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Review: Synergy between the U.N. Security Council to control the misuse of nuclear energy for the development of nuclear weapons and the U.N. Human Rights Council to assure compliance with international human rights standards on freedom of religion or belief is essential to upholding the purposes and principles of the United Nations Charter.   

In the 1980’s a member of the British House of Commons warned that global ethics was not growing in tandem with the rapid rise of science and technology, and historically new science and technology has always led to new weaponry. Science and technology developed peaceful uses for nuclear energy which led to weapons of mass destruction.  Our survival in the future will depend on secure, practical and rational ways to break this cycle. 
The United Nations was founded in San Francisco in 1945 in response to the atrocities of World War II. The wars were justified in part by a German ethnic-religious ideology and devotion to the Japanese Emperor considered by the Japanese to be a divine deity. Religious and political expression opposed to these beliefs was violently suppressed. The first atomic bomb developed in 1945 in the Manhattan Project was then dropped on Japan.  
Chapter I of the 1945 United Nations Charter states its Purposes and Principles: to maintain international peace and security…; to develop friendly relations among nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights...; to achieve international cooperation in solving international problems of an economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian character, and in promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion. 
Chapter V of the United Nations Charter sets out the composition, functions and powers of the U.N. Security Council and states: “In order to ensure prompt and effective action by the United Nations, its Members confer on the Security Council primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security, and agree that in carrying out its duties under this responsibility the Security Council acts on their behalf.” 
In 1957 the International Atomic Energy Agency was set up within the United Nations family. IAEA is known as the “Atoms for Peace” agency and is headquartered at the Vienna International Center in Vienna, Austria. Three main areas of work include Safety and Security, Science and Technology, Safeguards and Verification. As in independent international organization related to the United Nations system, the IAEA reports annually to the UN General Assembly and, when appropriate, to the U.N. Security Council regarding non-compliance by States with their safeguards obligations.

In 2006 the United Nations General Assembly in Resolution 60/251 established a U.N. Human Rights Council: “Reaffirming the purposes and principles contained in the Charter of the United Nations, including developing friendly relations among nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights and self determination of peoples, and achieving international cooperation in solving international problems of an economic, social, cultural or humanitarian character and in promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms for all.” Elevating the former U.N. Human Rights Commission to a U.N. Human Rights Council may, eventually, give it the status of the U.N. Security Council. 
Excerpts describe the first test of an atomic bomb in 1945 and an American folk song on its modern consequences. Excerpts from “In Death’s Shadow, Islam and Apostasy” are an example of the difficulty of reconciling a core principle of one religion with Article 18 of the ICCPR and the 1981 U.N. Declaration. Our survival may depend on how well exclusive rights to truth of all religions or beliefs are reconciled with universal human rights in a fair and practical way. The increasing number of global interfaith, intercultural dialogues is a positive step in this direction. 
_____________________________________________________________________________
Link to Chapter V United Nations Charter: Composition of U.N. Security Council:
http://www.un.org/aboutun/charter/chapter5.htm
Resolution establishing the United Nations Human Rights Council:
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/docs/A.RES.60.251_En.pdf
_____________________________________________________________________________
“Now I am become death, the destroyer of worlds”

Quote by J. Robert Oppenheimer, Trinity 1945

Robert Oppenheimer was the director of the laboratory in Los Alamos, New Mexico, and the scientific director of the Manhattan project. He and his laboratory developed the first nuclear weapons and he was known as “the father of the atomic bomb.” A Swedish author of the history of the first detonation of the bomb said: 

“In an interview in 1965, Oppenheimer describes the initial reactions as the fruit of their labors, the very first nuclear bomb (the Hiroshima bomb was the second one), detonated early in the morning of July 16, 1945: We knew the world would not be the same. A few people laughed…A few people cried…Most people were silent. I remembered the line from the Hindu scripture the Bhagavad Gita; Vishnu is trying to persuade the prince that he should do his duty, and to impress him takes on his multi-armed form, and says, “Now I am become death, the destroyer of worlds,” I suppose we all thought that one way or another. 

The quote is indeed from the Bhagavad Gita (“Song of the lord”). Some suggest it’s a misquote, which would explain the peculiar grammar; but “am become” is not an error but a (poetic) archaism, as in “I am become a name, for always roaming with a hungry heart” (Tennyson, Ulysses). Which in turn might be a trace of French; “je suis devenu las mort”. 

Since Oppenheimer was proficient in Sanskrit from his days at the University of California, he read the original text, and the translation is his own; I haven’t found any other translation with “am become.” It certainly gives a certain something to the line, however, and it probably would have been less well known if it had been “I am death”. The full sentence reads: 
If the radiance of a thousand suns were to burst at once into the sky, that would be like the splendor of the mighty one. - Bhagavad-Gita, chapter 11, verses 31-33.
Several books, films and plays have been written about the Manhattan Project. The production of an opera ‘Doctor Atomic,’ in New York was reviewed recently by Dennis Overbye, science writer for the New York Times: “The tug of war between beauty and horror is the theme of ‘Doctor Atomic.’ Once upon a time, as a young man entranced by, I admit, both the horror and elegance of nuclear physics, I vowed never to live in New York. I do live in New York now. Speaking strictly for myself, I’m still terrified.”

