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INTER-RELIGIOUS RELATIONS IN
A MULTICULTURAL SOCIETY

There are few countries in the world which are not faced
with different religions and confessions. This is a result of
numerous social factors: from historic reasons to contemporary
migrations and different economic and political processes which
are taking place around the globe. Sociologists (especially soci-
ologists of religion) who are researching impacts of religious or
confessional denominations on social relations have become
interested in this issue. The current review addresses inter-relig-
ious relations in a multi-religious society from a sociologist's
perspective. This approach bears certain shortcomings as well as
a few advantages. It is likely that theologians would take an
entirely different approach but one of the strengths of a sociolo-
gist's view is that s/he is free from an analysis of multi-relig-
iousness burdened by theological doctrines.

In the last ten years, Americans have become almost
obsessed by such issues as “multiculturalism” and “multi-relig-
iousness”. Rightly, they point out that the United States are a
“diversified society” in which different cultures and religions
have contributed to (instead of hindering) the country's develop-
ment. In general, sensitivity to diversity is a customary feature
of liberal societies. When tackling these issues, a sociologist
operating on the territory of ex-Yugoslav republics faces at least
four types of the “multi” phenomenon: a) “multi-religious”; b)
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“multi-confessional”’; ¢) “multi-cultural” and d) “multi-ethnic”.
Naturally, it is difficult to engage in a strict classification of each
“type” as multi-religious is often intertwined with multi-cultural
and, in the local context, with multi-national. However, this is
not exclusively true of the Southeastern Europe. It can be argued
that mixed environments in terms of religion, confession and
culture are not only the future but the reality of the contemporary
world. One should not ignore the lack of consensus among
sociologists regarding the definition of each of the “multi” types.
For instance, Dr. Josip Zupanov argues that multiculturalism
derives from state nationalism in which ethnic communities act
as cultural rather than an ethno-national identity. According to
this author, a pressure to create a multi-cultural society from
ethno-national communities can be counterproductive. For the
moment, we shall set such controversies aside.

Up until this day, multi-religiousness and multi-confes-
sionalism have always led to coexistence as a natural outcome
of development (“Oh, people, We are creating you from a single
man and a single woman and We are splitting you in peoples
and tribes so that you can get to know each other” — The Koran
XLIX, 13). When using the term coexistence, as a sociologist, I
do not imply a life near by another (as proclaimed by certain
national and religious leaders) but a life with the other(s).

The time of religious and confessional imperialism is gone
by. It has been replaced by a period of religious and confessional
pluralism. Pluralism implies that a number of different groups
acting in a society provide its multi-confessional characteristics.
“Religion” and “confession” transform into “religions” and “con-
fessions”, homogenous religious and confessional entities be-
come plural. If we study the Old Testament or the New Testa-
ment or the Koran, we can notice that these holly scriptures
contain evidence of religious pluralism. It is viewed therein as
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a contextual and contemporary reality, the same way pluralism
is viewed nowadays (religious, confessional, political... ). It is
clear that the time of “exclusion” of different views and other
cultures is behind us. Instead of uniformity in intra-religious and
intra-confessional relations, one should seek for legitimate di-
versity. Advocates of “pluralist theology” rightly emphasize past
and current differences and disagreements in this field. Plurality
of religions in a society is not inevitably conducive to conflict.
Instead, it depends on the overall inter-religious and social
relations. Pluralism can result in serious difficulties if one relig-
ion is upgraded to a “official religion” (or elevated on a pedestal
by politics). The second danger emerges when religious plural-
ism attempts to close itself within the boundaries of the so-called
“Abraham's religions”. Instead, it must be open to all. One thing
is certain, however: pluralism cannot take imposed wisdom or
majority votes in confessional or political traditions. Many con-
temporary societies consist of diverse ethnic, religious and con-
fessional communities. Ethnic, linguistic and cultural differences
bear an impact on inter-religious relations. Is it necessary to
remind people of the war between 1991 and 19957 It has become
clear in concerned societies that it is not good for them to adopt
religious views as “supreme guiding principles”, nor is it good
for them to become socially marginal. It is especially relevant
to engage in a fair representation of (ethnic, religious and cul-
tural) traditions of other groups within “our own” confessional
community. We cannot expect “our representatives” to dictate
inter-confessional relations. In this process of “representation”,
it is key to avoid minimization or degradation of religious and
cultural traditions of “others”. This should be taken into account
by designers of religious education programs in public schools
and by authors of textbooks intended for that purpose. Respon-
sibility, of course, also lies with policy makers and institutions
approving such programs and textbooks.
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In this way, we can avoid religious integralism. Namely,
the model of religious integralism typically emerges in the
context of “fear” from domination by followers of “another”
religious or confessional group, i.e. when a desire for preserva-
tion of one's own religious or confessional denomination is
coupled with perception of deprivation. To a great extent, inte-
gralism reduces communication to membership in the same
religious/confessional group and exclusivity is, in principle, de-
fined in relation to followers of other religious groups. A dog-
matic lack of tolerance is being transferred to personal intoler-
ance among believers.

