Conference Report

Workshop on Proselytism and Human Rights

Oslo Coalition for the Freedom of Religion and Belief

Oslo, August 31st to September 2nd 2006

Background

The consultation represents the third phase of the project on Proselytism and Human Rights conducted by the Oslo Coalition for the Freedom of Religion and Belief, and makes use of the findings in the two previous phases, the exploration of the legal framework (phase 1) and the fact finding missions to Azerbaijan and Sri Lanka (phase 2).

The background material for the consultation thus consists of the following documents:

· “The right to try to convince the other: Proselytism and human rights”

· Report from fact finding mission to Sri Lanka, January 2006

· Report from fact finding mission to Azerbaijan, January 2006

· Theme document for the workshop (available at http://www.oslocoalition.org/html/project_mission_humanrights/MissionHRconf2006.htm
The purpose of the workshop was defined as follows:

· To facilitate a discussion among academics, missionaries and activists in the field of mission and human rights on how missionary activities relate to the freedom of religion or belief in concrete situation.

· To explore whether or how ethical considerations might lead to commonly agreed norms for missionary activities. This aim can be reached through work on a voluntary code of conduct for missionary activities.  
Participants

For a full list of participants, see appendix 1.
There were five invited international participants: Dr Cole Durham (USA), Ms Roshini Wickremesinhe (Sri Lanka), Mr Manohara de Silva (Sri Lanka), Mr Asif Huseynov (Azerbaijan) (who also brought an interpreter), and Ven. Bhante K. Dhammaratana Maha Thera (Sri Lanka/Sweden).
In addition, most of the members of the project’s reference group, consisting of academics, missionaries, activists and practitioners of interfaith dialogue, participated. Further invitations where issued to member organisations of the Oslo Coalition, to member organisations of the Council for Faith and Life Stance Communities in Norway, missionary organisations in Norway and to academic institutions. Leaders and other influential persons from all these groups took part in the consultation. The total number of participants was about thirty, although some did not take part in the entire programme.
The open forum on day 3 was open to the public, while the workshop itself was not. Representatives of the media were invited to the plenary sessions.

Programme

For a full programme, see appendix 2.
The programme had three distinct parts: Day 1 focused on the legal framework of proselytism, day 2 focused on ethics and proselytism and day 3 was an open forum where the findings of the workshop were shared and discussed further. The workshop worked through plenary sessions with papers and discussions and through group sessions.

Day 1

Cole Durham gave an introduction to the legal framework of the human rights conventions that regulate the freedom to proselytise, and discussed some concrete cases in which the interpretation of the conventions has been clarified.
Thom Arne Hellerslia introduced his document “The right to try to convince the other. Proselytism and human rights”, which was commissioned by the Oslo Coalition in the first phase of the present project.

Roshini Wickremesinhe of the National Evangelical Alliance in Sri Lanka introduced the present situation in Sri Lanka from a Christian minority perspective. She showed documentation of violence against Christians, and discussed the implications of the proposed legislation that will introduce a ban on unethical conversions. The Christian minority fears that such legislation may be misused to target activities that enjoy protection under the human rights conventions.
Manohara de Silva, a Buddhist lawyer advising the Sri Lankan government in religious freedom affairs, presented examples of unethical practices by Christian missionaries which he said were representative of a wider problem. He claimed that the government was willing to adjust the proposed legislation in such a way that it was acceptable to the minorities, but insisted some form of legislation was necessary to curb unethical practices. 

Day 2: 
Ingvill T. Plesner, who represents the Church of Norway on the religious freedom committee of the Conference of European Churches (CEC), introduced the work of  CEC in this field. 
Asif Huseynov, a Christian representing the Human Rights Defenders Office in Baku, Azerbaijan, gave a presentation of the situation of Christian minority (about 4%, less than 1% Protestants) in his country where propagating Christianity was met with serious hindrances such as:
· Restrictions on the printing and importing of Christian which do not apply to Islamic books.

· Converts to Christianity facing hostility from the society.

· Official media targeting Christian converts.
· Registration of churches meeting obstructionism from the state.

· Intimidation from certain new Muslim groups (Wahabis).

