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The 21st  Century has a legacy of unprecedented material growth which in its wake has also brought to fore animated discussions on topics such as ‘religion is dead’, ‘end of history’, ‘clash of civilizations’, ‘cloning’, ‘war on terror’, besides all that goes with ‘Globalization’.  And strangely, what is missing in this list of elitist’s concerns are efforts to ensure justice for humankind and respect for human person. Even a child knows that proliferation of atomic weapons and threats of use of power by the self-styled custodians of humanity will not promote human dignity and human rights which are linked to humanity’s inalienable right to equality, freedom, justice and opportunity to live in peace. Ironically, the missing link is the truth that our great religions embody enough values and ideals which, if properly understood and practiced, are antidotes to the expanding hegemonic power. In one sense, the entire history of the last 2000 years, right from Jesus Christ to present day, offers inspiring stories of struggles and rebellions against hegemony of different sorts. 

Any discussion of our topic, hence, cannot ignore the following important aspects:

1. The heart-renting cries of a large segment of humanity for global justice, peace and human rights, have not yet evoked matching responses from the custodians of religions or political bosses across the world.

2. Though more and more streams of liberal or humanistic thoughts enter the world religions they are vehemently check-mated by religious fundamentalists of various hues in most of the religions. 

3. While there are more inter-religious dialogues among various religious groups they are nullified by both subtle and overt educational and cultural activities by these groups in their efforts to keep their flocks under their wings through conscious inculcation of their views. 

4. While there is plenty of ecumenical literature, religious humanism or an awareness of co-existence and respect for religious pluralism are yet to become a virtue with a large number of religious zealots.

5. The growing gap between the haves and have-nots is a reality of modern life and some claim that as globalization takes deeper roots the condition of the poor is deteriorating abysmally.

6. The unchecked global hegemony or global dominance negates a global ethic.

7. There is growing awareness on the need to contain economic imperialism and military might which have extended their tentacles to such vital areas as culture and intellectual activities.

8. While relative affluence spreads globally more and more people have become victims of depravity. 

9. The escalation of violence has invited concerted efforts by the promoters of nonviolence.

10. The global hegemony has invited massive global protests.

11. The ever-increasing military spending is a serious threat to humanity’s right to live in peace on the basis of shared universal values, principles and standards.

12. The widening gap between the global rich and the global poor and their relationship to rise of global tension does not receive adequate attention.

13. While poverty is not a new phenomenon what worries humanity is the glaring and increasing gap between the rich and the poor. It is pointed out that 80% of the world’s wealth is in the hands of 20% people, leaving the 80% of people to manage with the left over of 20% wealth, resources and so on, much of which is again in the possession of the developed and western countries. 

In history we have the great inspirational models of Mahatma Gandhi who brought the British Empire to its knees through nonviolent methods. Similarly, Martin Luther King paid with his life to establish a nation where African-Americans would be treated as equals. They dared to dream of achieving their goals through methods that defied the ‘logic’ of military might and conflict.  Peace sometimes demands that we sacrifice our to-days to safeguard the tomorrows of future generation.

Religious values and peace are highly co-related. All religions aim to achieve peace, and universal brotherhood, sisterhood, and tolerance. A world which is torn by conflict and mutual disregard cannot expect to live in peace despite modern advancement in technological and economic development. Albert Einstein had aptly said, ‘Religion without science is lame and science without religion is blind. 

