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Commemorative Address

by Prof. Andrea Riccardi
(President of the Community of Sant’Egidio)

I should like first of all to express my thanks to the
Niwano Peace Foundation: I am very happy to accept
the Niwano Peace Prize awarded to the Community
of Sant’Egidio, and I give thanks, in the name of the
Community, for this significant recognition.

The Community of Sant’Egidio has already re-
ceived other prizes, but not all of the prizes are equal:
there exist so many different kinds, some very well
known and other less so, that are awarded by institu-
tions of varying prestige and that have very different
meanings. The Niwano Peace Prize is certainly a fa-
mous international prize and it is therefore an honor
for the Community of Sant’Egidio to receive it. But
there is not only this aspect. I consider it particularly
important to receive a prize that bears the name of
Rev. Nikkyo Niwano, a man of religion of the very
highest character who has sacrificed himself to serve
his neighbor. Moreover, this prize does not stand
only for a Foundation: it is linked to the experience
and the work of Rissho Kosei-kai, founded by Rev.
Niwano and the late Mrs. Myoko Naganuma. I there-
fore believe it is possible to say that the Niwano
Peace Prize contains a message that renders it partic-
ularly significant: I would define it as the message of
men and women committed to improve society and
to develop peace that is directed to other men and
other women who seek to improve society and de-
velop peace.

This prize is, in fact, expressive of the spirit of Ris-
sho Kosei-kai and of its members: people of religion
who do not content themselves with what they do
and who do not limit themselves to the customary
sphere of their affections and interests. One must in
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fact recognize Rissho Kosei-kai’s sincere determina-
tion to develop rapport also with very distant, diverse
people and in particular of other religions outside
Japan. I think of the contribution through the World
Conference on Religion and Peace. As for the Cath-
olic Church, it is noted that Pope Paul VI invited Rev.
Niwano to be an observer at the Second Vatican Coun-
cil: it is an experience that the founder of Rissho Kosei-
kai has reevoked with deep, moving words.

Along the way, Rissho Kosei-kai has also encoun-
tered the Community of Sant’Egidio, and I do not be-
lieve it was by chance. Each year since 1986, a Rissho
Kosei-kai delegation has participated in our interna-
tional encounters of people of religion. This means
encounters taking place every year in the various
countries of the world—from Rome to Warsaw, from
Brussels to Bucharest—to recall and continue the
spirit that was celebrated at Assisi in 1986: at that
time Pope John Paul II invited the leaders of all the
principal world religions to pray side by side for
world peace. On that day, the armies fell silent for a
brief but significant pause in the more than sixty war
zones scattered across the globe. It was a sign of how
much can be done when people of religion unite. Since
then, every year, the Community of Sant’Egidio has
invited people of religion from everywhere in the
world to continue a common effort of prayer and co-
operation for peace. At these meetings, besides the
Rissho Kosei-kai delegation, representatives of nu-
merous other Japanese religious organizations have
annually taken part—Catholics, Buddhists, Shrine
Shintoists, and Sect Shintoists (allow me to take this
opportunity to thank the Japanese Catholic Church
and its bishops for having facilitated and encour-
aged these meetings).

For Rissho Kosei-kai and the Community of
Sant’Egidio there also have been other occasions for
mutual understanding and cooperation, both in Eu-
rope and Japan. As I have already said, it is not just a
matter of casual encounters. Geographical distance,
diverse identities, different cultural backgrounds,
have not constituted an obstacle. On the contrary,
these have enhanced our encounters. Both Rissho
Kosei-kai and the Community of Sant’Egidio are, in
fact, aware of the importance of knowing and associ-
ating with diverse and distant societies and people
in order to come together for an important project: to
create a language and a network of dialogue and
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peace. I believe that our two experiences, both born
of a departure from very ancient religious traditions
but developed in this most tormented century, reflect
a deep awareness of the ties of interdependence that
exist among all the peoples of the world and of the
responsibilities that this implies.

I therefore consider this prize a message that Rissho
Kosei-kai transmits to the whole world through the
Niwano Peace Foundation, of favoring an encounter
among all whom Pope John XXIII called people of
good will. I believe that by awarding the prize to the
Community of Sant’Egidio, there has been a wish to
make a contribution to recognizing and helping in
the situations of war and suffering with which the
Community of Sant’Egidio has sought to concern it-
self: like those in Mozambique which, with the peace
concluded in Rome in October 1992, have been re-
solved satisfactorily after a long civil war that caused
millions of deaths; and those unfortunately still go-
ing on, where war—we hope—has just ended, as in
Guinea-Bissau, or where it still rages, as in Kosovo.

Some may ask what people of religion have to do
with the issues of war and peace in the world.
Should not such issues be dealt with by politicians
and diplomats?

