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Review: Pope Addresses Secularism in France, and Benedict XVI Urges Redefining State-Church Divide in France, by Rachel Donadio, New York Times, September 13-15, 2008. PARIS - “In his first visit to France as pope on Friday, Benedict XVI touched on central themes of his papacy – the tensions between faith and reason and church and state, as well as his efforts to reach out to Muslims and Jews – and urged an increasingly irreligious Europe to look back to its intellectual roots in Christian monastic culture.” Excerpts and the full story are included in this Review.

U.N. Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, in her report on France to the U.N. Human Rights Council on March 8 2006, (E/CN.4/2006/5/Add.4) recommended to the government that the French principle of laicite, almost equivalent to secularism or separation of church and state, be among the issues re-examined in light of the prevailing situation in France today. 
This issue should be part of the follow-up process to the France Universal Periodic Review, including re-examining the principle of laicite and the option of an International Convention on Freedom of Religion or Belief. 
______________________________________________________________________________
Link to New York Times article Pope Addresses Secularism in France 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/13/world/europe/13pope.html?_r=1&oref=slogin&ref=todayspaper&pagewanted=print
Link to Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, Asma Jahangir; report on her Mission to France, 8 March 2006 (E/CN.4/2006/5/Add.4).  
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/issues/religion/visits.htm
1. 1 Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This right shall include freedom to have a religion or whatever belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practices and teaching. 

1. 2. No one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to have a religion or belief of his choice.

1. 3 Freedom to manifest one’s religion or belief may be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.

U.N. SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF

The principle of laicite

96. The Special Rapporteur notes that the situation prevailing today in France is different from the one which existed at the time of the adoption of the 1905 law on the separation of Church and State (loi concernant la separation des Eglises et de l’Etat), which constitutes the basis of the principle of laicite (which is almost equivalent to secularism) in France. While recognizing that the organization of a society according to his principle may not only be healthy, but also guarantees the fundamental right to freedom of religion or belief, she is concerned that, in some circumstances, the selective interpretation and right application of the principle has operated at the expense of the right to freedom of religion or belief. – E/CN.4/2006/5/Add.4) 
______________________________________________________________________________

POPE AND PRESIDENT ADDRESS SECULARISM IN FRANCE
PARIS – In his first visit to France as pope on Friday, Benedict XVI touched on central themes of his papacy – the tensions between faith and reason and church and state, as well as his efforts to reach out to Muslims and Jews – and urged an increasingly irreligious Europe to look back to its intellectual roots in Christian monastic culture.
“What gave Europe’s culture its foundation – the search for God and the readiness to listen to him – remains today the basis of any genuine culture,” he said. 

Roman Catholics make up about 60 percent of the French population of 65 million. But fewer than 10 percent of French Catholics say they attend Mass regularly. 

“At this moment in history, when cultures continue to cross paths more frequently, I am firmly convinced that a new reflection on the true meaning and importance of secularism is now necessary,” the pope said at a ceremony earlier Friday with President Nicolas Sarkozy at the Elysee Palace. He used the word “laicite” which denotes separation of church and state. 

But the pope proposed a “distinction between the political realm and that of religion in order to preserve both the religious freedom of citizens and the responsibility of the state toward them.” He distinguished the state’s legislative and social duties from religion’s role “for the formation of conscience” and the “creation of a basic ethical consensus in society.”
The pope is visiting France almost exactly two years after he made a speech in Regansburg, Germany, in which he angered many Muslims by quoting a 14 century Byzantine emperor as saying that the Prophet Muhammad brought “things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached.” 
“That’s the past,” said Mohammed Moussaoui, the president of France’s Representative Muslim Council, who sat in the front row during the speech on Friday. The presence of Mr. Moussaoui and other Muslim leaders was seen as a positive response to the pope.
Meeting privately with French Jews on Friday, the pope spoke vehemently about the church’s opposition to “every form of anti-Semitism which can never be theologically justified,” according to a transcript of his remarks. 
Speaking before the pope at the Elysee Palace, Mr. Sarkozy renewed his appeal for a “positive secularism,” saying it was “legitimate for democracy and respectful secularism to have a dialogue with religions.” The opposition Socialist Party later put out a statement urging Mr. Sarkozy to uphold France’s “secular principles,” the Associated Press reported. 
______________________________________________________________________________

BENEDICT XVI URGES REDEFINING STATE-CHURCH DIVIDE IN FRANCE
LOURDES, France – Pope Benedict XVI on Sunday renewed his call to redefine church-state relations in France and urged Catholic clergy to engage in meaningful inter-religious dialogue. 
In his speech to the bishops, the pope also amplified his call for a redefinition of “laicite” the divide between church and state, that he first raised at a visit to the Elysee Palace in Paris on Friday. “Your president has intimated that this is possible,” the pope said Sunday, referring to President Nicolas Sarkozy, who has broken French tradition – and angered his Socialist opposition – in calling for a “positive secularism.”
“The social and political presuppositions of past mistrust or even hostility are gradually disappearing, “the pope said. But, he added, “The church does not claim the prerogative of the state.” 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, at the Alliance of Civilizations Madrid Forum said; “never in our lifetime has there been a more desperate need for constructive and committed dialogue, among individuals, among communities, among cultures, among and between nations.” 

Genuine dialogue on human rights and freedom of religion or belief calls for respectful discourse, discussion of taboos and clarity by persons of diverse beliefs. Inclusive dialogue includes people of theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to profess any religion or belief. The warning signs are clear, unless there is genuine dialogue ranging from religious fundamentalism to secular dogmatism; conflicts in the future will probably be even more deadly. 

In 1968 the UN deferred work on an International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Religious Intolerance because of its complexity and sensitivity. Violence, suffering and discrimination based on religion or belief in many parts of the world is greater than ever. It is time for a UN Working Group to draft what they deferred in 1968, a comprehensive core international human rights treaty-a United Nations Convention on Freedom of Religion or Belief. United Nations History – Freedom of Religion or Belief
The challenge to religions or beliefs at all levels is awareness, understanding and acceptance of international human rights standards on freedom of religion or belief. Leaders, teachers and followers of all religions or beliefs, with governments, are keys to test the viability of inclusive and genuine dialogue in response to the UN Secretary General’s urgent call for constructive and committed dialogue.  

The Tandem Project title, Separation of Religion or Belief and State (SOROBAS), reflects the far-reaching scope of UN General Comment 22 on Article 18, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Human Rights Committee (CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.4). The General Comment on Article 18 is a guide to international human rights law for peaceful cooperation, respectful competition and resolution of conflicts: 

http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/9a30112c27d1167cc12563ed004d8f15?Opendocument
Surely one of the best hopes for humankind is to embrace a culture in which religions and other beliefs accept one another, in which wars and violence are not tolerated in the name of an exclusive right to truth, in which children are raised to solve conflicts with mediation, compassion and understanding. 

The Tandem Project is a non-governmental organization (NGO) founded in 1986 to build understanding, tolerance and respect for diversity, and to prevent discrimination in matters relating to freedom of religion or belief. The Tandem Project has sponsored multiple conferences, curricula, reference materials and programs on Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights – Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion - and 1981 United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief. 

The Tandem Project is a UN NGO in Special Consultative Status with the 

Economic and Social Council of the United Nations
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