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Introduction

1) Cultural and religious diversity are precious assets and resources for those who strive to coexist in democratic societies, as we will now try to show. Culture and religion can both serve to humanise, but also dehumanise, men and women. Atrocities have been and are committed in the name of cultural and religious identity. As Hélé Béji of the International College in Tunis has said, while the modern democratic conscience has argued for the equivalence of cultures, cultural demands do not necessarily lead to a democratic conscience
. So no cultural irenics: from the standpoint of human rights, democracy and the rule of law, it is difficult to argue for the automatic equivalence of cultures and forms of religious expression. The religious dimension of intercultural dialogue can only be approached from the standpoint of the shared values of democratic humanism, and without denying that there may be tensions and divergences between these shared values and certain other religious and non-religious conceptions and between different conceptions of human kind and the world, be they religious or atheistic, such as the manner in which sexual differences are conceived. 

A. Dialogue between religious communities and public authorities:  summary of the problem
2) At the heart of Europe's identity as a civilisation is a tension between politics and religion, and pacification through law and the politics of religious conflict. Europe has a wealth of cultural, linguistic and religious diversity and could be said to be characterised by plurality. If this plurality is to be considered from a religious angle, three key elements that are historical constituents of Europe's identity as a civilisation need to be borne in mind:
- Europe has a wealth not only of religious heritages but also of philosophical traditions questioning faiths, and their claims and pretensions. Reason, critical questioning, free inquiry and doubt are just as much a part of European cultural heritage as the religious traditions that form part of its history. It could even be argued that a constant dialectic between faith and doubt, or belief and reason, is at the heart of Europe's identity as a civilisation.
- Another constant feature of Europe's history is the debate on the respective boundaries and autonomy of the spiritual and temporal powers. The very existence of tensions between the two is evidence that in European culture there is a clear distinction between them. Admittedly, all sorts of combinations of the two powers, including their quasi-fusion (or confusion), have characterised a European history that has been scarred by wars of religion. Nor did the spiritual and the temporal achieve their independence of each other overnight and the process was often fiercely resisted. Nevertheless, the respective autonomy of the spiritual and the temporal is now a key feature of European civilisation.
- Confessional conflicts, religious wars and anti-Semitism have had a profound influence on Europe's history. If Europe's past is characterised by violence associated with religion, it is also, and above all, the story of the pacification of this violence and the emergence of democratic societies that respect freedom of conscience and thought.
 Europe signifies the historic construction of civil peace and tolerance, enabling its countries to establish themselves as political communities that acknowledge the multiple religious and philosophical choices of its peoples. This process, the result of the separation of politics and law from religion, is at the heart of Europe's identity, and forms the basis of the Council of Europe's activities.
3) It is against this background that the religious issue has returned to the public stage. The role of government in regulating religious activity and other issues relating to religion are once again on the political agendas of numerous European countries after it had been thought that establishing the respective independence of the political and religious domains had settled the matter once and for all – particularly as the secularisation of institutions and individuals gave the impression that religion had become a purely private and personal matter. This includes:
· the growing religious diversity of a Europe traditionally characterised by a particular geographical distribution of the religious affiliations and dimensions of numerous national and regional identities;

· the inability of arrangements derived from traditional church-state relations to cope with the expansion of new religious groups, such as evangelical and pentecostalist communities;

· the religious illiteracy of younger generations, who generally no longer receive any religious education and have no knowledge of their own country's religious heritage. Consideration is once more being given to religious teaching in schools;

· a resurgence of anti-Semitism;

· a range of questions connected with Islam: the impact of current international issues such as the Middle East and terrorism, bomb attacks carried out in European cities like Madrid and London by persons calling themselves Muslims and the organisation and integration of Islam in various European countries where Muslims represent a significant minority; 

· abuses relating to sects, with fears that certain forms of religious commitment are a threat to fundamental freedoms and human rights;

· how to manage religious diversity in schools and hospitals and the effects of dress codes and diets, particularly Muslim ones;

· ways of dealing with differences between the sexes and attitudes to homosexuality, gay marriage and same sex parenting;

· debates, controversy and violence surrounding caricatures of Mohammed and the trade-off between freedom of expression and religious freedom; 

· a revival in certain countries of anti-clericalism and criticisms of religion as an alienating and retrograde force; 

· the references to Europe's religious heritages in the preambles to the EU's Charter of Fundamental Rights and draft Constitutional Treaty, and to the religious dimension in the debates on Turkish membership of the EU;

· controversies about the funding of certain religious events;

· renewed media interest in religious matters, problems and charismatic personalities, including the success of novels such as the Da Vinci Code.

