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Religious Freedom as a Human Right

From the Editors

The right to freedom of religion undergirds the
very origin and existence of the United States.
Many of our nation’s founders fled religious per-
secution abroad, cherishing in their hearts and
minds the ideal of religious freedom. They estab-
lished in law, as a fundamental right and as a
pillar of our nation, the right to freedom of reli-
gton. From its birth to this day, the United States
has prized this legacy of religious freedom and
honored this heritage by standing for religious
freedom and offering refuge to those suffering

religious persecution.

International Religious Freedom Act of 1998

IN' HIS FAREWELL ADDRESS to the
nation inl789, George Washington reminded
his fellow citizens that religion as well as gov-
ernment is a part of the fabric of life. “Religion
and Morality are indispensable supports,” he
said. “In vain would that man claim the tribute
of Patriotism, who should labor to subvert these
great pillars of human happiness, these firmest

props of the duties of Men and Citizens.”

Washington saw that as well as good gover-
nance, there must also be the right of the peo-
ple to practice the faith that they deemed nec-
essary for the “great pillars of human

happiness.”

This electronic journal takes Washington’s
premise one step further and looks at religious
freedom as a universal human right. To begin,
Tom Farr, the director of the Office of Religious
Freedom at the Department of State explains

how the international religious freedom report,



which his office releases each year, came about
and why it is so important in a world where
many countries continue lo violate the religious

freedom of their people.

The United States has a longstanding com-
mitment to religious liberty.  America’s
founders made religious freedom the first free-
dom of the U.S. Constitution. Following in that
vein, the International Religious Freedom Act
of 1998 mandated that the United States pub-
lish an annual report each year to draw atten-
tion to those countries that prevent their citi-
zens from enjoying religious freedom. We have
provided the preface and introduction to the
2001 Annual International Religious Freedom

Report, with a link to the Department of State’s
web site, which holds the report.

Many people around the world, including
Americans, are unaware of the richness of reli-
gions in the United States today. But Dr. Diana
L. Eck, a professor of comparative religion and
Indian studies at Harvard University, has stud-
ied this diversity and shows how the United
States has become the world’s most religiously
diverse society. In an excerpt from her recent
book, A New Religious America, Dr. Eck
explores the various religious cultures in the
U.S. and talks about how Christianity, Islam,

Judaism and a variety of other faiths co-exist.

Finally, Derek H. Davis, the director of
church-state studies at Baylor University exam-
ines the four pillars of international religious
freedom: the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights; the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights; the U.N Declaration on the
Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and

Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief;

and the Vienna Concluding Document. He also
looks at how we must continue to use interna-
tional treaties to further religious freedom
through legislation, education, and a separation

of church and state.

The journal concludes with a variety of ref-
erence resources—books, articles and Internet
sites—affording additional insights on reli-

gious freedom themes.
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Roots of the International Religious

Freedom Report

by Tom Farr

The International Religious Freedom Report was
released on October 26, 2001. Below, Tom Farr,
the director of the Office of International Reli-
gtous Freedom at the Department of State, which
releases the report, explains its roots and what
defines its mission and purpose. Moreover, Farr
says, the report characterizes “religious freedom
as one of the foundational human rights. To
protect this freedom means protecting something

common to every human being.”

QUESTION: What is the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act of 19987

FARR: Congress passed this law to promote
religious freedom as a U.S. foreign policy goal
and to combat religious persecution around the
world. The law identifies a wide range of diplo-
matic and economic tools that might be utilized
to encourage freedom of religion and con-
science throughout the world as a fundamental
human right. The most important of these tools
are the Annual Report on International Reli-
gious Freedom, and direct U.S. advocacy—by
the Office of International Religious Freedom—
with foreign governments. It also seeks to pro-
mote U.S. assistance to newly formed democra-
cies in implementing freedom of religion and

conscience.

Q: What is the Office of International Religious

Freedom and what is its mission?