The Community of Sant’Egidio has been called “the
UN of the Trastevere,” referring to the district in
Rome where the Community has its headquarters. But
the appellation is not exact: members of Sant’Egidio
are not diplomats or politicians, they do not repre-
sent countries or world powers. They are ordinary
men and women whom the Gospel has taught the
love of one’s neighbor and concern for the poor, and
who therefore have fostered concern for human suf-
fering and pain. As you know, every day all mem-
bers of Sant’Egidio meet the poor and marginalized
with what progressively becomes a personal rapport
that I would call friendship. In fact, we seek not so
much to assist or help people as to become brothers
and sisters of those whom the Gospel calls the hum-
blest. Speaking before so many Buddhist believers, I
am sure of being understood: concern and compassion
for suffering is truly a treasure that Buddhist tradi-
tion has bestowed on all humanity. Rev. Niwano has
written that both Buddhism and Christianity teach
love of one’s neighbor, wherever he or she may be,
and this has prompted Buddhists and Christians to
seek cooperation and peace with everyone. These are
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convictions to which I feel very close. But I believe
that also the other people of religion present here can
understand me, as well as those who are not reli-
gious. As the great Latin poet Terence said, “Humani
nil a me alienum puto” (I consider nothing human
alien to me). And it is just this concern for humanity
and in particular for those who suffer most that has
prompted us to concern ourselves with the situations
of wars. War is often, in fact, the mother of all poverty,
as we see in so many African situations, or nearer
here, in Cambodia, a country that still has not fully
recovered from the tragedy of the 1970s, and where
every year 170 children out of a thousand under the
age of five die.

Actually, the members of the Community of
Sant’Egidio do not want to steal anyone’s business.
We are not politicians or diplomats, and we do not
feel that we are “the UN of the Trastevere.” We be-
lieve, however, that concern for those who suffer is a
responsibility of every human being, and we believe
that in the name of this suffering one can talk to,
pray with, and invite whoever has the possibility of
doing so to confront the world’s problems.

Experience has taught us that often wars break
out, continue, and fail to end because no one wants
to make the effort of dialogue. It is an effort appar-
ently useless and undoubtedly demanding. It seems
that it is not worth the effort to try to understand the
reasons, often apparently absurd, that people have
for fighting, and that it is a waste of time to try to get
the combatants to understand the pain of those who
suffer from war. Actually, our experience teaches us
that this effort is not useless and that often it is the
only really effective path. At times, wars are inter-
rupted because someone stronger stops them, but
then they break out again after a number of years, as
unfortunately happened in Angola.

Since 1989, the world has become more confused,
more complex and, it seems, even more fragmented.
Various situations appear ever farther apart, the prob-
lems always less capable of a single solution. In the
last ten years, the terrifying threat of global annihila-
tion has abated but many local wars have broken
out. It seems easier for wars to break out, and many
people seem able to start them: small countries, ethnic
groups without governments, political factions, and
others. At the same time, however, just as it has be-
come easier for wars to start, it has become easier to
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contribute to peace. Anyone can make war, but any-
one also can make peace. I believe that the Niwano
Peace Foundation is steadfastly moving in that direc-
tion. In fact, this prize is recognition of the impor-
tance of the cause of peace and of all the efforts that
can be made, anywhere in the world, to promote
peace. No one is so humble that their contribution
to peace is useless or irrelevant. We can all make a
contribution to peace. The Niwano Peace Prize is im-
portant recognition for whoever receives it, but it ex-
presses the determined desire for peace of him who
established it and continually makes it an instrument
to promote world peace.

Rissho Kosei-kai is a voice that more than others
in recent decades has been raised from Japan to meet,
get to know, and have dialogue with adherents of
other religions. It is one of the most significant expres-
sions of a movement that has developed in Japanese
society in the last decades when, having overcome
but not forgotten the traumas of the Second World
War, and having reached a plateau of economic well-
being, Japan has begun to question itself anew about
its role in the world. Its financial role, above all in
Asia, is well known and there is no need to empha-
size it. But also relevant is its contribution in the
sphere of international cooperation, from Albania to
Burundi: Japan’s preeminence is well known in this
area.

The choice of promoting international cooperation
so much is very significant also in relation to Japan’s
previous history, and in this sense Japan’s experience
is particularly close to that of many European coun-
tries, among them Italy. Japan is a group of islands,
and this geographical characteristic has long condi-
tioned its history. In Japan, the non-Japanese has often
had the face of a person from afar, who comes from
beyond the sea, not always with benevolent inten-
tions. This has also been the case of Europeans who
have come to Japan with aggressive projects. But re-
ligion has played a different role. Buddhism arrived
in Japan from China and contributed to the pacifica-
tion and development of Japan. St. Francis Xavier also
came to Japan with peaceful intent. Therefore, Rissho
Kosei-kai does not represent a case of wanting to re-
new contacts with the overseas roots of Buddhism or
develop new contacts in other places where world
religions originated.