Sociological models of inter-religious and inter-confes-
sional relations can be classified in at least three groups:

a) Exclusivism: a sociological symptom is the attitude that
one's own religion is the only “right”, “true” whereas
others are “bogus”. This attitude fortifies religious and
confessional boundaries and leads to a possible deterio-
ration in natural ties with other religious and confes-
sional groups. It can result in conflict. Hence, is it
possible for religious exclusivism and religious/confes-
sional pluralism to coexist? Certainly not. Words of the
Spaniard Ibn' Arabia come to mind: “To a man whose
religion is different than my own I shall no longer say:
My religion is better than yours™. Of course, individuals
living in Southeastern Europe have not only followed
religious fanaticism and exclusivism — they elevated it
to idolatry. One of the assumptions for ecumenism, trust
building and reconciliation is to leave behind religious
and national exclusivism.

b) Inclusion: in sociology, diagnosed in an idea of a single
world religion. Ignores differences in the interest of a
general sense of community.
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¢) Pluralism: people adhere to their own religious and
confessional membership while having full respect and
understanding for beliefs of “others”. A variety of ecu-
menical movements and dialogues and other initiatives
result from it. This idea is the origin of the World
Council of Churches, World Religions for Peace (with
a branch office in Sarajevo), Inter-religious Council of
Bosnia-Herzegovina (actually limited to four confes-
sions but it is expected to encompass other religious
communities present in Bosnia-Herzegovina in future).
Inter-religious services with representatives of different
religious communities, each conducting a prayer in
accordance with specific religious traditions and rites
are being introduced in Bosnia-Herzegovina. All of the
above initiatives help strengthen culture of religious
pluralism among the population, either directly or indi-
rectly. Naturally, these do not exclude further efforts in
search for new forms and contents that can help reduce
religious and confessional distance that was left among
the believers after the war. The conflict in former
Yugoslavia was not only among Serbs, Croats and
Bosniacs, as defined in terms of ethnicity, but also
among members of different religious communities (Or-
thodox, Catholic and Muslim). Any attempt to list
empirical evidence in support of this claim would deter
us too far away from the topic.

In order to eliminate reasons for misunderstanding, let us
return to the first model (exclusivism). To a greater or lesser
degree, every religion considers itself as the “true” one. Bha-
gavad-gita (XVI, 18) talks about the “true religion”. “Abandon
all religion and give yourself in to Me” (XVIII, 66). Similar
exclusivism can be spotted in the Old Testament as well as in
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the Koran. Allah's religion is a “true religion but most people
ignore that” (XXX, 30); that is “the only true religion” (XXI,
92), etc. From a theological or a theoretical perspective, the
attitude “my religion is true”, “it is the best one” is a viable
attitude. A sociologist, however, is puzzled by such terms as “the
best” or “true”’. Are we not implicitly imposing our criteria for
assessment of “the best” or “true”? A sociologist starts from an
attitude that life in a plural religious society requires us to
abandon the debate on whose religious and confessional tradition
is “true” or “good” and whose traditions are embedded in “evil”.
Were not evils in the world (including those in the last century
of the second millennium) committed in the name of almost
every “living” religion?