FARR: The Office of International Religious

Freedom in the U.S. State Department was cre-



ated by the secretary of state in the summer of
1998, implementing a recommendation by the
secretary’s Advisory Committee on Religious
Freedom. The Office was subsequently man-
dated by the International Religious Freedom
Act, and it is headed by an ambassador-at-
large. The office is responsible for issuing an
Annual Report on the status of religious free-
dom and persecution in all foreign countries by
September of each year. On the basis of the
report, the State Department designates “coun-
tries of particular concern” for their “systemat-
ic, ongoing and egregious” violations of reli-
gious liberty. The report has become the
standard compendium on the status of religious

freedom worldwide.

Q: How does the Office of International Reli-

gtous Freedom carry out its mission?

FARR: The office carries out its mission by
monitoring, on a daily basis, religious persecu-
tion and discrimination worldwide. The ambas-
sador and the office’s staff travel directly to
countries where problems exist and advocate
with host governments on behalf of those who
are victims of persecution and discrimination.
In doing so, the office draws on international

standards of religious freedom.

The office also shines a spotlight on the
status of religious freedom worldwide through
the Annual Report on International Religious
Freedom. Nations designated by the secretary
of state (under authority delegated by the pres-
ident) as “countries of particular concern” are
subject to action, including economic sanc-
tions, by the United States. The mission is also
carried out through testimony to the U.S. Con-
gress, and sponsorship of reconciliation pro-

grams in disputes, which divide groups along

lines of religious identity. The key objective is
not to punish particular countries, but to pro-

mote religious liberty.

Q: How does the Office of International Reli-
gtous Freedom differ from the U.S. Commission

on International Religious Freedom?

FARR: The Commission on International Reli-
gious Freedom was created by the International
Religious Freedom Act of 1998 as a separate
and independent source of policy recommenda-
tions on religious freedom for the president,
secretary of state and the Congress. The Com-
mission issues its own report, which focuses on
a few countries and—unlike the Department of
State’s Annual Report—makes recommenda-
tions for U.S. action. The Commission is an
entirely separate body from the Office of Inter-
national Religious Freedom and the State
Department. The commission has advisory and
monitoring authority only, including the author-
ity to hold hearings, unlike the executive office
in the State Department that has the authority to
act. The Commission is composed of three
commissioners selected by the president, four
by the leaders of the party in Congress not in
the White House, and two by the leaders of the

president’s party in Congress.

Q: What is the root of U.S. concern with reli-

gious freedom?

FARR: Religious freedom always has been at
the core of American life and public policy. It
is the first of the freedoms enumerated in the
Bill of Rights, the first 10 Amendments to the
U.S. Constitution. The law was enacted in 1998
after a period in which the perception of reli-
gious freedom as a universal human right had

grown enormously. Religious freedom was




incorporated (Article 18) into the U.N. Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted in
1948, and in a number of other postwar inter-
national covenants. In addition, during the
1980s and 1990s particularly, individuals and
religious organizations lobbied to focus U.S. for-
eign policy on religious persecution abroad to a
greater extent than heretofore. But the root
cause is the American passion for religious lib-
erty—nol the promotion of a particular reli-
gion—but the conviction that every human
being has, by virtue of his or her existence, the
inviolable right to seek religious truth and to
practice his or her religion. This right is not
granted by the state, but existed prior to gov-

ernments and society.

Q: The Annual Report on International Reli-
gious Freedom was first issued by the State
Department in September 1999. What has been

the general reaction to the report?

FARR: Governments that are criticized in the
reports have, not surprisingly, reacted negative-
ly. Some of them charge that the reports repre-
sent a form of “cultural imperialism” by the
United States, which has no right to impose its
moral norms on others. Our answer is that we
are measuring behavior on the basis of interna-
tionally accepted norms, such as Article 18 of
the International Covenant on Civil and Politi-
cal Rights, which guarantees religious freedom,
and to which most nations of the world have

committed themselves.

Other governments have privately praised
the reports, and use them. Most NGOs, human
rights groups and faith-based organizations
have praised the reports as the standard refer-

ence on the status of religious freedom worldwide.

Q: What does the U.S. hope to accomplish with
the Annual Report?

FARR: Our goal is to tell the truth about the
status of religious freedom around the world,
with objectivity and integrity. The report does
not make policy recommendations; rather, it
serves as a factual basis for policy makers. As
such, it is widely recognized as an effective

report.

