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Your Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great honor and privilege for me to address your gathering. I thank the organizers for inviting me. I greet you from the troubled Holy Land, where we ask you to pray and work for just peace and reconciliation. I also thank the UNDP for their objective enlightening reports that open one's eyes to the reality of this world. I am among those who were appreciative of the two reports on Human Development for the Arab world. We Palestinian Christians experience many of your conclusions, especially today's focus on the need for cultural liberty in today's diverse world. 
I would like to share with you these points:
1) Globalization is a blessing but also a challenge for cultural liberty in today's world. With the world more connected than ever before, dominant cultural values of nations with power tend to overshadow local values of smaller, indigenous cultures. The flood of immediate information that we receive through a range of media - the internet, satellite networks, TV broadcasts, emails, SMS messages and others – demands instant interpretation and response and poses new ethical and ideological challenges.  I sometimes wonder if we are becoming a giant technological tower of Babel, talking past each other with global techno-babble.  The irony is that we have more communication than ever before, yet we also seem to have less understanding and appreciation of each other than ever before.  In this era where people are either for "us" or against "us," there is not much room for cultural and ideological diversity.
We need to promote the blessing of Pentecost, where people expressed themselves differently, spoke in various languages, appreciated each other's cultures and built a multi- cultural Church. So our world has to learn that there can not be one culture imposed. We have differences in culture, language, race, traditions, and religion, but, as 2003 Nobel Prize Winner Shirin Ebadi from Iran wrote,: "All people have one single attribute. They are all human beings, nothing more, nothing less."  All cultures are human, nothing more and nothing less.  This is the reason we are called to defend humanity that it may continue to be human.
2)    When we understand the God-given intention that all be fully human yet rich in cultural diversity, we will be more open to one another, and North will be more connected with South, East with West.

We understand that our joint humanity calls us to see the richness and beauty of other cultures.  More than that, when we truly believe it, we understand that we are much more together than we are on our own.   We realize that we need one another if we want to grow in human understanding and celebrate the multitude of what is good and right and beautiful all over the world.  No culture in this global community is independent or dependent; we are all interdependent. 
Edward Said, a renowned Palestinian American educator, wrote prior to his death:  

No culture or civilization exists by itself; none is made up of things like    individuality and enlightment that are completely exclusive to it; and none exists without the basic human attributes of community, love, value for life and all the others.

Martin Luther King also said it well:
As long as there is poverty in the world, I can never be rich, even if I have a billion dollars.  As long as diseases are rampant and millions of people in this world can't expect to live more than 28 or 30 years, I can never be totally healthy even if I just had a great check-up at the Mayo Clinic. 

 I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be.  

This is the way our world is made.  No individual or nation can stand boasting of being independent.  We are interdependent."

Once we comprehend this, we are renewed in the Pentecostal spirit for a joint mission: respecting each other's human rights and development and celebrating cultural liberty.
3) Some speak today about a clash among civilizations, pointing to the tensions between North and South, East and West, Islamic and Western countries. I wonder if it is extreme prejudice, ignorance or lack of awareness.  Some despair of a world that seems to be carved up into "us" vs. "them," or good vs. evil-doers.  This de-humanization  creates a culture of fear that regards the other as an object, not a human being. This culture of fear creates new gaps, builds new walls of hatred, encourages political and religious extremism and, above all, demonizes and dehumanizes the other. This is the reason we are concerned with the growth in anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, Arabophobia, Europhobia, Americanophobia and xenophobia. We should never allow fear and extremism to hold our world hostage.  
As people of faith, civil society and politicians, our call is to work together to be proactive to transform this culture of fear into a culture of trust. We can do so, when people in the North and South, East and West, learn to see God not only in themselves or their cultures, religious and races, but also in the other.  God, who created us equally, yet with diverse gifts and lives, - and, whom, I believe, in Christ saved the whole world equally on the cross - yearns for us to accept and affirm the humanity of the other, the very otherness of the other.  When we accept that, we will mutually come to recognize and affirm each other's human, gender, civil, religious, racial and political rights. Only then will our world be transformed into a global oasis of love, hope and mutual acceptance.
4) As Arab Palestinian Christians who have lived together with Judaism and Islam for centuries, we feel disturbed by the stigmatization of Islam.  The dominant world culture says that all Muslims are violent and have no regard for human life.  Like Christianity, Islam has many faces and interpretations, the vast majority of which respect and uphold the sacredness of human life, tolerance for one another and deep hospitality for all.  Arab Christians have lived well with Muslims for the last fourteen centuries, solving any conflicts through constructive dialogue.  We maintained our cultures, traditions, faiths, but also we mutually influenced each other, being part of the same nation. Our long history has taught us not only to accept the other but also to appreciate our differences. As an Arab Palestinian Christian, I feel that I am part and parcel of the Arab Palestinian people. We share the same language, culture, political plight and struggle.  We will one day share the same independent, democratic State, living side by side with the State of Israel, in peace, justice, equality and reconciliation, both of us modern civil societies. We together promote freedom of religion, speech, expression and thinking. Sometimes I ask myself how we might teach this paradigm of co-existence to the West and other parts of the world?
Our Muslim neighbors have come to expect us Arab Palestinian Christians to build bridges between the West and Islam. We are ready to offer our services to those who need them for no other interest than for the sake of humanity, moderation and cultural liberty. Shortly after the horrendous attack on Madrid took place, the Archbishop of Madrid wrote:
From Arab Christianity we are to learn to live with Islam.
His remarks are right: Can we Arab Palestinians offer our extensive experience in living with Islam to our European and American friends? Can we be your voice to Islam and Islam's voice to you?  Only through careful, sensitive, intentional dialogue will we help bring mutual understanding and respect out of the current climate of hatred, distrust and de-humanization.  
5) There is a great need for interfaith dialogue and intercultural dialogue. These dialogues should seek common values for a world without values. I worry that the dominant culture of commercialism and secularism has stripped our world of communal values and replaced them with a preoccupation for narrow self-interest. For this reason, I urge governments and religions in the world to commit themselves to initiate prophetic, inter-faith dialogue. Such a dialogue will seek common values that promote family, equality, justice, peace, forgiveness and reconciliation.  Such a dialogue will challenge whomever and whatever threatens peace, justice, freedom, tolerance and human rights in all nations and in all cultures.  A world without values is a world of chaos. A world promoting violence, militarization and consumerism is a world without a soul.  A world with shared values of justice, peace and reconciliation promotes pluralism, equality, democracy, tolerance and mutual respect for all religions, cultures and traditions.  It is the only world worth giving to our children, because it is the least they deserve from us.
To live with other religions, cultures, races, languages and traditions 
is an art. But it is an art we must learn, practice and perfect if we want our children to be able to live together in peace, with cultural liberty and justice for all.  .  

May God bless you.
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