I suppose that some believers will have a hard time
accepting this claim. They believe that it is their duty to empha-
size the “true” nature of their religion. They do not enjoy
statements that all religions are equal. Nevertheless, they need
to get used to them. Intellectual honesty requires believers to
acknowledge that it is impossible to hold any religious culture
superior to others. If someone cherishes his or her religion and
confession (as should be expected) it is not necessary to hate and
prosecute “others”. Conflicts are not an outcome of coexistence
of different religions and confessions but of a “spirit of intoler-
ance” which needs to be abolished.

Having said this, we do not intend to neglect similarities
and differences among religions. We are fully aware of socio-
logical differences resulting from different rites, places of origin
and cultural dispersion, doctrines, ethical teachings, relation to
the world around, etc. For instance, let us take participation in
communal services with huge discrepancies in different religions.
Another example is sought in sacrifice: in some religions, people
sacrifice animals; in others, they sacrifice flowers, fruit, fra-
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grances, food, etc. Certain religions require that a head be
covered during prayers — others forbid that. In some religions,
people pray with their hands held together, in other religions,
they stand with their hands on their sides, yet in other religions,
they are seated with their legs crossed, etc. The stated and other
sociological differences, however, do not entitle anyone to dis-
respect the “other” and to consider his or her religious rituals as
less worthy. It is a nonsense, at least from a sociologist's point
of view, to debate which religion is superior to another or the
others.

This brings us to another sociological element relevant to
coexistence: tolerance, acceptability. It ruled in China, India,
Roman Empire and Islamic states, to state just a few examples.
In his “Debate on Tolerance” , Voltaire describes tolerance with
regard to other cultures and traditions. He used an example from
Athens where there was a shrine dedicated to foreign goods. “Is
there any stronger proof of care for all peoples than respect for
their cultures?” (Voltaire). Tolerance has never started a civil
war , whereas intolerance covered the earth in corpses and blood.

Tolerance is not about saying “I am tolerant”. Tolerance
means being tolerant to another and different (ethnicity, religion,
confession, way of thinking, political beliefs...). Tolerance is an
assumption for civil society, not only one of its values.

Sociologists agree that tolerance makes no sense if its
subject lacks political power (only if I have the power can I be
tolerant with the powerless). It is wrong to understand tolerance
as bearing something (that is why we do not call it ability to
bear), because one bears what one must bear. It is wrong to
reduce tolerance to indifference. Being indifferent does not mean
accepting differences and tolerance does. Self-control and care
for the other is deeply rooted in tolerance. Tolerance is an ethic
value. In ethnically and religiously heterogeneous societies, the
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question of ethnic and religious tolerance is of particular rele-
vance. Being tolerant to other cultures, peoples, religions has
eventually acquired a meaning of being civilized, well bred, with
good manners. Only in turbulent national and confessional pas-
sions (a “Bosnian pot” during and after the war) could you be
seen as “fighting against your own nation and religion” if you
were in favor of tolerance (or willing to participate in conferences
like this one)!

Sociologists are right to point out that freedom of confes-
sion for members of different religious groups should not be
equated with spiritual tolerance. Tolerance requires us to with-
hold from interference in actions and thoughts of others when
they do not suit us. Precisely, tolerance is expressed in our
relation to things we dislike.

Lying at the other end of the spectrum from tolerance,
intolerance in a multi-confessional society can spur a tendency
to make the “holly” an integral part of the official social life.
This leads us to fallibility of reconciliation, conflicts and prose-
cutions.

It goes without saying that there are limits to tolerance.
We cannot tolerate nationalists, fascists, racist behavior and
violation of freedoms. Hence, intolerance can be justified only
in relation to behaviors hindering the implementation of toler-
ance. Religious tolerance and equality among the states have
become the “sacred values” of modern times.

Our relationship with other and different is important for
coexistence. Sociology of history alerts us that there is nothing
new in representation of other as barbarian and self as hero,
human and just individual. Insulting and degrading others leads
to insulting and degrading oneself. This is especially obvious in
social conflicts which, among other things, bear an ethnic and
religious symbolism. Thus, even in the aftermath of the war in
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Bosnia-Herzegovina, there was a “fear from the other” along
with the old and new prejudices concerning “others” as a result
of wounds acquired during the warfare. Justifying oneself and
putting the blame on others for horrors committed during the
war in the period from 1991 to 1995 was a sign of both “national”
and religious ill-being.