Q: How are the reports prepared and how have
they evolved? Specifically, what changes are
reflected in this year’s report?

FARR: The first drafts of country chapters are
done by U.S. embassies abroad. The drafts are
then refined among the various State Depart-
ment bureaus concerned. The most significant
changes in the report came last year when
country chapters were reorganized to make

them more “user-friendly.”

Q: What in your view is the relationship
between religious freedom and human rights in
general, and between religious freedom and

democracy?

FARR: Religious freedom is one of the founda-
tional human rights. To protect this freedom
means protecting something common to every
human being—the sanctity of the conscience in
matters of ultimate truth, worship, ritual and
codes of behavior. This right was not created by
governments, but exists prior to governments
and societies. As the UDHR puts it, “All men

are endowed with dignity and conscience.”

No government which fails to protect free-
dom of religion and conscience is likely to
value the other fundamental rights, such as

freedom from arbitrary arrest or torture. By the



same loken, the elevation of religious liberty is
a sign of a healthy democracy—one which val-
ues not only freedom of conscience, but the
other rights necessary to religious freedom,

such as free speech and assembly.

It is also true, as the president’s Faith-
Based Initiative emphasizes, that religious free-
dom facilitates the good works of religious
people—works which contribute to civil
society—such as care for the aged, the running
of hospitals and schools, and the building of

strong families.

Q: The U.S. issues an annual report on human
rights. Why have a separate report on one par-
ticular human right, namely religious freedom?
Does the U.S. view this human right as more

important than any other?

FARR: No. Religious freedom is foundational
because it supports the other fundamental
rights. For example, it is intrinsically connect-

ed to freedom of speech and assembly.

Q: How do you answer the charge that the
Annual Report is interference in the internal

affairs of other countries?

FARR: The standard we apply in our policy of
promoting religious freedom—including the
issuance of the Annual Report—is an interna-
tional standard, accepted by virtually every
nation of the world. The idea that religious
freedom is inviolable and inalienable is not an
American invention—it is reflected in interna-
tional instruments such as the Universal Decla-

ration and in the International Covenant on

Civil and Political Rights.

Q: The U.S. seems to have a very broad view of
religious freedom compared with many other

countries.
freedom?

How would you define religious

FARR: Religious freedom is the right of every
human being, of every region or culture, to fol-
low the dictates of his or her conscience in mat-
ters of fundamental truth, worship and morality,
within the due limits noted by international
norms (such as lawful limits to protect public
This includes the

right, either individually or in community with

safety or public health).

others, and in public or private, to manifest a
religion or belief in worship, observance, prac-

tice and teaching.

This is not an American definition. It
comes from Article 18 of the International

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

In advocating this policy, we are not
imposing the “American way” on other cul-
tures. We are fulfilling our responsibilities to
the international community of which we are a

part.
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The International

Religious Freedom Report

The U.S. State Department recently released the
2001 International Religious Freedom Report,
which is a vital part of U.S. human rights poli-
cy. It describes the status of religious freedom in
each foreign country, including any wviolations
and any trends toward improvement. The pur-
pose of the report is to advance the U.S. policy of
promoting religious freedom internationally by
drawing on two traditions: the history and com-
mitment of the American people and the stan-
dards established by the international communi-
ty. Below are the preface and introduction to the

report. 1o see the entire report, please go to:

hitp:/lwww.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf]2001/

PREFACE

In August 1993, the Secretary of State moved to
further strengthen the human rights efforts of
our embassies. All sections in each embassy
were asked to contribute information and to cor-
roborate reports of human rights violations, and
new efforts were made to link mission program-
ming to the advancement of human rights and
In 1994 the Bureau of Human

Rights and Humanitarian Affairs was reorga-

democracy.

nized and renamed as the Bureau of Democra-
cy, Human Rights, and Labor, reflecting both a
broader sweep and a more focused approach to
the interlocking issues of human rights, worker
rights, and democracy. In 1998 the Secretary of
State established the Office of International
Religious Freedom; in May 1999, Robert A.
Seiple was sworn in as the first Ambassador at
Large for International Religious Freedom. The

position has been vacant since Ambassador
Seiple left in September 2000.