____________________________________________________________________________

In Death’s Shadow: Islam and Apostasy

The Economist, July 26th-August 1st 2008.

“Can a person who is Muslim choose a religion other than Islam?” When Egypt’s grand mufti, Ali Gomaa, pondered that dilemma in an article published last year, many of his co-religionists were shocked that the question could even be asked. 

And they were even more scandalized by his conclusion. The answer, he wrote, was yes, they can, in the light of three verses in the Koran: first, ”unto you your religion, and unto me my religion” second, “whosoever will, let him believe, and whosoever will, let him disbelieve;” and, most famously, “There is no compulsion in religion.” 

The sheikh’s pronouncement was certainly not that of a wet liberal; he agrees that anyone who deserts Islam is committing a sin and will pay a price in the hereafter, and also that in some historical circumstances (presumably war between Muslims and non-Muslims) an individual’s sin may also amount to “sedition against one’s society.” But his opinion caused a sensation because it went against the political and judicial trends in many parts of the Muslim world, and also against the mood in places where Muslims feel defensive. 

In the West, many prominent Muslims would agree with the mufti’s scripturally-based view that leaving Islam is a matter between the believer and God, not for the state. But awkwardly, the main traditions of scholarship and jurisprudence in Islam – both the Shia school and the four main Sunni ones – draw on Hadiths (words and deeds ascribed with varying credibility to Muhammad) to argue in support of death for apostates. An in recent years sentiment in the Muslim world has been hardening. In every big “apostasy” case, the authorities have faced pressure from sections of public opinion, and from Islamist factions, to take the toughest possible stance. In Malaysia, people who try to desert Islam can face compulsory “re-education.” 

Under the far harsher regime of Afghanistan, death for apostasy is still on the statute book, despite the country’s American-backed “liberation” from the tyranny of the Taliban. The Western world realized this when Abdul Rahman, an Afgan who had lived in Germany, was sentenced to die after police found him with a Bible. After pressure from Western governments, he was allowed to go to Italy. What especially startled Westerners was the fact that Afghanistan’s parliament, a product of the democracy for which NATO soldiers are dying, tried to bar Mr. Rahman’s exit, and that street protests call for his execution. 

The fact that he fled to Italy is one of the factors that have made the issue of Muslim-Christian conversion a hot topic in that country. There are several others. During this year’s Easter celebrations, Magdi Allam, an Egyptian-born journalist who is now a columnist in Italy, was publicly baptized as a Catholic by Pope Benedict; the convert hailed his “liberation” from Islam, and used his column to celebrate other cases of Muslims becoming Christian. To the delight of some Catholics and the dismay of others, he has defended the right of Christians to proselytize among Muslims, and denounced liberal churchmen who are “soft” on Islam.  

Muslims in Italy and elsewhere have called Mr. Allam a provocateur and chided Pope Benedict for abetting him. But given that many of Italy’s Muslims are converts (and beneficiaries of Europe’s tolerance), Mr. Allam says his critics are hypocrites, denying him a liberty which they themselves have enjoyed. 

If there is any issue on which Islam’s diaspora – experiencing the relative calmness of inter-faith relations in the West – might be able to give a clearer moral lead, it is surely this one. But even in the West, speaking out for the legal and civil right to “apostasise” can carry a cost. Usama Hasan, an influential, young British imam, recently made the case for the right to change religions – only to find himself furiously denounced and threatened on Islamist websites, many of them produced in the West.  

______________________________________________________________________________

The debate in the U.N. Human Rights Council on Tuesday 14 December 2007 was over free choice, the resolution to extend the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief (A/HRC/Res/6/37) the right by international treaty law - freedom to leave a religion. 

There was no consensus on this issue as 29 countries voted in favor and 18 countries abstained on the U.N. Human Rights Council. The 18 country abstentions were based on the objections from Pakistan, spoken on behalf of the 57 country Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) that norms in Muslim countries prohibit leaving Islam as a religion, and were not being honored in the draft resolution. Portugal, speaking on behalf of the European Union (EU) said over 40 paragraphs in the draft resolution was eliminated in an attempt at consensus with the abstaining states, but consensus over the right to leave one’s religion or belief was inviolable and could not be compromised. 

Human Rights Council Resolution 6/37: Elimination of all forms of intolerance and of discrimination based on religion or belief: 

9. Urges States:

(a) To ensure that their constitutional and legislative systems provide adequate and effective guarantees of freedom of thought, conscience, religion and belief to all without distinction, inter alia, by provision of effective remedies in cases where the right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, or the right to practice freely one’s religion, including the right to change one’s religion or belief is violated: 

34th meeting

14 December 2007

______________________________________________________________________________________

The Tandem Project: a non-governmental organization 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, a non-profit NGO, 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. 
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