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MAKING PEACE 

HOUSE BY HOUSE, 

NEIGHBOR BY NEIGHBOR, 

VILLAGE BY VILLAGE

San Francisco, October 2008 – What do you get when you put a Muslim, a Jew, a Christian and a Buddhist together? If you share the perspective of the international organization United Religions Initiative (URI), such a meeting would likely end well.  So long as there are adherents of at least three different religious affiliations collaborating on a grassroots level, you will have the basic unit of interfaith cooperation at the heart of URI’s growing model for pragmatic peacebuilding that endeavors to mobilize diverse and often historically antagonistic religious groups worldwide.

With a primary ‘hub’ of operations housed in a WWII hospital ward located in San Francisco’s historic Presidio Park, URI began ten years ago as the brainchild of Rt. Rev. William Swing, former Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of California, at San Francisco’s Grace Cathedral. The mission of the organization then and now is to end religiously motivated violence by fostering a sense of kinship among people who might otherwise be spiritual enemies. Underlying the 400 grassroots initiatives, in which the organization is currently active—be they in remote mountain areas or large cities—is a simple if sometimes counter-intuitive goal: to engage with and promote cooperation among individuals of differing faiths and thereby provide a channel for participants to draw on faith-based resources for the common purpose of peacebuilding. 

Attending to the growing needs of a world increasingly engaged in religiously motivated violence, URI is acutely aware of the positive change that can be orchestrated through inter-faith initiatives.  As Walt Whitman wrote, “The core of democracy is the religious element. All the religions, old and new, are there.” URI’s work extends this philosophy to the realm of reality. Whether it may be assisting and creating a formal foundation for the work of religious leaders in Northern Uganda towards making inroads to peace through conversations with the Lord’s Resistance Army, partnering with the Philippine government to create models of micro-lending in Metro-Manila, or engaging in a two-year pilot project with leading international peace building scholar, John Paul Lederach, “cooperation among religions,” as URI’s founder Bishop William Swing observes, “is a transforming reality.”

What began as a series of conversations with world religious leaders, including Pope John Paul II and the Dalai Lama, has evolved into an organization that is unique among interfaith groups. Swing notes, “There has never been a group quite like the URI, a global grassroots interfaith network.” Focusing pragmatically on individuals’ needs rather than on any one organized religion’s agenda, URI’s work confronts a defining issue of our age, religiously based conflict, and extends to all sectors of interfaith peacebuilding, including health, education, ecology, economic development and conflict resolution. 

Having attained NGO consultative status with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations in 2007, URI today has grown far beyond the vision of one man, and is more like an organism rather than an organization.  Attracting a broad array of individuals and organizations worldwide, URI has become a network that reaches over one million people working in seven geographic regions and in over 70 countries.  At the core of URI’s work are its Cooperation Circles, which are currently engaged worldwide in over 400 grassroots projects, each defined by individual Cooperation Circle group members. While these interfaith community-based projects are decided upon by group members, enabling each Cooperation Circle to work on issues relevant to their surroundings, the constitution/governance of each Cooperation Circle, in accordance with the URI mission, is diverse as a rule: it must consist of at least seven people, representing three or more religions, spiritual beliefs, or indigenous traditions. 

The work of URI and its Cooperation Circles is as varied as their members and consists of a wide range of programs including:

· protecting streets kids in Kenya

· preventing gang violence in California 

· providing burial cloths for needy Muslims in local Malawian communities 

· creating schools for women in Mozambique

· encouraging women in Israel to take on roles of leadership

· engaging in hunger-strikes via Facebook in protest of Saudi Arabia’s human rights violations 

· promoting peace education for youth and children in Pakistan 

· inspiring imam and priest dialogues in the Philippines 

Through initiating diverse actions, URI’s involvement in promoting interfaith dialogue and cooperation through pragmatic peace-building projects continues to grow. As the success of URI grows, so too does its support base. Religious leaders worldwide stand in support of URI, as do foundations, business leaders and governments, each understanding as URI’s Swing notes, that peace is best made “house by house, neighbor by neighbor, village by village.”

This November 29 – December 5, 2008, in Mayapur, India URI will hold its second global gathering of members, bringing together hundreds of participants, from 44 countries, including the first URI youth delegation. The 2008 Global Assembly will serve as an opportunity for members, working on interfaith projects worldwide, to speak face to face, learn from one another’s successes and to build further alliances within the URI network.

The Young Leaders Program, as part of URI’s 2008 Global Assembly, will bring together 100 youth leaders, from 35 countries, for a five-day workshop in Mayapur. During their stay in India, youth, ranging from ages 18-35, will lead sessions on leadership, visit a local village and engage in a hands-on service project to paint a peace mural, and participate in a tree-planting initiative with the village schoolchildren for the UN’s Billion Tree Planting program.

It is just these types of activities, in a too oft distraught world, that create spaces to resolve religious tensions and conflicts, and move towards a more healthy and productive future. As former President Bill Clinton stated in the forward to Secretary Madeleine Albright’s book, The Mighty & the Almighty, “At their best, religion and democracy each respect the equality and value of every human being”.  URI’s founder, staff, and millions of supporters stand in agreement ‘believe as you will but respect one another’, and work daily to promote cooperation and communication among peoples of differing faiths for the betterment of the world at large.
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United Religions Initiative (URI) is a non-profit organization dedicated to the promotion of enduring and daily interfaith cooperation in order to end religiously motivated violence, and to the creation of a culture of peace, justice and healing for the Earth and all living beings. Launched in 2000, with a central hub in San Francisco, California, URI has 400 Cooperation Circles representing over 100 faiths working on community-based projects, which serve over one million people, in more than 70 countries worldwide.  Having attained special consultative status with the Social and Economic Council of the United Nations in 2007, URI’s network continues to grow and expand in areas of interfaith peace building, conflict resolution, economic development, heath, ecology and education. For more information about URI visit: www.uri.org
