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Speech by
His Excellency Thaksin Shinawatra
Prime Minister of Thailand
at the 12™ General Assembly
of the Christian Conference of Asia
Lotus Hotel, Pang Suan Kaew, Chiang Mai
Monday, 4 April 2005

The General Secretary of the World Council of Churches,

The Presidents, General Secretary, and Distinguished Delegates
from the Christian Conference of Asia,

The General Secretary of the Church of Christ in Thailand,
The President of the Host Institution, Payap University,
Venerable Leaders and Representatives

of the Various Religious Communities,

Distinguished Delegates,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Before I begin, allow me to express, on behalf of the Government
and people of Thailand, our deepest condolences and grief on the passing
away of His Holiness Pope John Paul II. This feeling of profound sorrow is

- felt not only within the Roman- Catholic Church but by peoples of all faiths

everywhere. We mourn the death of a great man who has done so much for
global peace, understanding and harmony all around the world.

Distinguished Guests,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

A community of peace for all is being built today, here in this room,
at this distinguished gathering to mark the Twelfth General Assembly of the
Christian Conference of Asia. I am told that this meeting brings together
leaders and delegates from some 18 different countries, representing over 100
Christian church groups and councils. Many of you have travelled a long way
to Thailand, and I am especially proud to welcome you to my home province
of Chiang Mai, where I was born and grew up.

Last October, I had the pleasure of delivering the keynote speech at
the World Congress organised by the International Catholic Union of the
Press. Today, I am honoured to address yet another important Christian
gathering. As a proud graduate of Montfort College here in Chiang Mai, I am
only too well aware of the important role of Christian schools and universities .
in promoting Thailand’s educational system. Many of you may not be aware




that -- in addition to myself -- my wife and children also graduated from
Christian schools in Thailand, where they received not only a very sound
education but also exposure to many fine Christian values. On my part, one of
the most important things I discovered was that all religions have basically the
same objective in common, that is, to teach their followers to do good deeds
and to serve as worthy members of society.

This valuable lesson reminds me of a book I once read several
years ago, entitled A Historv of Ged by Karen Armstrong. This book
provides a fascinating study of how humans have perceived God throughout
history and how the world’s major religions had developed. The author, who
is a former Roman Catholic nun, points out that all religions essentially teach
their followers to love peace and to have compassion for one’s fellow human
beings. Many of the religious principles are basically the same, but they
have often been. misinterpreted to yield not-so-peaceful results. This
misinterpretation of religious teachings is a source of major concem in our
world today, and is an issue I will touch upon later on in my remarks.

Distinguished Delegates,

The theme of this 12™ General Assembly, “Building Communities

of Peace for All”, is a most noble one, and ties in perfectly with what I have
just said. I personally find that “Peace” is a highly important theme and
goal, not only for the Christian religion, but also for virtually all religious
communities.

In one of his monumental sermons to his disciples, Jesus Christ
once said: “Blessed are the Peacemakers: for they shall be called the
children of God.” This clearly indicates to me that the twin duties of
“peace-making” and peace-keeping” form an essential part of the Christian
faith and life. From my observation, they are also indispensable elements in
the teachings and aspirations of all the major world religions. Let me cite a
few examples.

Peace, or Santi, is an attribute of the highest importance in the
Hindu religion. Similarly, followers of both Judaism and Christianity
understand “peace” to be a special gift from God that characterises the
fulfillment of human life.

The Islamic religion also holds up peace as a gift of Allah that we
should receive and realise in our lives, both individually and communally. In




the Koran, it is expressly stated that “Every time they kindle the fire of war, -
God shall extinguish it. ... God loves not those who create disorder.” In
addition, the killing of innocent people is explicitly forbidden by the Koran
and is considered to be “as great a sin as murdering all of mankind.”

On the part of Buddhism, the Buddhist goal of Nibbana, or
Nirvana, symbolises ultimate and perfect peace, both with oneself and with
others. At the same time, two key principles of Buddhism are Karuna, or
compassion, and Metta, or loving kindness, both of which are essential
elements for peace to exist. Through loving kindness, we recognise that, just
as we wish to live happily and peacefully, our fellow human beings also
wish to live happily and peacefully.

Distinguished Delegates,

As you can see, the central theme of your conference focuses on a
vitally important principle for all religions. It is also a major issue presently
facing the peoples and governments of the world. We all love peace, but
sometimes peace can be so elusive. It often seems to run away from us, until
we have to give chase with every effort we have. Indeed, the past decade
has witnessed growing violence and acts of terrorism in virtually every
region of the earth. Our own Asian continent has also not been spared from
their fatal effects.