These are just a few examples to show that religion has once more become a issue of state, in both the education and other fields. Once again, discussion is focussing on the place and role of religion and the boundaries between the religious and public spheres, with varying degrees of conflict attending the subject. And in the background, the question of how to secure coexistence, social cohesion and acceptance of shared values over and above those of greater cultural and religious pluralism. This is the context for the re-emergence in several countries of questions on national identity, at a time when people are also concerned about Europe's identity in a globalising world.  

4) Religion cannot be reduced to its private and personal aspects.

In France, the Stasi report on the principle of secularism in the republic
 show why, even in a country that emphasises strongly the separation of church and state, religion is far from being, as is often thought, a purely private matter. 

According to the secular principle, it explains, spiritual and religious choices are a matter of individual freedom. However, this certainly does not mean that these issues are confined to the individual conscience and that they have no social dimension and cannot be the subject of public debate. Secularism draws a distinction between spiritual or religious expression in the public sphere, which is a legitimate and essential element of democratic debate, and its dominance over that sphere, which is illegitimate. The representatives of the different spiritual options are quite justified as such in taking part in public debate, like any other component of society.

It would be a sociological and political mistake to treat religious communities as private clubs and place them on the same plane as anglers' or bird watchers' associations (respectable as these activities may be). Most countries have established certain distinctive legal arrangements for religious communities. As sociological structures and realities, religions have a number of specific features.  They have broad-ranging networks at their lowest levels while their local organisations are linked to regional, national and international structures, which means that they constitute horizontal and vertical networks offering considerable potential. Religions are resources based on conviction, identity and ethnicity. Religious communities articulate both local and global interests, the particular and the general. They are concerned with the common good. In this sense, they contribute to their members' socialisation and moral education, and also help to form their individual, collective, social and geographical identities. They are deeply rooted in their localities and at the same time open their adherents' eyes to the national and international dimensions and help to establish new forms of solidarity. They are concerned with general issues, values and education, and the religious sector constitutes a vast reservoir of voluntary and community action. There is no reason therefore why government or the state should deny themselves the contribution of religious communities to education and the promotion of the founding values of pluralist democracy. Moreover, their participation in the public domain and their contribution to the public good will offer religions themselves greater protection against the temptation to withdraw into their own communities and sectarian tendencies. They will be invited to practice the virtues of civic and civil dialogue among themselves, and while interfaith dialogue is part of their purview government and the authorities have a natural interest in civic and humanist dialogue between persons of different faiths. 

B. European experience of relations between religious communities and local, regional, national and international authorities 

5) Secularism, which must not be identified with the French system of church-state relations, is a European value
The French terms laïcité and laïque are difficult to translate into certain European languages, particularly English and German, and the terms are often associated specifically with the French historical experience of church-state relations. In fact, it can be argued that other European countries also speak of secularism and that the concept is acknowledged by the European Court of Human Rights, which refers to it in a number of judgments. Above all, the phenomenon is more important than the word. Micheline Milot, a Canadian academic who has studied secularism in Quebec, rightly stresses the need to separate the concept from the historic French context in which it emerged and its ideological application, and to think of it instead as a political concept
. According to Milot, secularism signifies the political, and then the legal, arrangements governing the place of religion in civil society and public institutions
.

In a number of contributions
, we have developed the notion that, far from being something distinctively French, secularism is based on a number of key principles that can be applied to a variety of forms of church-state relations. There are three such principles: 

1. Freedom of conscience, thought and religion, which includes the freedom to have or not to have a religion, to change one's religion and to practise it, subject only to respect for the law, democracy and human rights;
2. Equal rights and duties of all citizens, irrespective of their religious or philosophical beliefs, which means that government and the state must not discriminate against persons because of their religious or philosophical positions;

3. The respective autonomy of the state and religions, which signifies that they each enjoy freedom and independence with regard to the other, subject to respect for the law and democracy. 