During the many journeys that in these years I

31



FUEf A HEEST 2 ECo—omiEA L LToOHZ 872 L
BT ZETLE DS

VRS, MOFEHOCERE L OZEH . PR,
WEEZT ) 720, ZZETAEOBICHARDEAS Bt -
72, L DbIFFETL—oDFETY, Z1Ud, EDIAH:
FIIBVTEBINTE/EFHOHT »‘L%ﬁWﬁéw
D—2THYH T, HF_RKMRKZDOH LR L—F

SENThITTIEH ) FEAN—RFNRE R ;@H‘f:
i 'Jf:U)HZL'\li HROPTOEH S DREHITTH B 0I2D
WTC, EEOTHMT 2L E L EDIFTYT
M2 B W T HARD R L CE BN L BTN b
NTHY, 52T CTHICY LIF28EEHWTL L ),
LAl TIN=ZTHhEL TN Jizni-5$ T, EEHG)
WEIRIH B2 HROHMEZZFE LW DOADH ) £ fi“;
FEHE, HADPZOHEHIZBWTITEN L %E 372 LTw
LHIEbFRL ML TnwET,

ZDXIEE L DEERH I AT ) EE HARDPERL 72
Zlit, BAROBEDORFER LS LEbETATYH, KE
KELGE®RZEHF>TVWET, ZOFEKRIZBWNT, AlE, H
KA THRIZED Y, DI -0 v DE%L, FFIZ
A7) TIZEWbDHHD EELTVWET, HAREET
HY, 29 LHBEEE, ELZOERZEO 5T
XF L7 HRADS O X, OS2 S8 Lzsk
EIAIZ. £ oBs, EWilkRo Ao ZH->THh

OEMEILTLLIELZLDDOTIEH ) THATL, 1
MPICBBEOEX Z o T, HERIZR o TRAZI—1T v /8A
LWDTT, Lo L, FHEIIZENE IR L H15%EH %37
LE L7z (LEUEHEDS HARIZIEA B, HARDIFHI &
SRICKRELREMEIELELL B7 T VA0 - FE
I, FHIOERZH-> THRIZR > THRE L7z, o
T VAERIEADS, iEZ A2 T, LDV — 7 & 7 5 bl
LD Z DD FEE DS 2 72 I & 78t & X B LT %
BLTWBDIIHARDOZ L TIEHY) A,

::nEL-}Fr Mlxa—ayss, 707, Uk, 7A) A
MR E CTRAMEROBZE i A a2 L (b E
L 7295, fmmwm L AR EDFELND D 72U
UHIZL, HROPTHADPFAEER 2o TWDH I L&
BELFE L7,

32

have had the opportunity of undertaking in various
parts of the world—from Europe to Asia, from the
Middle East to the Americas—I have often heard talk
about Japan, and I have encountered signs of the
Japanese presence in the world. Undoubtedly, Japan
appears as a great country today; it does not present
itself, however, in the guise of a great power in the
traditional sense of the term. This is a novel aspect,
and to my way of thinking very positive. I know that
today there is an open debate here about the role of
Japan in the world and I know that there are those
who hold that this role is inadequate compared with
the levels reached today by your country in many
important areas. Many would like major investments
in the armaments sector and a more consistent mili-
tary presence. In reality, a debate like this returns pe-
riodically to the surface in many national situations.
Even in Italy—known as the country of pizza and
spaghetti—there is sometimes a desire for a greater
commitment in the military sphere that would in-
duce greater international respect for the country.

Actually, the framework of international relations
has changed enormously in the last decades. Today
there exist forms of national presence in the world
more efficacious than the traditional ones. Personal-
ly, I believe that if Japan, although it is a great coun-
try, today does not want to be a great power in the
traditional sense, this does not derive only from its
shouldering the burden of a tragic history but from
the international conditioning it has undergone in
the last fifty years.

Meeting Japanese men and women, above all
people of religion, I have in fact often had the im-
pression of great modesty, as if their principal preoc-
cupation were above all not to disturb. A Japanese-
American psychologist has noted that the Japanese
say “I'm sorry” when a Westerner would say “Thank
you.” It is as if these men and these women did not
want to burden other people, did not want to as-
sume a domineering attitude. In this sense I believe
that, at the heart of Japanese society, there are those
who—and I am thinking above all of Rissho Kosei-
kai and other religious groups—have reexamined in
a profound way the tragic historical events of the
Second World War, and in particular the dramatic
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

On February 25, 1981, Pope John Paul II, visiting
Hiroshima, said: “War is the work of man. War is
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destruction of human life. War is death. Nowhere do
these truths impose themselves upon us more force-
fully than in this city of Hiroshima, at the Peace Me-
morial.” And he added: “It is with deep emotion that
I have come here today as a ‘pilgrim of peace.” I
wanted to make this visit to the Hiroshima Peace Me-
morial out of a deep personal conviction that to re-
member the past is to commit oneself to the future.”
I believe that these sentiments are shared by many
Japanese people of religion, who intend to remember
the past and commit themselves to the future.

