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Mr. President,

Distinguished Delegates,

Recent tragic events in some areas of the world have once again pushed the human right to freedom of religion and belief to the forefront of the international consciousness. The Council’s debate on this subject is therefore being held under pressing circumstances and the adoption of a resolution that firmly counters the prevailing waves of religious intolerance is of the utmost importance and will contribute to strengthening the Council’s authority.

All the world’s great religions are based in part upon ancient legacies of diverse and inclusive education as the cornerstones of their civilizations. Knowledge enhances understanding and there are many ways through which both governments and civil society can act to ensure that religious faith is properly understood by their citizens. These include combating religious hatred and violence by: respect for human dignity through inter-religious and inter-cultural dialogue, cooperation between religious communities including the right to leave and/or join another faith,  thus creating mutual trust by joining across the religious divide. Education is a vital element in this process as so clearly emphasized by the Special Rapporteur in his Report A/HRC/16/53. 

In its previously adopted Resolution 6/37 on the “Elimination of all forms of intolerance and of discrimination based on religion or belief”, the Council urges States “to design and implement policies whereby education systems promote principles of tolerance and respect for others and cultural diversity and the freedom of religion and belief”. The Special Rapporteur’s recommendations are intended to assist governments in that task. He advises that information about religions be part of national school curricula;  governments should therefore encourage schools to play a major role in this field. My Delegation affirms the Special Rapporteur’s recommendation that dissemination of fair and accurate information on religions be provided in a neutral fashion. Furthermore we support the aspiration of ensuring interaction of students of different religious or belief backgrounds with a view to creating understanding between young people of different denominations and religions. Precisely such an example of young people teaming up  and working together is the international project launched by the Order of Malta in 2009. It offers young European Christian students the possibility to serve seven months in Lebanon doing voluntary work assisting young persons with disabilities and at the same time following academic spiritual formation giving insight into Islam, its culture and religion. Such an experience will broaden every participant's mind and enable him/her to play an effective part in the process of peace and reconciliation between the different religions. It also enables them to express their faith by serving God through acts of charity and compassion towards our fellow human beings. 

Mr. President,

Through its humanitarian activities in 120 countries the Order of Malta strives to foster a spirit of interfaith generosity and dialogue and contributes thereby to religion playing a positive role in the wellbeing of mankind. As the late Grand Master of the Order of Malta, Fra’ Andrew Bertie stated: “The members of the Order experience their faith not as an instrument of evangelization or proselytism but as a way of living in the service of others, of the poor and the sick, in an authentic spirit of humanity that recognizes the image of God in the person who suffers, regardless of their race, origin or religion”. 

Thank you.
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