The fundamental principles of secularism are established throughout Europe, though with variations according to the particular church-state relationship applicable in member countries. In varying forms and to varying degrees this European secularism applies in every country of the continent, though some apply it more strictly than others. However, the existence of an operational form of European secularism does not mean that everything is perfect in the best of all worlds.

6) Historically and culturally, Europe comprises Catholic, Lutheran, Orthodox and Muslim countries and the different ways in which countries have related to them have affected their nation-building process and their progress to democracy. In several countries, political autonomy has been achieved without any excessive conflict with the dominant religion. Moreover, in the countries of the former Communist bloc, the return to democracy and various forms of religious recognition were achieved simultaneously. The multiple and complex reality of church-state relations in Europe should not be equated with any particular national situation. Instead, we need to identify common principles that are unrelated to any one nation's distinctive features and historical experience. 

7) It can be said that secularism in Europe is basically associated with religious recognition, in other words while respecting the respective independence of state and confessions and safeguarding the corresponding fundamental principles of freedom and non-discrimination, it acknowledges religions' social, educational and civic roles and as such incorporates them into the public sphere. In Europe, secularism does not necessarily signify an absence of co-operation between public bodies and religions. Most countries have established systems for recognising confessions and involving them in a number of public activities. The extent of and arrangements for the recognition of religious communities vary from country to country and it is not possible here to go into details. Besides this has been covered very effectively in Mr Lluis Maria de Puig's report on "State, Religion, Secularity and Human Rights"
. We should simply note that this secularism based on religious recognition is particularly influenced by whichever religion is in the majority, so that paradoxically we can speak of Catholic, Lutheran, Muslim or even Orthodox secularism, and these forms of secularism will be coloured, and to varying extents limited, by the size and influence of the religious majority. Another factor influencing the situation is the growing number of people who claim to have no religion and dispute the role accorded to faiths. 

8) Relations in the Union
Article I 52 (3) of the Constitutional Treaty states that "the Union shall maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue" with churches and philosophical and non-confessional organisations, thus placing it in the position of the majority of member countries, namely that of secularism based on recognition, or one that, while respecting certain fundamental principles, allows official account to be taken of the public role of churches and philosophical organisations in democratic life. If the European Union represents a social and political test bed, the same applies in the field of secularism. It is developing a form of secularism that, while respecting member states prerogatives regarding church-state relations, safeguards the independence of the political domain and individual freedom vis-à-vis religious authorities while acknowledging religions' contribution to individuals' development and to social life. As Bérengère Massignon has noted, in relations between religious institutions the European Union forms a genuine laboratory for managing religious and philosophical pluralism in which new forms of relationship between message-bearing bodies and political and administrative authorities, as part of a restructuring of the functions of government and democracy
. This emerging European secularism fits in well with the general tendency in Europe for religion to evolve towards a model of religious secularisation, that is one in which religion may not exercise any dominance over society but at the same time can play a full part as a spiritual, ethical, cultural and even political resource, in the broadest sense, in accordance with the principles of individual autonomy and democratic pluralism
. Besides, the way that religions and philosophical convictions interact with the European institutions in Brussels means that secularism is taken into account as a particular philosophical conception, such as free thinking or atheistic humanism, alongside religious conceptions of man and the world, and not as a superior and all-embracing ideology compared with religions. This resembles the Belgian and Dutch approach in which the secular world is seen as one particular pillar of society alongside the different faiths. 

9) Public schools and managing religious pluralism
Setting aside differing national arrangements; religious teaching in schools is the subject of three main trends in Europe
: 