The 2001 report covers the period from
July 1, 2000 to June 30, 2001, and reflects a
year of dedicated effort by hundreds of State
Department, Foreign Service, and other U.S.
government employees. Our embassies, which
prepared the initial drafts of the reports, gath-
ered information throughout this period from a
variety of sources, including government and
religious officials, nongovernmental organiza-
tions, journalists, human rights monitors, reli-
gious groups, and academics. This informa-
tion-gathering can be hazardous, and U.S.
Foreign Service Officers regularly go to great
lengths, under trying and sometimes dangerous
conditions, to investigate reports of human
rights abuses, monitor elections, and come to
the aid of individuals at risk because of their

religious beliefs.

After the embassies completed their drafts,
the texts were sent to Washington for careful
review by the Bureau of Democracy, Human
Rights, and Labor and its Offices of Interna-
tional Religious Freedom, Country Reports and
Asylum Affairs, and Bilateral Affairs, in coop-
eration with other State Department offices. As
they worked to corroborate, analyze, and edit
the reports, the Department officers drew on
their own sources of information. These includ-
ed reports provided by U.S. and other human
rights groups, foreign government officials, rep-
resentatives from the United Nations and other
international and regional organizations and
institutions, and experts from academia and the
media. Officers also consulted with experts on
issues of religious discrimination and persecu-
tion, religious leaders from all faiths, and
experts on legal matters. The guiding principle
was to ensure that all relevant information was
assessed as objectively, thoroughly, and fairly

as possible.

The report will be used as a resource for
shaping policy, conducting diplomacy, and
making assistance, training, and other resource
allocations. As mandated by IRFA, it also will
be used as a basis for decisions on determining
countries that have engaged in or tolerated
“particularly severe violations” of religious
freedom. Countries involved in these and other
violations according to IRFA are not identified
as such in this report, but have been and will be
engaged independently by the U.S. government.
The report also will serve as a basis for the U.S.
government’s cooperation with private groups to
promote the observance of the internationally

recognized right to religious freedom.

INTRODUCTION

“It is not an accident that freedom of religion is
one of the central freedoms in our Bill of Rights.
It is the first freedom of the human soul—ihe
right to speak the words that God places in our
mouths. We must stand for that freedom in our

country. We must speak for that freedom in the

world.”

President George W. Bush

The 1998 International Religious Freedom Act
requires that the Secretary of State, assisted by
the Ambassador at Large for International Reli-
gious Freedom, publish an Annual Report on
International Religious Freedom each Septem-
ber. The Annual Reports must include a
description of the status of religious freedom in
each foreign country, including any violations of
religious freedom and any trends toward

improvement, as well as an Executive Summary.




The purpose of these reports is to advance
the U.S. policy of promoting religious freedom
internationally—to speak for that freedom in
the world. U.S. policy draws deeply on two tra-
ditions: the history and commitment of the
American people, and the standards estab-
lished by the international community. These
two traditions not only are consistent but are

mutually supportive.

The U.S. Commitment to
Religious Liberty

The United States has a longstanding commit-
ment to religious liberty. America’s founders
made religious freedom the first freedom of the
Constitution—giving it pride of place among
Bill of
Rights—because they believed that guarantee-

those liberties enumerated in the

ing the right to search for transcendent truths
and ultimate human purpose was a critical com-

ponent of a durable democracy.

The Founders believed in the universality
of human dignity—that all human beings are
endowed by the Creator with certain rights that
are theirs by virtue of their existence. These
rights were inalienable because they were
understood to exist prior to societies and gov-

ernments, and were granted by neither.

A commitment to the inviolable and uni-
versal dignity of the human person is at the core
of U.S. human rights policy abroad, including
the policy of advocating religious freedom.
Governments that protect religious freedom for
all their citizens are more likely to protect the
other fundamental human rights. Encouraging

stable, healthy democracies is a vital national

interest of the United States. The spread of
democracy makes for good neighbors, econom-
ic prosperity, increased trade, and a decrease in

conflict.

The
Religious Freedom

International Norm of

Freedom of religion and conscience is one of the
foundational rights in the post-war system of
international human rights instruments. Begin-
ning with Article 18 of the 1948 Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights, religious freedom
also is provided for in the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the
Helsinki Accords, the European Convention for
the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamen-
tal Freedoms, and the U.N. Declaration on the
Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and

Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief.