Acceptance of “other” is an ethical commitment. “Living”
religions impose respect and love for the neighbor. Nowadays,
this means taking a step forward and engaging in a dialogue with
neighbors (we do not imply literally and solely with those living
next door). We are referring to those we call (and who identify
themselves as) “others” and “different”. We ought to be able to
cooperate with and learn from those “others” and “different”.
Not only talk to each other but also be ready to hear what “others”
and “different” think about “us”. Listen to their arguments and
be willing to adjust our own attitudes and opinions. In order to
establish a successful inter-religious dialogue we need to admit
in all honesty that that traditional beliefs concerning others act
as obstacles. Each individual is responsible for disposing of this
part of tradition along the way.

The state of fear after the war, social and ethnic distance
can be overcome through dialogue. Dialogue is becoming in-
creasingly important at the beginning of the 215 century. It is
not a surprise then that a separate “theory of dialogue” is being
developed nowadays. A sociologist could claim that there is no
Islam or Christianity but only Muslims or Christians (people, not
religious entities) which enables them to engage in a dialogue.
Dialogue with other religions and pluralism which respects
integrity of different religious traditions “lies before the destiny
of the world” (J. Polkinghorne). In other words, those among us
living here who can understand what is common to Judaism,
Christianity and Islam and to their outcomes, they have a future.
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In a plural society, religious communities will find suffi-
cient grounds for dialogue: from joint assistance and initiatives
aimed at mitigating social problems, to ecology, drug problems,
peace, reconstruction of devastated religious shrines. The truth
is that religious community leaders have not encouraged violence
and devastation of shrines, but unfortunately, perpetrators of
those crimes were often adorned by religious symbols. To make
things even worse, they believed that they were doing something
“in the name of” and “benefiting” those symbols!!

Participants in a dialogue need to be free to identify
themselves (“we” should not decide who they are and what
“they” represent). In a plural religious and confessional commu-
nity, composed of people with different religious views, a dia-
logue can be conducive to harmony. Dialogue is always spiritu-
ally enriching for the participants Each participant in a dialogue
should be ready to “instruct” other participants as well as to “be
instructed”. There are no predefined roles for “teachers” and
“pupils” in a dialogue. Everybody should play both roles simul-
taneously. An opposed scenario is to project converting “others”
as an aim of a dialogue or to “raise their doubts” about their own
religion — such a dialogue is set for failure.

Dialogue requires frust. Furthermore, trust is necessary in
the process of reconciliation. “When there is abundant reason to
hate in a state, religion must offer numerous ways to reconcile”
warned Monstesquicu. A common aim of leaders of all three
religions with the largest number of believers (Muslim, Orthodox
and Catholic) who have (possibly without their fault) been
“dragged in” the war and loss of trust, should be to stand against

1 Helsinki Committee warns in their Report on violation of human rights
in Bosnia-Herzegovina (No. 34-12/99) that there is still occurrence of
attacks on religious community premises and sacral buildings, devastation
of graves, etc.
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abuse of religion and confession for nationalist or political
purposes. They should stand above such primitivism if they wish
well for themselves and the peoples. One of the preconditions
for reconciliation in Southeastern Europe is self-criticism by
religious communities regarding their role in conflicts. “Every-
thing must be done in order to build trust, and everything that
can hinder it should be avoided” (A. Einstein).

In multi-confessional environments in which it is empiri-
cally true that confession matches nationality, like in the former
Yugoslavia, inter-confessional relations can be harmed by deifi-
cation of a nation? . Unfortunately, the last decade has shown
that individuals belonging to any of the traditional confessional
communities are equally inclined to doing that, although there
is no space for deification of a nation in the tradition of Abraham
(Judaism-Christianity-Islam). They are all children of the same
Father, to use theologians' terminology. Hence a true believer
should adore his or her nation in equal moderation as that of a
true democrat. Deifiers of nations keep forgetting that origin and
nationality play no role before God. Instead, faith counts (I am
taking into account here only Christianity and Islam for their