I hope you will forgive me if I have taken advan-
tage of your kind attention to refer to many concrete
problems and if I am permitted to formulate some
observations regarding the role of Japan in the world
today.

This for me is the first occasion to visit Japan, and
I am grateful to the Niwano Peace Foundation also
for this occasion that has been granted me. For many
years I have cultivated a particular interest in Japan
and its people, and I consider this meeting an occa-
sion that I would like to use in the most intense way
possible. I believe that the style in which I have en-
tered in such a direct and rapid way into the heart of
some problems is not exactly in line with the culture
and traditions of Japan, where the forms of personal
relationships are governed by rules that are very re-
fined. I know that Japan is a country where serving
tea is an art, as is the arrangement of flowers. But
perhaps speaking of the disorders of the world can
be a way of arousing in you the desire to bring the
order and harmony that are typical of your tradi-
tions to have an effect on them.

Permit me therefore to touch also on a final topic
that is very close to my heart. It is the topic, I shall
say right away, of the death penalty. The Community
of Sant’Egidio, in cooperation with Amnesty Interna-
tional and other international organizations, has
launched an appeal for a moratorium on executions
throughout the world starting with the year 2000.
Right now, a collection of signatures is under way on
a global level in support of this appeal, to be presented
in the coming months to UN Secretary-General Kofi
Annan.

Undoubtedly, the issue of the death penalty is very
delicate. Among other things it is being applied in
very different forms from country to country. It is not
possible to pass a single judgment on such different
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situations. But as I have already mentioned, we live
in a world ever more interdependent, and even is-
sues we seem to regard only as the internal problems
of single national societies now concern the whole
world. We have arrived at a point in the history of
humanity when the issue of the death penalty is not
a concern of one country more than another, but a
general struggle of all nations and of all peoples to
reduce the level of violence in the world. Because of
the role that Japan and Japanese religions play in the
world, I hold it very opportune that you too will
make your voice heard on this issue.

Among those who are condemned to death in the
world there are also—but not always, and this too
occurs to us—persons who have committed serious
crimes. Our thoughts go first of all to their victims, to
the sorrow of their family members, to the loneliness
of those left behind. But in considering the death
penalty—what it involves, the message of violence
that it inevitably communicates, its intrinsic inhu-
manity—we ask ourselves: what purpose does it
serve? Then the thought arises, can a state, a law-
abiding nation, a developed society, place itself on
the same level as those who have killed or commit-
ted other offenses, and itself kill? The West declares
itself proud of its principles, among which are those
that constitute so-called civil law and on which is
based the insistent request to respect human rights.
However, the death penalty contradicts all this.

It often happens that particular cases of persons
condemned to death—because of apparent inno-
cence, extreme youth, or something else—arouse
public opinion and individual consciences. It is nec-
essary nevertheless that a just but occasional concern
for the accused should be accompanied by more
comprehensive reflection. One does not always suc-
ceed, in fact, in examining closely enough the many
and complex aspects of this extreme juridical sanc-
tion: from the coherence with which a state imposes
its laws, to the practical utility of a deterrent to
crime; from the conditions to which the accused is
subjected, to the desire of the victim’s relations. Of-
ten one is for or against this punishment without
having adequately evaluated its many human,
moral, social, or even economic implications. The
moratorium we propose is designed exactly to foster
comprehensive reflection in the most ample and
complete way possible.
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To this campaign heads of state and people of
government have already lent their support, such as
Czech President Véaclav Havel; people in the worlds
of culture and entertainment; and representatives of
the Christian churches and the major world reli-
gions. In consideration of the importance of this ini-
tiative and of your human sensibility, I allow myself
to draw your attention to this appeal, promoted by
the Community of Sant’Egidio and others. It is an
appeal that I would define as coming from all men
and all women of good will; from all, that is, who
want to sign it.

The year 2000 is a date full of significance for the
Christian world, and prompts Christians to look
with greater faith and greater hope to the future.
There is, however, a need for all people, Christians
and non-Christians, religious persons and those who
are uncommitted, to look with greater faith and
greater hope to the future of the world and of hu-
manity after such a dramatic and violent century.
The moratorium on the death penalty is a step in this
direction: suspending executions throughout the
world and taking a deeper look at this problem
would constitute a sign of innovation that would in-
fluence positively the spiritual and social develop-
ment of the whole world.

TY L E - 7S OMFHED
Ceremony after signing of the Mozambique peace agreement, 1992
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Special Christmas lunch for the poor
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