Among the many sub-topics of this General Assembly are the
problem of terrorism and the negative impacts of globalisation. Like it or not,
we all live in a globalised world, and globalisation is bound to have both
positive and negative effects on us. It is totally up to us whether we shall
harness the positive elements of globalisation for our own benefit, or allow
ourselves to be swept away by the negative tide of this phenomenon. In the
present age of globalisation, we must be prepared to face the free flow of
goods, services, people, technology, information, and financial resources. We
can adapt ourselves and use such free flow to our benefit, or we can sit idly by
and allow ourselves to be adversely affected by it. '

To my mind, one of the major socio-economic impacts reflecting
the negative side of globalisation are the problems of radicalism, terrorism,
and random violence, which have affected virtually every region of the
world — whether 1t be the United States, Europe, or the Asia-Pacific.
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Acts of terrorism have existed for decades, but a fundamental
question we all must ask ourselves is “What perpetuates terrorism at the
unprecedented level of violence that we see today?” Are the terrorist acts
simply a result of misguided views and misinterpretations of the terrorists’
beliefs? Or is there also a historical foundation for such violent acts, based
on long-standing injustices and the unfair treatment of peoples in certain
communities and societies?

At present, much of the world’s attention focuses on anti-terrorist
activities and how best to counter the threat of terrorism. However, we may
well have neglected the crucial question of how we can eliminate terrorism
and radicalism at their source. This may perhaps be done through a process
of understanding, empathising, and reaching out. By “understanding”, I
mean that we must try to comprehend the root causes of radicalism and deal
effectively with any inherent sense of injustice.

This is not to say, Ladies and Gentlemen, that through such
actions, we shall be able to rid the world of radicalism. In the purest sense
of the word, there is actually nothing wrong with “radicalism” in itself. As
a matter of fact, one may find that so-called “radicals” have been the main

proponents of progress in science, technology, philosophy, and creativity
throughout the history of mankind.

I have nothing but the greatest respect when I say that Jesus,
Mohammed and Buddha, were all “radicals” in their own times, meaning
that their ideas were far ahead of their era. The same holds true in the case
of Galileo, Darwin and Einstein. However, the progressive thoughts of these
great figures were simply a radical and positive interpretation of life, and
how we can all co-exist through peaceful means. Their “radicalism” did not
beget violence in any way. This stands in contrast to the narrow brand of
ideology we see today, which has emerged from a historical sense of
injustice and leading to violent radicalism.

The problem that we currently face is that, at the heart of the
teachings of each prophet — or some would say “messengers of God” — is a
deep and profound philosophy that is subject to interpretation. We in the
modern world must face the fact that this random process of subjective
interpretation may give rise to a kind of “misinterpretation” that leads to the
use of violent means to achieve a certain end.

Although Thailand is not directly in the path of the existing
disputes over ideology, we unfortunately cannot escape from the peripheral




effects of the problem. One of the challenges that many countries, including
Thailand, are facing is the global phenomenon of a new strain of radical
militancy often arising from a misinterpretation or misunderstanding of
religious principles. I believe that this is a great travesty since religion is too
holy a matter to be used as an instrument to serve the interests of man.

Like other countries in Europe and the Americas, Thailand cannot
escape from this present global reality. Therefore, we must do our best to
comprehend and come to terms with this phenomenon. By this, I mean that
we must not allow conflict to arise among ourselves from misunderstanding or
mistrust. We must not create further opportunities for the expansion of such
militancy from our own ignorance or neglect. And we must do all we can to
limit such militancy through the elements of cooperation, development and
substantive dialogue. This is what I seek to achieve during my second term in
office, with a view to realising a peaceful, harmonious and prosperous society
in Thailand. And it is only through such means can we hope to achieve the
goal of this conference in “building communities of peace Sor all’, whether in
Thailand or throughout the world at large.

Distinguished Delegates,
Ladies and Gentlemen,  ~ =~

The Conference you are holding this week is of great relevance to
the future of our region and beyond. You have chosen to discuss and focus on
a variety of issues that are key areas in building peaceful societies and
communities. All of them are of great importance. All deal with matters that
often spawn misunderstanding, conflict, and violence among different ethnic,
religious, and cultural groups.

Since this is a religious gathering, and primarily a Christian
gathering, I was particularly impressed to see that one of the ten topics you
are discussing is “Interfaith Relations”. 1 was very pleased to learn that your
hosts for these meetings, the Church of Christ in Thailand and Payap
University, have an Institute specially dedicated to creating and fostering
better understanding among different religions and cultural communities.
This is a very open-minded approach that is most worthy of support.

Peace, as stated in the UNESCO Declaration on a Culture of Peace,
is not simply the absence of conflict, but also requires a positive, dynamic,
participatory process, where dialogue is encouraged and conflicts are solved
in a spirit of mutual understanding and cooperation. I strongly believe that if




peoples from different religious and cultural backgrounds and traditions can
meet together to discuss their differences as well as similarities, the end
result will be the emergence of a peaceful and harmonious society. In this
regard, I would like to applaud Payap University and its Institute for the
Study of Religion and Culture for its involvement in promoting interfaith and
intercultural understanding. I also commend the Christian Conference of

Asia for organising this important meeting, and look forward to learning the
results of your deliberations.

Thank you very much.




