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This conference really is very timely and important.  The September 11 terrorist attacks and subsequent bombing of Afghanistan really demonstrate the need for nonviolent alternatives.  Of course Peace Brigades have been putting some of these nonviolent alternatives into practice for many years.  It can provide much inspiration and demonstrate to the world the power of nonviolence.

We could call the current events a crisis, but in Chinese the word crisis means “danger and opportunity”.  While we need to be aware of the danger we should also take this as an opportunity to put forward sane and nonviolent alternatives to this war against terrorism.  

All this violence can at times feel overwhelming.  We are confronted with it everyday via the media.  It is easy to feel helpless.  Peacemaking is an endless task.  The work never stops, but that doesn’t mean we should stop doing it.  One definition of a peacemaker is that a peacemaker, knowing that the well needs water climbs up the mountain to the snowline, takes a spoonful of snow, goes down the mountain, drops it in the well and then goes back up the mountain.  Because the need for peacemaking is overwhelming we should never stop doing it.

Thich Nhat Hanh says, “To prevent war, to prevent the next crisis, we must start right now.  When a war or crisis has begun, it is already too late.  If we and our children practice ahimsa in our daily lives, if we learn to plant seeds of peace and reconciliation in our hearts and minds, we will begin to establish real peace and, in that way, we may be able to prevent the next war.”
  So this idea of peacebuilding, preventing wars before they begin is very important.  This work attracts no headlines, in fact nobody may even notice it, but it really is crucial.

This is not to say that once a war has begun there is nothing we can do.  But it is crucial that we realise that most of this work—preventing wars, preventing violence—doesn’t just happen when wars start.  It goes on all the time and it is a lot easier to stop wars before they have started.  Peace is not just the absence of war.  Peace is a proactive, comprehensive process of finding common ground through open communication and putting into practice a philosophy of non-harm and sharing resources.

Peace is also something that we need to find within ourselves.  If our minds are full of anger and hatred then how can we hope to solve the problems of violence in the world?  We need to examine our minds and see that our minds are controlled by anger, greed and delusion.  When we can start to overcome these emotions then we can have some peace within ourselves.  When we have seeds of peace within then we can plant seeds of peace in the world.  So the art of peacemaking really begins with making peace with ourselves.

To make peace we also really need to have upekkha, equanimity, the mind that is steady and even.  With upekkha we will not be swayed by our emotions, but we will have a mindful detachment that allows the development of wisdom.  Wisdom is what really allows us to help others with compassion and understanding.

It is also important to think about structural violence.  We should not limit our thinking to believing that violence is limited merely to acts of war or terrorism.  Every day 40,000 people starve to death in a world where there is an abundance of food.  The global economic system enriches a few while everyday more and more people are pushed into living in poverty.  The problem with structural violence is that it is difficult to see it.  Many people just dismiss it by saying that’s the way things are or there is no other way.  Many people similarly dismiss nonviolence because they are unable to see how it can be effective.  It doesn’t attract the same headlines as violence.  Many people don’t see how it can be a solution.

The roots of much global conflict lie in this structural violence.  The economic forces of globalisation, forced upon much of the world by the countries of the North, transnational corporations and the Bretton Woods institutions (World Bank, IMF and WTO), not only condemn many to living in poverty but they provide a breeding ground for hatred and greed which in turn gives rise to violence.  The demonic religion of consumerism is based on promoting greed and in the name of this greed all sorts of violence is committed.  

So what we really need to do is find ways to overcome structural violence as well the more obvious forms of violence.  Peacemaking work needs to include both these things.

Along with my friend Abdurrahman Wahid I am organising the Bandung II conference to be held in 2005.  The first Bandung conference was held in 1955 so we hope to mark the fiftieth anniversary with another conference.  It will be along similar lines—exploring alternatives to the dominant paradigms.  We need to look at alternatives to the current paradigm and promote friendship among people of different backgrounds, create opportunities for dialogue.  

We will have an interim meeting for Bandung II in Bangkok in February with the title “Peacemaking and International Insecurity in the 21st Century”.  We hope that one of the outcomes of this meeting will be the formation of a Southeast Asian regional Peace Army in the Gandhian tradition of shanti sena.  

I hope this can be but one of many initiatives toward a more peaceful, sane and just world.  There is no doubt that this work is of great importance.  
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