a. Religious education, whether or not confessional, is being increasingly integrated into schools' objectives and specific educational tasks. Most countries insist on religious education's contribution to training pupils to exercise their responsibilities in a pluralist society. In Belgium, for example, confessional religious courses claim the same ideals of personal emancipation and autonomy as courses in secular morality and non-confessional religious education, so that all share, at least in terms of their stated objectives, a common belief in a certain ideal of citizenship. 
b. Secondly, there is a growing acceptance, albeit to varying degrees, of Europe's religious and philosophical plurality. This has been reflected in a number of initiatives either to organise the teaching of Islam where religious education already exists in schools or to take more account of it in school curricula. This philosophical plurality is also reflected, in countries where confessional religious teaching exists, in a willingness to offer pupils with no religion alternative courses in secular morality or humanism. Nevertheless, the fact that it is becoming increasingly difficult not to study religion at school, in its multiple forms, creates a growing need for a socially and historically objective approach to the subject and is tending to lead to cultural and historical teaching of religions that is aimed at all pupils and also takes account of non-religious conceptions of man and the world. Multifaith religious education in Great Britain and the secular and multidisciplinary teaching of religion in France offer clear evidence of these trends. By subjecting them to the historical approach and free and critical examination, the secular approach to religions in school is undoubtedly helping to secure the place of religions and secular philosophies within the scope of human rights and democratic citizenship.

c. Finally, the third main feature of current trends is that they create tension and lead to conflicts. As national arrangements handed down from the past are overwhelmed by sociological developments, the necessary adjustments and changes are not always achieved peacefully. They foster or revive divisions about religion's place in society, particularly that of Islam. Two countries stand out in this respect: Spain and Russia. In Spain, the privileged status of Catholic religious education in school makes it difficult to organise equivalent courses for religious minorities and is contested by the left, which favours the introduction of courses in non-confessional religious culture. In Russia, supporters of a course on the "foundations of Orthodox culture", with the backing of the Russian Orthodox Church, oppose those who want a comparative history of religions course.   

While the educational challenge for Europe is increasingly seen in terms of how to co-exist with our cultural and religious differences, the ability to discuss all religions with all pupils is more and more widely accepted as necessary for pedagogical purposes and in terms of citizenship in our secularised and pluralist societies. 
10) General problems and trends
Against a background of the respective autonomy of the political and religious domains, in which the precise relationship between the two varies according to historical factors, many European countries are now paying close attention to religion, sometimes with a considerable element of conflict, particularly with the revival of anticlerical movements that are challenging the claims of confessions. There are three main problems concerning relations between the state and religions, each of which is bound up, one way or another, with the choice of interlocutors/partners.

- the management of religious pluralism has to contend with each country's national identity and historical heritage. How should account be taken of religious and philosophical pluralism in countries where, historically and constitutionally, the state has maintained special links with specific faiths, and where certain religions have played an important historical and cultural role in the country's national and democratic development? In Europe, there are confessionally influenced forms of secularism, be they Catholic, Muslim or Protestant. In other words, there is a debate on the respective places of majority and minority religions in each national configuration and individual countries, like Europe as a whole, are not devoid of specific cultural and religious influences. Recognition of cultural and religious diversity is an individual right, but it also has a collective dimension. Even in a country like France that claims absolute neutrality vis-à-vis different religions, it is not difficult to detect an implicit and historically based recognition of certain faiths. Strict neutrality, in terms of non-intervention and equal treatment, rapidly runs up against certain realities. To take an example, Christianity, in all its varied forms, has certainly played a more important historical and cultural role in Europe than Buddhism. Equally,
 to place Judaism, with its long history and multiple contributions, on the same footing as the members of a - purely fictional – "onion cult" would be totally ridiculous.  Judaism has made an undoubted contribution to the emergence of European humanism, and moreover one based on pain and suffering. The result has been a trend towards extending agreements between the state and other religions, as in Spain and Italy, or ending the special link with one particular denomination, as in Sweden with the separation of church and state in 2000. Where religions are recognised, there are certain conditions to be met, particularly in terms of length of existence and the "social value" of the religions concerned in a democratic society. As the French example shows, it is difficult to practise pure abstentionist neutrality. Even in a strict system of separation of church and state, some faiths receive more recognition than others
. The public regulation of religious affairs also has to cope with the emergence of sects. The different forms of religious expression are not all of equal value in terms of human (and particularly women's) rights, democracy and the rule of law and some even pose problems that the authorities seek to prevent.