2 ”One could think that creation of an official, national church, as was the
case in many European countries, would strengthen the feeling of togeth-
erness because it links national and religious identity and gives to citizens,
in addition to political contents, common cultural features. In fact, it seems
that the opposite occurs. In countries with an established church, where
religious identity is more prescribed than voluntary, people often lean
towards secularism and, in many cases, become truly anti-clerical. On the
other hand, countries without an established, official church, often feel a
high degree of an honest religious membership. That is also the case of
the USA, where no official church was established and despite an
increasingly secular public life,. the country has continued to enjoy a
much higher degree of religousness than any European country with a
national church” (Francis Fukuyama, Pomirenje, Zagreb, “Izvori” 200, p.
3000)
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relevance in events over the past decade). Originally, both Chris-
tians and Muslims rely more on unity before God, than on
differences between nations.

In the aftermath of the war in 1991 — 1995, there was a,
maybe even subconscious, spread of religious symbolism. Let us
state two examples. Religious symbols were placed in parts of
the Federation, in public squares and on surrounding hills! Since
the state determines where and when its symbols can be placed,
religious communities should do the same thing when it comes
to their own religious symbols. In principle, putting up religious
symbols should not be irritating for anyone. However, if it is done
in micro-social environments with multi-confessional character-
istics and in a way that we witnessed (a domineering presence of
a symbol of a single confession) then it gives us reason to worry.
It is seen as religious exclusivism that cannot be recommended
in modern social relations. In addition, members of all confessions
have “sacrificed their lives in the war so that their nation and
confession could survive”. Ceremonies have been introduced on
the Dan Sehida, Dan Zahvalnosti, etc. (elements of civil religion).
But that is an issue for another discussion.

Let us return to inter-religious and inter-confessional so-
cial relations. Every relation of one to another religion, as a rule,
is a relation of a “majority” to a “minority”. Social environments
characterized by an outstanding multi-confessionality are rare.
Every religious community encounters this problem of “minori-
ties”. Every religious community was a “minority” at the time
of its inception and maintains this characteristic throughout its
history , sometimes in different geographical locations (and
sometimes even in the environment where it was created). “Mi-
nority” groups often live in separate areas in order to preserve
their specificity. Usually “bordering” communities fear conver-
sion to a discriminating minority and people are ready to keep
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a low profile about their religious and national identity to pre-
serve their social status. For this reason, it has often been said
that a relationship with other, “minority” communities is a mirror
of cultural and religious open mindedness of each community,
including religious ones. In other words, it reflects the state of
inter-confessional relations.

Why should members of a “majority” religion make an
effort, as a sign of tolerance, regarding “minority” religions? To
support freedom of religious beliefs; tolerance to their holly
scriptures; right to preserve a specific religious culture; right to
preach their own religion; right of their believers to organize
family life in accordance with religious affiliation; enable them
to develop their own publishing and information structures as
well as links with such services in their religious centers instead
of objecting to it; enable them to write and disseminate their
publications, translate their literature from other languages; cre-
ate conditions for cooperation and unhindered communication of
a religious “minority” with its center in another state; create
enabling conditions for erection of shrines (as well as the right
to acquire those shrines through purchase or endowment, etc.);
right to establish and operate charity institutions; access to local
and foreign schools for their representatives; respect for their
religious holidays; respect for their diet, etc.

Throughout multi-religious communities in Southeastern
Europe, there is a need to raise awareness that unity and diversity
are not mutually exclusive but inclusive. Awareness regarding
unity which includes and promotes diversity (M. Babic) leads to
a full life. Religious pluralism implies plurality of differences.
Awareness raising on peaceful coexistence, mutual responsibility
and respect for different religions and confessions is needed. It
iS necessary to raise awareness on interconnectedness of all
religions and confessions. To do so, it is necessary to have an
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ecumenical mind that has been defined by Karl-Josef Kuschel
as “knowledge of each other, mutual respect, mutual responsi-

bility and mutual cooperation”.

This was a brief account by a sociologist regarding inter-
religious relations. Of course, it is possible to view these issues
from other perspectives.

3 Karl-Josef Kuschel, Spor oko Abrahama, Sarajevo 2000, “Svijetlo rijeci”,
p. 217

50