The belief that fundamental human rights
are not created by, but exist prior to, govern-
ments is reflected in international instruments
as well. According to the 1948 Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights—the foundational

text for international human rights advocacy

“all human beings are born free and equal in
dignity and rights,” and are “endowed with rea-

son and conscience.”

In recent years, the international commit-
ment to religious freedom has increased. For
example, in 1986 the U.N. Commission on
Human Rights established the office of the Spe-
cial Rapporteur on Religious Intolerance, now
the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion
or Belief. Since his appointment in 1993, Spe-
cial Rapporteur Abdelfattah Amor has issued
reports on a variety of countries, including

Sudan, the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia,



Pakistan, Iran, Vietnam, India, Australia,
Greece, Germany, and the United States. His
work provides substantial and continuing evi-
dence of the commitment of the international

community to promoting religious freedom.

The Department of State presents this third
Annual Report on International Religious Free-
dom (2001) both because it is a vital part of
U.S. human rights policy and furthers the inter-
ests of the United States, and because of our
abiding commitment to the international stan-

dard of religious freedom.

The report can be founded at:
hitp://www.state.gov/g/drl/rils/irfl2001/
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A New Religious America

By Dr. Diana L. Eck

One of the bedrock principles of the United
States is religious liberty and the separation of
church and state. The Founding Fathers regard-
ed the ideal as so important that it was incorpo-
rated into the Bill of Rights as the First Amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitution. At the time the
Republic was founded more than two centuries
ago, the overwhelming majority of Americans
were Christians. Since that time, however, as Dr.
Diana L. Eck documents in her recent book, A
New Religious America, the United States has
become the world’s most religiously diverse soci-

ety, especially during the last three decades.

(Dr. Eck is professor of comparative religion and
Indian studies in the faculty of arts and sciences,
and member of the faculty of divinity at Harvard
University. Following are excerpts from the

introduction to her book.)

THE HUGE WHITE DOME of a
mosque with its minarets rises from the corn-
fields just outside Toledo, Ohio. You can see it
as you drive by on the interstate highway. A
great Hindu temple with elephants carved in
relief at the doorway stands on a hillside in the
western suburbs of Nashville, Tennessee. A
Cambodian Buddhist temple and monastery
with a hint of a Southeast Asian roofline is set
in the farmlands south of Minneapolis, Min-
nesota. In suburban Fremont, California, flags
fly from the golden domes of a new Sikh gurd-
wara on Hillside Terrace, now renamed Gurd-
wara Road. The religious landscape of Ameri-
ca has changed radically in the past thirty
years, but most of us have not yet begun to see
the dimensions and scope of that change, so
gradual has it been and yet so colossal. It

began with the “new immigration,” spurred by

From the book A NEW RELIGIOUS AMERICA by Diana L.
Eck, which is published by HarperSankrancisco, a division of
HarperCollinsPublishers, Inc. Copyright © 2001 by Diana L.
Eck. All Rights Reserved.



Diana L. Eck

the 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act,
as people from all over the world came to Amer-
ica and have become citizens. With them have
come the religious traditions of the world—
Islamic, Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, Sikh, Zoroastri-
an, African, and Afro-Caribbean. The people of
these living traditions of faith have moved into
American neighborhoods, tentatively at first,
their altars and prayer rooms in storefronts and
office buildings, basements and garages, recre-
ation rooms and coat closets, nearly invisible to
the rest of us. But in the past decade, we have
begun to see their visible presence. Not all of
us have seen the Toledo mosque or the
Nashville temple, but we will see places like
them, if we keep our eyes open, even in our own
communities. They are the architectural signs

of a new religious America.