- The third issue concerns the place to be given to non-religious visions of man and the world, or secular forms of humanism. We need to bear in mind that a certain form of secular humanism is the common heritage of believers and non-believers alike, and that agnostic and atheistic beliefs can and must also be taken into account if they are the subject of some form of social organisation. This may be via secular organisations, as in Belgium, or the right, as in Germany, of non-religious Weltanschaungsgemeinschaften to be recognised as public law corporations, on a par with religions. The alternatives appear to be either to encourage the organisation of different forms of secular humanism, recognise them and integrate them alongside religions, or to take the view that religions and non-religious concepts of man and the world have no right to any special relationship with the state. In the latter case, the risk is that secular humanism will be considered to be the overarching philosophy for the whole of society, with religious forms of humanism merely specific viewpoints, whereas it might be argued that secular humanism is itself a particular point of view and that Europe's shared and universal humanism draws equally on its religious and secular heritage. This reveals two radically different concepts of secularism, one in which it can be shared by believers and non-believers and another that sees it as an alternative to religions. While both can exist and each has its legitimacy, I personally believe that European secularism has to encompass and incorporate all the sources of humanism, non-religious and religious. From this standpoint, European humanism could be said to be neither religious or non-religious, because it incorporates forms of humanism from both sources. 

C. Good practices, from the standpoint of a democratic society and its requirements

11) Relationships, dialogue and co-operation between the state and religious communities must be organised around the notion of living together and the practice of citizenship in a pluralist society, based on themes and agendas selected by the authorities, rather than those of the religious communities themselves, even if, at national and local levels, it is those authorities who are responsible for determining the conditions under which each denomination should operate. I consider that it becomes possible to speak of "good practices" once relations between the state and religious communities are conducted in a spirit of mutual respect and recognition and are directed towards the common good, namely living together in a pluralist society, which means not only acknowledging this common good but also promoting it and making it work. The following are a number of examples of good practices taken from reports to the colloquy of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe on local authorities and religions: strategies to consolidate interreligious dialogue, held in Montchanin, France, 23-24 November 2006. In particular, the colloquy showed that local authorities had a key role in promoting intercultural and interfaith dialogue because they were close to the citizen and had a good knowledge of those concerned
.

12)  Spain
: Apart from the establishment in 2004 of a foundation entitled pluralism and living together, which reports to the secretariat for religious affairs of the justice ministry and is chaired by the minister, there have been various initiatives in Barcelona, which established a Catalan Parliament of Religions in 2006, under the auspices of the Universal Forum of Cultures. Barcelona also has a municipal interfaith centre managed by the UNESCO Association for Interreligious Dialogue. The city seeks a more comprehensive policy for integrating minorities and, beyond that, promoting a civic sense and co-existence. Above all, the centre offers minority religions an opportunity to express their views, as well as considerable local authority assistance. It sponsors projects, conferences and exhibitions and offers support for interfaith activities. The Catalonian Generalitat has also reached a number of agreements with religious groups, including Catholics, Baha’is, Jews, Muslims and Protestants, as well as the league for secularism, to promote knowledge of religion in society, grant it a recognised place and encourage dialogue between faiths.  The Generalitat also acts as mediator in conflicts over the construction of mosques in particular localities. 

Hamburg
: The SCHURA - Rat der islamischen Gemeinschaften in Hamburg was founded in 1999 and brings together some forty Muslim associations of varying persuasions and origins. In 2004, it published a declaration on Muslims in a pluralist society, which said that:

For us, safeguarding human rights, democracy and the rule of law has an existential justification.  Muslims are therefore called on to promote, develop and defend democracy. (…). We wish to participate fully in the organisation of this society, because as Muslims living here we consider ourselves to have a stake in it. Our commitment is to all members of society and the civil community in its entirety, and not to any policy concerned purely with Muslim interests.
Hamburg has also promoted religious education for all (Religionsunterricht für alle), which extends beyond the confessional compartmentalisation of religious instruction in schools. Hamburg is also the home of the interdisciplinary centre “World religions in dialogue”. 

Roubaix (France)

 : The Roubaix-Espérance association, which the city's mayor had been advocating since 1996
, was founded in 1998. At the mayor's request, it was set up by the federation of secular associations. It was initially chaired by the federation's president, and subsequently by the president of the Buddhist pagoda. It comprises Catholics, Protestants, Muslims, Buddhists and agnostics (the Cercle Condorcet and the federation of secular associations). Its aim is to offer representation to all the city's cultural and philosophical associations that seek to enter into discussion and work together to achieve better mutual understanding, to see religious pluralism in a positive light, to ensure that the secular state is understood to offer the most suitable framework for organising religious pluralism and freedom of conscience and to promote citizenship through better mutual knowledge and understanding
.