· Attacks on a Christian bookstore (attacks and threats taking place in 2006).

· Violent acts targeting individual Christians.

Mr. Huseynov thought that an open dialogue on freedom of religion in his country was difficult under such circumstances 
Stig Utnem, special adviser to the European Council of Religious Leaders – Religions for Peace, gave a report from the Assembly of the World Council of Religions for Peace which had just finished in Kyoto, Japan. He emphasised the potential and value of interfaith dialogue to address issues of religious freedom.
Vebjørn L. Horsfjord gave a short presentation of a project initiated by the World Council of Churches and the Vatican with the aim of producing a code of conduct for missionary work. The project organised a consultation in Italy in May at which international representatives of various faith communities participated.

Kjetil Aano of the Norwegian Missionary Society gave an introduction to the thinking on these issues in his organisation, and underlined that ethical considerations are high on the agenda of many missionary organisations. He emphasised, however, that the contexts in which missionaries operate vary enormously and that practices that are acceptable in one context may be deemed unethical in another. This is a challenge to any code of conduct.

Group sessions: 

The group sessions were an integral part of the workshop and important in order to develop a code of conduct. There were two group sessions, and participants were divided into two groups. 

In the first group session, the groups were presented with at set of possible issues for discussion: Cultural sensitivity, interfaith dialogue, proselytism and children, power relationships, religion in the public sphere, charity and financial incentives, and vulnerable groups. The groups decided which issues they wanted to work on. The discussion aimed at identifying what problematic or challenging issues were at stake under each theme.
In the second group session, each group was challenged to work on the two to three issues which had proved the most difficult in the previous session and to produce a draft text on these. Thus the groups produced short texts on the following topics: proselytism in education, proselytism and children, financial incentives and charity, cultural sensitivity, the role of the government. These texts were then discussed in a concluding plenary session. The texts were not agreed as such, but the texts themselves and notes from the discussions form the raw material for further work on codes of conduct.
Open forum

Day 3 consisted of an open forum in which many of the workshop participants took part together with about 10 members of the public.

The forum had the form of a panel discussion in which some of the workshop participants reflected on the issues and findings of the consultation followed by an open discussion of the issues.

Media coverage

The workshop was met with some interest in the media. The newspaper Vårt Land brought a double page report from the workshop on 4th September and the newspaper Klassekampen brought interviews with the two Sri Lankan participants on 2nd September.
Findings and follow up

The workshop identified six areas that are particularly important and difficult in further work on codes of conduct: proselytism in education, proselytism and children, financial incentives and charity, cultural sensitivity, the role of the government. This list of challenging themes is not exhaustive. Findings concerning these issues are found in appendix 3 where the raw material produced in the group sessions is included.
Further, the consultation made visible the difficulty in defining rules that are applicable in a wide range of different contexts. The juxtaposition of examples from Sri Lanka and Azerbaijan made this very evident: In Sri Lanka, despite the disagreement and problems faced by minorities, there is room for public debate on the issues, and therefore a high degree of openness in these matters is possible. In Azerbaijan, on the other hand, even raising the issue of religious freedom may be dangerous. 
Concerning the form of the codes of conduct, the workshop discussed to what extent concrete actions should be the focus of these or whether attitudes could also be addressed. This issue surfaced particularly in discussions on the need for openness about intentions. Many participants found that addressing intentions etc. is impossible as these can never be accurately determined and that codes of conduct should address concrete actions and practices only. Some participants, however, were of the opinion that, since the codes of conduct are not meant to be legally binding rules, and therefore operate in the ethical rather than the legal realm, addressing attitudes also might be a viable form.
The workshop agreed that developing codes of conduct on the basis of the material produced in the workshop and on the empirical and legal data collected in former phases of the project would be a valuable contribution towards a better understanding and more responsible practices in this field. It was agreed that a small group from among the participants (yet to be defined) should continue work on such codes of conduct, and that they in due course should be sent to all participants for comment.
Conclusion

The workshop reached the goal of producing material for further work on codes of conduct. In addition the value of bringing people together for discussion and sharing should not be overlooked.
The workshop was unique in bringing together people representing distinct interests for open and unprejudiced conversation on some very challenging issues. 