We are surprised to find there are more
Muslim Americans than Episcopalians, more
Muslims than members of the Presbyterian
Church USA, and as many Muslims as there are
Jews—that is, about 6 million. We are aston-
ished to learn that Los Angeles is the most com-
plex Buddhist city in the world, with a Buddhist

population spanning the whole range of the
Asian Buddhist world from Sri Lanka to Korea,
along with a multitude of native-born American
Buddhists. Nationwide, this whole spectrum of
Buddhists may number about 4 million. We
know that many of our internists, surgeons, and
nurses are of Indian origin, but we have not
stopped to consider that they too have a reli-
gious life, that they might pause in the morning
for few minutes’ prayer at an altar in the family
room of their home, that they might bring fruits
and flowers to the local Shiva-Vishnu temple on
the weekend and be part of a diverse Hindu
population of more than a million. We are well
aware of Latino immigration from Mexico and
Central America and of the large Spanish-
speaking population of our cities, and yet we
may not recognize what a profound impact this
is having on American Christianity, both Catholic

and Protestant, from hymnody to festivals.

Historians tell us that America has always
been a land of many religions, and this is true.
A vast, textured pluralism was already present
in the lifeways of the Native peoples—even
before the European settlers came to these
shores. The wide diversity of Native religious
practices continues today, from the Piscataway
of Maryland to the Blackfeet of Montana. The
people who came across the Atlantic from
Europe also had diverse religious traditions—
Spanish and French Catholics, British Angli-
cans and Quakers, Jews and Dutch Reform
Christians. As we shall see, this diversity
broadened over the course of 300 years of set-
tlement. Many of the Africans brought to these
shores with the slave trade were Muslims. The
Chinese and Japanese who came to seek their
fortune in the mines and fields of the West
brought with them a mixture of Buddhist,

Taoist, and Confucian traditions. Eastern Euro-




pean Jews and Irish and Italian Catholics also
arrived in force in the 19th century. Both
Christian and Muslim immigrants came from
the Middle East. Punjabis from northwest India
came in the first decade of the 20th century.
Most of them were Sikhs who settled in the Cen-
tral and Imperial Valleys of California, built
America’s first gurdwaras, and intermarried
with Mexican women, creating a rich Sikh-
Spanish subculture. The stories of all these
peoples are an important part of America’s

immigration history.

The immigrants of the last three decades,
however, have expanded the diversity of our
religious life dramatically, exponentially. Bud-
dhists have come from Thailand, Vietnam,
Cambodia, China, and Korea; Hindus from
India, East Africa, and Trinidad; Muslims from
Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, the Middle
East, and Nigeria; Sikhs and Jains from India;
and Zoroastrians from both India and Iran.
Immigrants from Haiti and Cuba have brought
Afro-Caribbean blending both

African and Catholic symbols and images. New

traditions,

Jewish immigrants have come from Russia and
the Ukraine, and the internal diversity of Amer-
ican Judaism is greater than ever before. The
face of American Christianity has also changed
with large Latino, Filipino, and Vietnamese
Catholic communities; Chinese, Haitian, and
Brazilian Pentecostal communities; Korean
Presbyterians, Indian Mar Thomas, and Egyp-
tian Copts. In every city in the land church
signboards display the meeting times of Korean
or Latino congregations that nest within the
walls of old urban Protestant and Catholic

churches.

In the past 30 years massive movements of
people both as migrants and refugees have

reshaped the demography of our world. Immi-

grants around the world number over 130 mil-
lion, with about 30 million in the United States,
a million arriving each year. The dynamic glob-
al image of our times is not the so-called clash
of civilizations but the marbling of civilizations
and peoples. Just as the end of the Cold War
brought about a new geopolitical situation, the
global movements of people have brought about
a new georeligious reality. Hindus, Sikhs, and
Muslims are now part of the religious landscape
of Britain; mosques appear in Paris and Lyons,
Buddhist temples in Toronto, and Sikh gurd-
waras in Vancouver. But nowhere, even in
today’s world of mass migrations, is the sheer
range of religious faith as wide as it is today in
the United States. Add to India’s wide range of
religions those of China, Latin America and
Africa. Take the diversity of Britain or Canada,
and add to it the crescendo of Latino immigra-
tion along with the Vietnamese, Cambodians
and Filipinos. This is an astonishing new real-

ity. We have never been here before.