Hegemony and religion: it may be understood that religious ideas will have a wide-spread impact if only they are constantly reinterpreted and grafted on to the cultural mainstream and become defused through both elite and popular cultures. Some of the greatest movements of history have in fact been inspired by religious insights and their leaders have been men or women of religion: Religious values and principles have always nourished humanity’s struggle for justice and peace. A few of the most outstanding examples have been identified below for our discussion:
1. Anti-slavery initiatives: Very few will remember that it was a group of Quakers led by Thomas Clarkson and his friends in England who founded the Committee for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1789 that triggered anti-slavery initiatives in Europe. They opposed the slave trade on moral and religious grounds. Historian Hugh Thomas wrote, ‘this was the first major public campaign in any country for a philanthropic cause’. The campaign initiated by them continued until 1843 when Great Britain abolished Slavery throughout the Empire.
2. The end of Colonialism: A deeply religious man that he was, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi’s campaigns in South Africa and India for Human Rights, Justice and Freedom inspired independence movements throughout the colonial world. Gandhi employed religious symbols and ideas in a secular context in order to form a grand confederation of people of different faiths and the nonviolent tactics and strategies developed by him had such impact on his tormentors that they had no moral answers to Gandhi. Gandhi’s transplantation and effective use of several of Christian, Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain concepts went with the masses and he demonstrated that the weak could break the oppression of the powerful by adhering to unflinching loyalty to universal values enshrined in the great religions of the world.

3. Civil Rights Movement in the US under Martin Luther King (Jr): The Civil Rights Movement in the US under Martin Luther King (Jr) offered valuable lessons to humanity. Christian values and Gandhian techniques of nonviolence were put to effective use by King.  King wrote, ‘it was in the Gandhian emphasis of love and nonviolence that I discovered the methods of social reform that I had been seeking”. King’s marching song, We Shall Overcome … is sung all over the world today with gusto. His historic speech, ‘I have a Dream’ inspires human rights activists and freedom lovers all over the world. Mr. Barrack Obama’s conquer of  the    White House in the November election was another vindication of the power of the ‘Dream’.
4. Anti-apartheid campaigns in South Africa: Nelson Mandela’s leadership in the dismantling of the much-hated apartheid regime in South Africa offered valuable lessons to humanity. He inspired the entire world by showing how moral courage and political deftness could end the racist rule in South Africa in a peaceful transition to constitutional democracy and development. South Africa’s march to freedom and democracy also demonstrated how religious values could be woven into the matrix of political struggle. 

5. Truth Reconciliation Commission in South Africa: The whole world watched as Mandela and the Nobel Laureate Bishop Tutu joined hands in a historic effort in the reconstruction of South African society. The classic document produced by the Truth Reconciliation Commission (TRC) has no parallels in human history. Highest principles from religion, moral values, politics, justice, human rights, and much more than any of them the power of reconciliation and compassion in daily life were in evidence in this unique experiment of the South African friends.   

6. Thich Nhat Hanh and engaged Buddhism for social change: The Vietnamese Buddhist monk and Peace activist Thich Nhat Hanh exemplifies spiritual leadership that is not ascetic but engaged. He addresses the need for personal spiritual transformation in order to change the way. ‘Thay’ as he is known, stresses through his work the inter-connectedness of beings and that all things, good and bard, co-exist in the same thing and have the potential for transformation. 

7. Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan (Frontier Gandhi) and his Khudai Khidmargars: The Pathan leader Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan, popularly known as Frontier Gandhi who introduced the Khudai Khidmatgars (Servants of God), represents a devout Muslim’s struggles to infuse secular values in his fight against oppression. The “Transformative Leadership” he offered to the warlike Pathans opened a new era of religious harmony and social integration in his country. 
8. Spreading of nonviolent struggles in Eastern Europe and American continent: Both Gandhi and King (Jr) introduced new vistas to nonviolence by infusing religious values into their strategies. The religious mode acquired a secular content through them and their efforts in secularizing religious nonviolence attracted world-wide attention. Lester Kurtz wrote, “In Eastern Europe … various Christian churches, such as the Roman Catholics in Poland and the Lutherans in Germany, provided important leadership, but the idea also captured the imagination of the in​tellectuals, who translated many of the core ideas of nonviolence into a more secular language. Although religious imagery has persisted in the peace movements in Europe, North America, and elsewhere, and Gandhi and King have remained the "saints" of the movement, many participants have toned down the explicitly religious rhetoric and now speak in more secular terms about the moral aspects of nonviolence”. 
9. Struggles for social change in Asia and Europe: Struggles for social change, inspired by Gandhi and Martin Luther King (Jr) gathered momentum in several countries in Asia and Europe. In Philippine Marco was over thrown through the ‘Rosary Revolution’ and the members of the Christian Church took the leadership in training nonviolent social activists. The FOR also played a significant role in what is known today, the People Power Movement, which was the combination of religiously motivated nonviolence and the institutional resources of the church. 

