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Review: Norway: Christians and Muslims Sign Declaration on Religious Freedom, by Maria Mackay, Christian Today: August, 2007. 
The Norwegian Declaration on Religious Freedom between Christians and Muslims in August 2007 calling for the right to change one’s religion or belief was signed four months before the UN Human Rights Council in the sixth extended session in December 2007 failed to adopt consensus on a resolution (A/HRC/RES/6/37) to allow the right to change one’s religion or belief. Members on the UN Human Rights Council who are also members of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) abstained on the draft resolution to extend by three years the mandate of the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief. Fifty Seven States are members of the OIC, the requirement being either Constitutions with Sharia Law or where Islam is the majority religion of the country. 

Norwegian Muslims are members of the ummah the family of Islam, but not part of the OIC as they do not live in a country governed by Sharia Law and Islam is not the majority religion.   

Article 18: International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
· No one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to have a religion or belief of his choice.

Islamic Council of Norway: Christians & Muslims Sign Declaration on Religious Freedom. 
http://www.christiantoday.com/article/norway.christians.and.muslims.sign.declaration.on.religious.freedom/12636.htm - August 2007. 
UN Human Rights Council: Resolution (A/HRC/RES/6/37): December 2007. 
http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/E/HRC/resolutions/A_HRC_RES_6_37.pdf
NORWAY: CHRISTIANS AND MUSLIMS SIGN
DECLARATION ON RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

By Maria Mackay, posted August 26, 2007
The Islamic Council of Norway and the Church of Norway Council on Ecumenical and International Relations have issued a joint declaration outlining the scope of religious freedom entitled to people of faith, particularly Christians and Muslims.

Among those involved in the dialogue to produce the document were the leader of the Islamic Council of Norway, Senaid Kobilica, Church of Norway pastor Anne Hege Grung, General Secretary for the Islamic Council of Norway, Shoaib Sultan, and General Secretary for the Church of Norway Council on Ecumenical and International Relations, Olav Fykse Tveit.

"Freedom of religion is a fundamental principle which must be reflected in attitudes toward people of another faith," said Fykse Tveit. "The right to change one's religious faith is central to freedom of religion."

The Church of Norway said that the actual number of conversions between Islam and Christianity in Norway was actually relatively small, but the Church of Norway said that the declaration would be Norway's contribution to an ongoing international process on the issue of religious freedom and freedom to convert.

In the declaration, the leaders stated, "We denounce, and are committed to counteracting all violence, discrimination and harassment inflicted in reaction to a person's conversion, or desire to convert, from one religion to another, be it in Norway or abroad.

"We interpret our religious traditions such that everyone has the right to freely choose their religious belief and faith community, and to practice their religion publicly as well as privately."

The joint declaration also guaranteed the right for each faith group to share information about their faith to others, as long as it was done without force or manipulation.

The Islamic Council of Norway and the Church of Norway Council on Ecumenical and International Relations have been engaged in interfaith dialogue since 1993.

The dialogue with Norway's Muslim leaders stems from a shared aim to prevent conflicts and create space for understanding between Muslims and Christians as they relate to each other and to Norwegian society in general, said the Church of Norway.

The Church of Norway continues to work closely with the Muslim community - a minority in Norway - to combat prejudice in both communities against the other, as well as islamophobia and discrimination against Muslims in Norwegian society.

______________________________________________________________________________________

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

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. 

United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, at the first Alliance of Civilizations Madrid Forum; “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.” 

In 1968 the UN stopped work on an International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Religious Intolerance because of the sensitivity and complexity of reconciling a human rights treaty with dissonant worldviews and voices on religion or belief. Instead, in 1981 the United Nations adopted a non-binding Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief, in support of Article 18:  http://www.tandemproject.com/program/81_dec.htm
Separation of Religion or Belief and State reflects the far-reaching scope of General Comment 22 on Article 18, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1993, UN Human Rights Committee: 

http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.nsf/(Symbol)/9a30112c27d1167cc12563ed004d8f15?Opendocument
Inclusive and genuine dialogue on human rights and freedom of religion or belief are between people of theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to profess any religion or belief. It calls for open dialogue on: awareness, understanding, acceptance; cooperation, competition, conflict; respectful discourse, discussion of taboos and clarity by persons of diverse beliefs. 

Human rights protect freedom of religion or belief; religion or belief does not always protect human rights. In this respect human rights trump religion to protect individuals against all forms of discrimination on grounds of religion or belief by the State, institutions, groups of persons and persons. After forty years suffering, violence and conflict has increased based on belief in many parts of the world. UN options may be to gradually reduce such intolerance and discrimination or call for a new paradigm deferred since 1968.  

Is it time for the UN to renew the 1968 draft for a legally-binding International Convention on Freedom of Religion or Belief: United Nations History – Freedom of Religion or Belief
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