The new era of immigration is different
from previous eras not only in magnitude and
complexity but also in its very dynamics. Many
of the migrants who come to the United States
today maintain strong ties with their home-
lands, linked by travel and transnational com-
munications networks, e-mails and faxes, satel-
lite phone lines and cable television news.
They manage to live both here and there in all
the ways that modern communications and
telecommunications have made possible. What
will the idea and vision of America become as
citizens, new and old, embrace all this diversi-
ty? The questions that emerge today from the
encounter of people of so many religious and
cultural traditions go to the very heart of who we
see ourselves to be as a people. They are not

trivial questions, for they force us to ask in one



way or another: Who do we mean when we
invoke the first words of our Constitution, “We
the people of the United States of America”?
Who do we mean when we say “we”? This is a
challenge of citizenship, to be sure, for it has to
do with the imagined community of which we
consider ourselves a part. It is also a challenge
of faith, for people of every religious tradition
live today with communities of faith other than
their own, not only around the world but also

across the street.

“We the people of the United States” now
form the most profusely religious nation on
earth. So where do we go from here? IU’s one
thing to be unconcerned about or ignorant of
Muslim or Buddhist neighbors on the other side
of the world, but when Buddhists are our next-
door neighbors, when our children are best
friends with Muslim classmates, when a Hindu
is running for a seat on the school committee,
all of us have a new vested interest in our

neighbors, both as citizens and as people of

faith.

As the new century dawns, we Americans
are challenged to make good on the promise of
religious freedom so basic to the very idea and
image of America. Religious freedom has
always given rise to religious diversity, and
never has our diversity been more dramatic
than it is today. This will require us to reclaim
the deepest meaning of the very principles we
cherish and to create a truly pluralist American
society in which this great diversity is not sim-
ply tolerated but becomes the very source of our
strength. But to do this, we will all need to
know more than we do about one another and to
listen for the new ways in which new Americans
articulate the “we” and contribute to the sound

and spirit of America.

The framers of the Constitution and the
Bill of Rights could not possibly have envi-
sioned the scope of religious diversity in Amer-
ica at the beginning of the 21st century. When
they wrote the sixteen words of the First
Amendment, “Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment of religion or pro-
hibiting the free exercise thereof,” they unques-
tionably did not have Buddhism or the Santeria
tradition in mind. But the principles they artic-
ulated—the “nonestablishment” of religion and
the “free exercise” of religion—have provided
a sturdy rudder through the past two centuries
as our religious diversity has expanded. After
all, religious freedom is the fountainhead of
religious diversity. The two go inextricably
together. Step by step, we are beginning to
claim and affirm what the framers of the Con-

stitution did not imagine but equipped us to

embrace.

Religion is never a finished product, pack-
aged, delivered, and passed intact from genera-
tion to generation. There are some in every
religious tradition who think of their religion
that way, insisting it is all contained in the
sacred texts, doctrines, and rituals they them-
selves know and cherish. But even the most
modest journey through history proves them
wrong. Our religious traditions are dynamic not
static, changing not fixed, more like rivers than
monuments. The history of religion is an ongo-
ing process. America today is an exciting place
to study the dynamic history of living faiths, as
Buddhism becomes a distinctively American
religion and as Christians and Jews encounter
Buddhists and articulate their faith anew in the
light of that encounter or perhaps come to
understand themselves part of both traditions.
Even humanists, even secularists, even atheists

have to rethink their worldviews in the context




of a more complex religious reality. With mul-
titheistic Hindus and nontheistic Buddhists in
the picture, atheists may have to be more spe-
cific about what kind of “god” they do not

believe in.

Just as our religious traditions are dynam-
ic, so is the very idea of America. The motto of
the Republic, E Pluribus Unum, “From Many,
One,” is not an accomplished fact but an ideal
that Americans must continue to claim. The
story of America’s many peoples and the cre-
ation of one nation is an unfinished story in
which the ideals articulated in the Declaration
of Independence and the Constitution are con-
tinually brought into being. Our pluribus is
more striking than ever—our races and faces,
our jazz and qawwali music, our Haitian drums
and Bengali tablas, our hip-hop and bhangra
dances, our mariachis and gamelans, our Islam-
ic minarets and Hindu temple towers, our Mor-
mon temple spires and golden gurdwara domes.
Amid this plurality, the expression of our unum,
our oneness, will require many new voices,
each contributing in its own way—like the
voices 