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Mr. President,

The Reports before us illustrate the complexity and sensitivity of a subject that in one way or another affects and is of concern to us all. In this context I wish to emphasize the particular importance the Sovereign Order of Malta attaches to article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and referred to by the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief in her report. It articulates the well known “right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion”, including the freedom for everyone to “manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance”. 

Sadly, tragic events are a daily reminder that a lack of mutual understanding and respect among religions contributes to conflicts, thereby bringing suffering on many populations. Within the framework of its worldwide humanitarian assistance, the Order of Malta is constantly called upon to intervene in crisis areas and assist victims of all faiths. Humanitarian principles of impartiality and independence, together with Christian values, are the foundation of its work which is carried out in cooperation with local communities, without distinction of religion, race or origin. As an illustration, allow me to mention just two examples out of many: 1) the Order of Malta’s ongoing relief activities in Lebanon where its health care centres in mixed Muslim-Christian areas are run in cooperation with a Shiite Foundation, employing doctors and nurses of all the four major religious groups; 2) its maternity hospital in Bethlehem where the large majority of some 3’000 Palestinian mothers who give birth every year are of Muslim belief. 

Mr. President,

Although steady progress is being made, we must all – governments, international institutions and civil society – continue to pursue a constructive and responsible dialogue in full mutual respect. The Order of Malta is committed to contributing whenever possible to the development of the already ongoing inter-religious dialogue, called for by Pope Benedict XVI. It also fully supports the Special Rapporteurs’ recommendation that this Council “promote an in-depth intercultural and inter-religious dialogue”. Our discussions have shown that we all agree on the need to increase our efforts to eliminate religious hatred by ensuring freedom of belief for everyone and to open our minds to a deeper knowledge of other faiths and cultures with the sole aim of creating a better world.   
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