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Why the Community of Sant’Egidio Was
Selected for the Niwano Peace Prize

The Niwano Peace Foundation (Nichiko Niwano,
president; Motoyuki Naganuma, chairman) has cho-
sen the Community of Sant’Egidio in Rome, headed
by Prof. Andrea Riccardi, as the recipient of the six-
teenth Niwano Peace Prize. The Community is a
Roman Catholic lay association recognized by the
Vatican that is involved in a wide range of activities,
including caring for the poor and hungry among im-
migrant groups, the elderly, and the homeless; pro-
moting dialogue among people of different faiths;
and reconciling the parties in armed conflicts. The
prize decision is the result of careful deliberation by
a selection committee of seven members represent-
ing the Buddhist, Christian, and Islamic faiths, who
chose from nominations offered by some 1,000 rec-
ognized authorities in 125 different countries.

The Community of Sant’Egidio originated in 1968
with a group of ten students at a secondary school in
Rome. Prof. Riccardi was one of those students and
played a leading role in the group’s formation. Their
goal was to reflect sincerely upon the word of God
as conveyed by the Gospels and to apply the lessons
learned in society. The group went out into the
streets of Rome and began by teaching the children of
poor families that had moved to Rome from the south
seeking work. This small experiment won the sympa-
thy of many people and the group’s membership
grew. At that time in Rome, the numbers of migrants
from within Italy and immigrants from abroad were
growing. Left out of the mainstream of society, they
suffered from extreme poverty and many also were
the victims of loneliness and violence. The Commu-
nity of Sant’Egidio joined hands with them, vowing to
work together to ease their plight. The Community
has remained true to its original promise, even as its
activities have become increasingly diversified and
widespread.

More than thirty years later, the Community of
Sant’Egidio now has a membership of some 18,000
volunteers of all ages and from all walks of life. The
core of the Community is composed of vigorous men
and women in their 20s, 30s, and 40s who dedicate
their free time in the afternoons and evenings after
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their daytime jobs to work as volunteers in any way
they can.

While the Community’s activities are centered in
Rome, it also has ongoing programs in Genoa, Naples,
Florence, and other parts of Italy. Elsewhere, it can be
found at work in more than 20 countries in Europe,
Central America, Africa, and Asia.

The Community focuses on society’s weak and
poverty-stricken. Community volunteers support ed-
ucational activities in the poor districts of major cities
and have worked to build recovery and treatment cen-
ters for AIDS patients, drug addicts, the disabled, and
others. The Community also has been giving great
attention to caring for the elderly who are no longer
able to support themselves, as well as for elderly im-
migrants. Specifically, Community volunteers pro-
vide emergency support for facilities that care for the
aged; provide food; and assist in vocational and lan-
guage training. The Community also has led a number
of campaigns to recognize the basic human rights of
immigrants, turning the intolerance and racism di-
rected against them into tolerance. It also has provided
tens of thousands of meals for the homeless, and has
prepared and distributed detailed pamphlets show-
ing where free meals and lodgings are available.

Inter-religious dialogue and cooperation repre-
sent another important facet of the Community of
Sant’Egidio’s activities. In 1986, Pope John Paul II
called for a Day of Prayer for World Peace to be held
in Assisi and participated in by people of all reli-
gions. Starting in the following year, the Community
has annually sponsored in various European loca-
tions international gatherings inspired by Assisi.
Last year marked the twelfth such gathering of reli-
gious leaders from around the world representing
different faiths. These meetings provide an invalu-
able forum for interfaith dialogue.

A unique characteristic of the Community of
Sant’Egidio is its involvement in efforts to stop re-
gional conflicts, an extremely difficult global issue.
For example, during the fighting in Mozambique
that claimed the lives of one million people, the
Community held frequent official and unofficial
meetings with both government and antigovernment
forces. In 1992, an agreement to end the fighting was
signed at last between both sides following media-
tion by the Italian government, the Community of
Sant’Egidio, and the Roman Catholic Church in
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Mozambique. The Community continues to mediate
conflicts in a similar way in such places as Lebanon,
Albania, Algeria, Angola, Burundi, the former Yu-
goslavia, Guatemala, Somalia, and Sudan.

The Word of God has been the basis for all that the
Community of Sant’Egidio has undertaken. Here the
word “community” means much more than simply
living together. The Community of Sant’Egidio is
made up of people of faith who choose to live with
all peoples as children of God. They are motivated by
the strong belief that we are all brothers and sisters,
members of the same human family, and as such our
love should be shared not only with our own families
and friends within our own countries, but also with
others of different ethnic backgrounds and cultures.

The Community of Sant’Egidio has won worldwide
respect for the depth of its religious faith and for the
initiatives it has taken to become a “working religious
community.” Its leadership has given courage and
hope to religious people in Italy and throughout the
world.

In awarding the Sixteenth Niwano Peace Prize to
the Community of Sant’Egidio, the Niwano Peace
Foundation wishes to express its great esteem for the
Community’s dedication to social justice and world
peace. We commend the Community’s significant
achievements to date and pray that numerous others
will follow in their footsteps.

A% EHERPOHEWEFMOMY) OES (D—~  1996)
Tenth Inter-religious Meeting of Prayer for Peace, Rome, 1996
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