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Peace Conference Decides on a Global Strategy; Geneva Delegates Call for Activism, Prayer and Placing More Women in Power
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GENEVA -- The Global Peace Initiative of Women ended three days of meetings this week, decrying all forms of violence and seeking to forge new strategies to bring peace to areas engulfed in conflict.

About 500 delegates from more than 75 nations ended the meeting with a statement, "The Geneva Declaration of Women for Global Harmony, Peace and Justice," that said they condemn "all forms of violence against women whether in the name of religion, custom or tradition, and call upon the world community to outlaw all inhumane and barbaric forms of punishment deployed against women." 

The meeting was spawned by the Millennium World Peace Summit in August 2000, which brought more than 2,000 religious and spiritual leaders to the United Nations in New York City. The discovery that few attendees were women led to the convening of this latest peace initiative. 

Participants said the goal was to build a global network of powerful women in religion, politics and business. 

"All the world's leaders talk about peace, but there's often a gap between theory and practice," said the Rev. Vashti Murphy McKenzie, a bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Church from Ellicott City. "The operative word is 'respect.' Respect means that you can't force anyone to pursue God in your way, and no one else can force you to pursue God their way." 

Other delegates suggested an invaluable result of the conference was the building of bridges between different forms of spirituality and between people whose homelands are in religious conflict. 

"Having the chance to talk across our differences with other women has been a tremendous experience," said Ellen Friedman, a vice president of the Tides Foundation, a nonprofit organization in San Francisco. "As the trappings of religiosity fall away, you see that at the deepest level, all faith traditions are very similar. I don't think I'm alone in saying that what I'm hearing is a lot of hope." 

A sense of newly discovered common ground inspired many attendees. Though strangers to each other just days ago, Kamla Chowdhry from India and Surayya Jabeen from Pakistan have already planned ways to build relationships between their countries such as a visitor-exchange program and the sharing of their country's native handicrafts. Social progress was even hinted at by an act as minor as Lily Habash, a Palestinian, having breakfast and laughing with Chava Koster, a rabbi at a temple in New York's Greenwich Village. 

"Everyone thinks that all Palestinians are suicide bombers," said Habash, who is a special adviser to the Palestinian National Authority. "So it's been extremely important for me to have dialogues with Jews. It's not going to be easy to establish peace, but in these past few days, we've had the chance to see there's a lot of pain on both sides." 

"We were able to break through fences, I don't even want to call them walls," agreed Koster. "I hope now that Lily won't feel so isolated in the work she's doing." 

Among the initiatives emerging was the formation of a Women's Negotiation Corps, a group to lobby for peace education to be included in school curriculums. Corps members will visit Afghanistan to catalyze peace-building initiatives by supporting women's education and the financing of small businesses run by Afghan women. 

"My country is a ruin where war has destroyed everything, and where women, especially, have suffered a great deal," said Mahbuba Hoqoqmal, a government official from Afghanistan. "Education is key, for many women don't know their rights, even within their own families." 

The delegates, stressing that politics without spirituality is doomed to failure, called for a greater reliance on prayer. 

They declared Nov. 3 as a Worldwide Day of Prayer for Peace. On this day, female religious leaders across the globe will wear white ribbons and are asking their congregants and followers do the same. The ribbons are envisioned as a worldwide message that religion should never be used to promote violence or to serve any one nation's interests.
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