borrowed the concept of enculturation as a hermeneutical model
from African Christian theology and employed it to study the
embedding of human rights in Ghana. He cited examples of how
religious institution could be used to protect and promote human
rights. He argued that human rights are dream values of which the
imperfect seeds can be found in all societies and cultures including
the cultural and religious traditions of Ghanaian societies.
Africans, and for that matter, Ghanaians, are very religious. They
depend on prophets/prophetesses and prayer and healing camp
operators for counseling, healing and other forms of support. This
aspect of Ghanaian life is entrenched and will not go away soon.
This is because; the underlying philosophy is embedded in the
worldview of the people. The spiritual dimension of life overlaps
with the material. There will be no material success or happiness
that is not connected to the spiritual.
Worldviews and human dignity are linked. In Ghana, a person’s
sense of being human and dignity is rooted in metaphysics. Human
dignity involves the sense of being whole and functioning properly
and being in harmony with significant others in the community and
with the essential life-giving components such as the soul.
Dr. Atiemo emphasized that if human rights are understood and
given support through people’s worldview or religion, its fortunes
are enhanced. It is easy to mobilize people to adopt human rights as
a common cause.

Dialogue Tables

Participants were grouped randomly around 10 tables, each with a
different topic to discuss related to human rights and religion. On
each table was a flipchart where group members could write the
opinions and summaries of their discussion. Beforehand,
participants were asked as much as possible to choose tables with
people who they have never interacted with so that members of
each groups were quite diverse. A time keeper kept watch of the
clock. After ten minutes, each group were asked to move to another
table with a different discussion topic. This allowed group members
the opportunity to discuss up to six different topics together within
an hour. At the end of the Dialogue Tables, we had flipcharts filled
with diverse opinions and views on the controversial topics below:
1. All religions put men above women
2. LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) people can be as good
a believer as anyone else
3. Migrants should assimilate into their host countries’ cultures
4. There can never be a happy marriage between religion and
science
5. Human rights are an ineffective tool to change negative local
traditions
6. Parents’ imposition of their own religion on their children is a
violation of children’s rights
7. We should fulfill our obligations to society before we are entitled
to demand our rights
8. Human rights are insufficient; we need as well animal rights and
nature rights
9. Freedom of speech includes the freedom to offend
10. Human rights start at conception

Human Library
Abamfo Atiemo, the keynote speaker of the day, is a Ghanean
Christian. Through his work as a human rights activist he learnt
how to integrate African Traditional Religion, Christianity and
secular human rights standards. He talks about ‘human rights as
dream values’.‘My enthusiasm and confidence soared high when
the initial research for my PhD led me to the discovery of
indigenous Akan and Ewe notions and norms regarding the human
being as a unique specie who ought to be treated always with
dignity’.

Ten people shared their life stories related to the theme of the day.
Their stories were the ‘books’, which participants could ‘read’ in
groups. Each participant was able to ‘read’ three ‘books’. The
authors and titles of the books were as follows:
Mahardhika S. Sadjad an Indonesian Muslim “My veil as I
Please”
Hamed Thabet, a Baha’i “Opening spaces of Freedom”
Adam Abdelrahman, a Muslim from Sudan “Human Dignity in a
Sudanese Prison, a Voice of an ex- prisoner”;
Dr. Abamfo Atiemo from Ghana “Religion and enculturation of
Humana rights in Ghana”;
Fr.Avin Kunnekkadan, a Christian from India “Love, Live and
lead”,
Parves Alam, a Muslim from Bangladish “Epistemological
Battle in the Muslim world”
Pablo Chaparro, a Columbian Christian “Socialist and Christian,
What a Cocktail”
Willem Jansen, a Christian from The Netherlands “Human
Dignity as common Ground in Eastleigh”, (Nairobi Kenya)
Mpanzu Bamenga, a Congolese-Dutch “Human Dignity and
inclusive culture”
Cris Van Eijk, an American Dutch “Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Transgender rights”
Pablo Chaparra is from Colombia. The title of his book: “Socialist
and Christian, What a Cocktail”. ‘I cannot conceive Christianity
without a political commitment. I think the main message of Jesus
is that the Kingdom of God is not something we will achieve in the
next life, but a society of justice that must be built right now
addressing to the structure of inequality over which our societies
under capitalism stand’.
Hamed Thabet is Baha’i and in volved in the defense of the Baha’is
in both Iran and Yemen form the Baha’i Office in The Netherlands. ‘It
is our religious obligation as a human being to work for and defend
the rights of others and to build a healthy, just society’. The title of
his book for the Human Library was: “Opening Spaces of Freedom”.
‘The Baha’i practise of consultation teaches that we should
collectively come together in the dispassionate search for truth,
harmony and mutual understanding’.