10. Arab-Israel conflict: Arab-Israel conflict over Palestine has also offered several peace groups to explore nonviolent solution. Mubarak Awad and several peace promoters have been striving to bring in religious values and ethical considerations in order to persuade the warring groups to explore nonviolent problem solving. Their efforts towards a nonviolent co-existence through what Gandhi would say ‘heart unity’ as against spilling of blood, are yet to bear fruit though in several places of conflict their presence is felt considerably.
11.  ‘Peace People’: ‘Peace People’, led by Nobel Laureate Mairead Maguire in Northern Ireland has emerged the voice of ordinary people against war, violence, and oppression. Uncompromising fighters for peace, they are a powerful peace offensive by victims of direct violence, particularly women. They have demonstrated the power of united action by the ordinary men and women for peace and justice. Stressing the importance of nonviolent co-existence, Mairead undertakes innovative programs of mass involvement which have been quite successful. 
12. Guillermo Gaviera: Guillermo Gaviera, former Governor of Antioquia is a shining example of Top-down nonviolent transformational leadership. His martyrdom for promoting peace and goodwill among his countrymen and the lessons from his numerous initiatives have rekindled the strivings of Gandhi and King. His unparalled initiative of a leader from the political elite who risked his life in order to maintain contact with rebels and ‘give negotiations a chance’ was essentially guided by instincts and values from his religion. Guillermo, deeply religious and profoundly humanistic in outlook and conviction, represented the fighting spirit of Jesus in modern times. His last march before he was kidnapped highlighted the need to give freedom to priests to pray. 
13. International Nonviolence Conference led by Barnard LaFeyette: The initiatives undertaken in different parts of the world by Rev Barnard LaFeyette, a close associate of Martin Luther King (Jr) and a former military officer Captain Charles Alphin through International Nonviolence Conference have generated world-wide interest and the courageous manner in which active nonviolence is promoted by this team to train batches of Kingian certified trainers have raised hopes of creating resurgent nonviolent leaders in different parts of the world. 
14. Sarvodaya Shramadana in Srilanka: Dr Ariyaratne, popularly known “Ari” in Srilanka is a Buddhist leader, influenced by Gandhi and his disciple Vinoba Bhave (who led the “Land gift” movement (Bhoodan) opened new vistas of social action. The Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement through which Dr Ariyaratne reaches out to several million people in thousands of villages in the war-ravaged Srilanka represents the vision and earnest efforts of a deeply religious man to serve his compatriots through constructive programs. 
15. The Soka Gakkai: The Soka Gakkai which began as a small Buddhist initiative in Japan seventy five years ago has now grown into a global movement for peace. It has followers and institutions in over 192 countries and territories now. The deft manner in which the Soka Gakkai under its remarkable leader, Dr. Daisaku Ikeda forges ahead illustrates the innumerable possibilities lay religious organizations can play in sensitizing people in the emerging society which is increasingly running after materialistic concerns. 

16. Global Centre of Nonkilling: If not essentially inspired by religious values, a very significant development of recent times is the launching of the Hawaii based Global Centre of Nonkilling led by Prof. Glenn. D. Paige.  Prof. Paige’s classic book, Nonkilling Global Political Science has already been translated into over 20 languages and being discussed widely as a Magna-carta of change. Killing for whatever purpose it is done cannot be justified, according to him and when one seeks a new social order should not a paradigm shift be aimed at? Can there be a nonviolent society without trying to drive home the principles and virtues of a nonkilling society?
We have a lot to learn from animal world. Swans and penguins remain faithful to their mates life long. Bees, ants and birds form disciplined social groups. Elephants have a joint family system caring for each other. Even the crows care for the injured mate. If only all of us care for each other and follow the sane voice of Gandhi the world would be a better place to live in for every one. The aim of religion is not to fill the empty vessels but to turn the eye of the soul towards light. 
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