Each Sunday morning, the public television channel France 2 broadcasts religious programmes devoted to all the main confessions in France. The cost of these broadcasts, which is met by the television company, represents a considerable subsidy to the different faiths concerned and it could be said that France has a system of media-recognised religions. However, presenting themselves on a public television channel and addressing a wider audience than just their co-religionists creates certain constraints with interesting effects for religions, since it requires each of them – Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim and Buddhist – to show themselves in the most positive light, and from a pluralist and democratic standpoint.

Conclusion

· There are considerable overlaps between the Council of Europe's agenda and the concerns of religious communities: values, human rights, democratic citizenship, peace, dialogue, education and solidarity. Like the Council, religious communities seek to transcend diversity of cultures with reference to a more universal dimension. The Council of Europe is better placed than the European Union to promote and enter into relationships and dialogue with religious communities since its concern is to achieve not economic and political unity between its member states but convergence based on humanist values and fundamental democratic principles. This is a major challenge at a time when social cohesion and co-existence are high on the agenda and calls for a clear meshing of human rights and awareness of cultural and religious diversity.

· I prefer to speak of dialogue between public authorities and religious communities, rather than the other way round, to signify that it is the former who should be inviting religious communities to contribute to issues on the Council of Europe's agenda, and not the reverse. Religious communities can contribute to the Council of Europe and its values of human rights, democracy and the rule of law from the standpoints of legitimation, education, raising their status and dialogue. 
· By drawing religious representatives into the public sphere and collective debate, dialogue between public authorities and religions helps to ensure that the latter are not excluded from the wider community. Such dialogue can serve as a sort of civil third party to improve relations between religions and indirectly encourage interfaith dialogue. Dialogue between the authorities and religious communities also has an impact on religions themselves.
· Encouraging such relationships and dialogue helps to avert the danger of human rights becoming an abstract universal concept. Human beings need symbolic points of reference and affiliations, be they national or religious. Human rights, democracy and the rule of law will be better protected if they are supported, advocated and transmitted by specific cultures, particularly religious ones. 
· Modern man suffers at one and the same time from an absence of, and sometimes in reaction to this absence too much, sense of homeland. This leads to the displacement of individuals with no sense of belonging and the fanaticism of those who brandish their identity as superior to the others, which according to Hélé Béji an excess of patriotism based on cultural identity. Hence, the enormous challenge of how to co-exist with all our differences without allowing either to cancel out the other. Democratic humanism developed by transcending cultural and religious differences, but at the risk of dissolving them. It is now rediscovering the wealth and benefits of cultural and religious diversity, which can only enhance the immense achievements it represents. Genuine pluralism can only flourish in conjunction with political pluralism – it represents progress not regression for democracy
. According to Anne-Marie Dillens, the human condition equates with roots and wings and multiple affiliations, but also resources of autonomy that allow humans to innovate and rise above the preordained
. It is therefore necessary to maintain the tension between the particular and the universal and, like Anne-Marie Dillens, opt for pluralism of diversity rather than pluralism of identity. At the same time, we must acknowledge, with Hélé Béji, that man cannot resist adversity abstractly but only by relying on beliefs, reflexes and a familiar sense of balance that give him a feeling of invulnerability against the insensitivity of the world
, and that religions represent a source of meaning and a social matrix and that there is a citizenship dimension to religion
. 

· The universal is the local without the walls, said the Portuguese writer Miguel Torga. If it is to promote this form of non-disembodied universal, the Council of Europe should encourage and practise a form of secularism based on recognition, intelligence and dialogue, in which religious communities can take part in open and transparent discussions, in accordance with the three great principles that I outlined above. Religious and philosophical diversity will then become much more a resource than a problem. Managing cultural and religious diversity should therefore be seen in the context of the promotion and practice of democratic citizenship, and recognition should be granted to the contribution of message-bearing bodies. 
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