Avin Kunnekkadan comes from India and is a Christian. His ‘book’
was entitled “Love, Live and Lead”. ‘Our differences of opinion and
views should not be a means to divide but a means to unite is my
opinion’. ‘We are all called to uphold the dignity of the other. The
common ground is to search ways and means to promote the
fundamental human rights and duties of every human being’.
"Human Dignity in a Sudanese
Prison, a Voice of an ex-Prisoner”
was the book title presented by
Adam Abdelrahman from Sudan. ‘I
think the common ground is our
dignity of human beings which
must maintained and respected by
all individuals, institutions,
organizations or religions. And
this is what human rights are all
about’.
“Human Dignity as common ground in Eastleigh, Nairobi (Kenya)”
was the book title of Willem Jansen. At the particular local level of
the neighbourhood Eastleigh, or “Little Mogadishu”, Muslims and
Christian find ways through their Faith-based Organizations (FBOs)
to enhance the human dignity of refugees, widows and orphans. In
this way human rights and dignity can form the agenda for
interfaith interaction, diapraxis.
Mahardhika Sajad is a Muslim from Indonesia who is working on
her PhD. She spoke about her identity under the title: “My Veil and I
Please”. She writes about ‘people’s experiences reflecting their own
identities through verbal narratives. ‘I think when we stop talking
about things in the abstract and just start discussions from
personal narratives and experiences, then it would be easier for us
to connect in a meaningful way with one another, regardless of our
different worldviews’.
Three more inspiring books were present: Parves Alam from
Bangladesh, Mpanzu Bamenga from Congo, and Cris van Eijk, an
American-Dutch student at Leiden University Campus. Each
brought their own interesting experiences and perspectives to
share with participants. Many found the human library as an
effective approach to initiate dialogue and challenge stereotypes
between people with different backgrounds.

Closing the Conference

Musical Contributions
As participants arrived, vocalist
Miriam Christina (From
Kenya/USA) and guitarist Horoldo
Montagu (From Argentina)
welcomed them with music. They
sang “Stand by me” originally by
Ben E. King, “When I was your
man” originally by Bruno Mars,
and “I still haven’t found what I’m
looking for” originally by U2.
In the afternoon, Mustafa Altarazi, a student from Syria, sang an
Arabic song about the earth and his country. Finally, at the end of
the closing ceremony, participants sang 'We are the World' by
Michael Jackson together, in celebration of a common ground.

Collecting the fruits of the day and closing the conference
by Ana Maria (student at the ISS) and Anne (student at The
Hague Univerity)
Participants were asked to form small groups, discuss, and write
down the roots that grows on the common ground that is the
foundation of our humanity. They were then asked to also discuss
the fruits produced by the tree that grows on the common ground.
This symbolised the results of the Conference. Ana Maria
introduced this session by explaining, "We as diverse society, are
facing a big challenge to find a way to live together and find a
common ground among our differences of culture, religion or
nationality. Why is it important to have a common ground? Because
we see humanity like a tree, which has to survive many storms and
strong winds. The only way to achieve that is to love our strong
roots."

Children's Programme
Children programme and involvement
Under the guidance of Sarah
Los and Reena Gruijters the
children had their own
programme talking about the
rights of children and doing
some creative work. At the
closing they presented their
tree with the rights they think
of like protection, house,
passport, love, sports.

Participants' Testimonies
- Rev. Chewe Mulenga, Reformed Church in Zambia, Master student
at the Protestant Theological University Groningen
In my entire life of theological engagements and studying, I have
never attended such a conference before. I must admit that the
conference was well organised and that I learnt a number of things.
The conference provided an opportunity to have horizontal
exchange of experience and to familiarise with good practices as a
means of developing myself and the sphere of my influence. Being
a young Reverend, the conference challenged me to relook on how
we deal with human rights issues. The presentation on Human
Dignity and inclusive culture by Mpanzu Bamenga motivated me to
speak on behalf of the marginalised in society. The group work also
made me realise that we can still live and work together even
though we do not agree on certain values and principles we hold.
Above all, the conference taught me to value and respect other
people who may not share my personal view of life and this is the
most important lesson I will take back home.
- Serferaaz, Muslim from The Hague
I went open-minded and was pleasantly surprised. You had
wonderful masters of ceremony, good guidance. I must say the
keynote speaker I found very inspiring he said a lot of sensible
things that I could resonate with. The kaleidoscope was great!
Right on, not to long 1-2 minutes, and still get to hear several
things, to catch something authentic especially the Jewish and the
Arabic parts. GREAT DIALOGUE SUBJECTS and work form!! I guess
the ISS is ideal to have this type of conversations. Everybody
seems to be interested. Human library I found interesting as well!
with a wide range in topics, I guess that is important for it to
succeed. I went to the Epistemology of Muslim world twice, and the
LGBT rights. I heard some new things in both so that was good.
Great concept! Great way to wrap up with the "fruits of the day", to
get a very broad input. Excellent!!
For me it was really a wonderful experience. I have enjoyed myself
and learned a few more things so I am content. So, one thing I am
always wondering after these types of meetings, what is the
practical part to continue on? Was this a conference on its own, or
is it working towards something practical. That would make me
anticipating already for next year, or anything you would organize
next. Anyways it was a great experience on its own!

