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Working Together as Peace-makers

Message

Address by the Rev. Dr. Philip A. Potter
On Being Awarded the Niwano Peace Prize

I feel deeply privileged and honoured to be the
fourth recipient of the Niwano Peace Prize. In a charac­
teristically Buddhist way, the Foundation has awarded
the prize for the third time to someone from the Chris­
tian tradition. Buddhism, especially the form represent­
ed in Japan and conspicuously by the Rissho Kosei-kai,
is universal in outlook and teaches that the fundamental
reality of life in all its forms is relationships. Chris­
tianity shares these characteristics of universality and
the centrality of relationships between persons and
between them and creation. I gladly accept this prize as
a sign of the growing dialogue between Buddhists and
Christians in affirming our inter-related life in justice
and peace throughout the oikoumene, the whole inhab­
ited earth.

It is somewhat ironical that I have been awarded
this prize for Peace. During the years when I was
General Secretary of the World Council of Churches
(1972-1984), I was constantly portrayed in the media as
supporting armed conflict, terrorists and the violent
overthrow of regimes particularly in the exploited Third
World from which I come. It was often a painful experi­
ence for me, and I am afraid that my fellow Christians
did little to correct that image. It is all the more gratify­
ing that a Buddhist foundation has decided to go behind
the image and recognise some of the things I stood for,
as was expressed in the press release on 14 February.

May I crave your indulgence by sharing with you a
few moments in my own biography? When, at the age of
sixteen, I matriculated from secondary school in my
island home of Dominica in the West Indies, I followed
other youths in joining the volunteer Defence Force. But
it was only for one afternoon. It suddenly struck me,
while on parade, that I could not conscientiously use
arms against others who share with me a common
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humanity, I became a pacifist, though a peculiar one. I
have never joined any pacifist organization and have
never felt superior to those who in conscience have been
constrained to take up arms as a last resort in the
defence of human rights or the integrity and welfare of
their nations against external or internal aggressors.
What I did pledge to do was to devote my life in the
pursuit of human dignity, justice and peace in solidarity
with the oppressed and through non-violent means. That
naturally involved me in very controversial situations of
political, racial, socio-economic, cultural and religious
conflicts during the almost forty years that I have been
privileged to serve my fellow human beings internation­
ally as well as in the Caribbean. I have never regretted
it, and will continue joyfully to commit the rest of my
life to work for the well-being of humanity.

The second experience I would like to evoke is a
date which the Japanese people can never forget-6
August, 1945. I was participating in a work camp in
rural Jamaica, building a community center. That
morning, in our devotions, we had read the story of the
transfiguration of Jesus. He was on a mountain with
three of his disciples in intense prayer and reflection
before going to Jerusalem where he would be crucified
by the combination of the religious and political author­
ities. The story indicates that he was in communion as
in a vision with two historic figures of old-Moses, the
leader of the slave people of Israel into freedom from
Egypt and the giver of the Law or teaching of God, and
Elijah, the prophet who challenged the idols which his
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people had adopted out of political and cultural expedi­
ency and who pointed the people back to the way of
holiness and righteousness which alone could bring them
true peace. The story says that there was a blinding
light which changed the face of Christ and disclosed his
true being as the Son of God called to give his life for the
salvation of the world.

Well, in the evening when we came back from work,
we listened to the news. It told of a blinding light which
shone over Hiroshima and destroyed and maimed thou­
sands and thousands of people. We later heard of the
similar fate of Nagasaki. That brought the war in Asia
to an end. We were thunder-struck by the coincidence of
these two events-the experience of Jesus as a sign of
his affirmation of life and of his self-sacrifice for the life
of the world, and the decision by the President of a
Christian nation, on that very day which Christians
celebrate, to unleash the light of darkness of atomic
bombs in the hope of shortening the war and saving
lives. This experience has haunted me ever since and
made me more determind than ever to work for peace
and justice, though at the time I never knew what
opportunities I would have in which to test this determi­
nation.

The third experience was at the Second World
Conference of Christian Youth at Oslo, Norway, in July
1947. We were 1,300 young people from all over the
world. A large number among us had been directly
involved in the Second World War on opposing sides.
Many of us from the Third World were in the struggle
for political and racial liberation. But there was one
important delegation missing. It was the Japanese dele­
gation. The American occupying power refused to allow
the young Christians to come. None regretted this more
than the Chinese delegates. We were meeting under the
theme, "Jesus Christ is Lord", he who shared our broken
humanity and who is present as the crucified and risen
one to reconcile us all to God and to one another from
all the conflicts and hatreds which dominate our lives.
We prayed fervently for our Japanese fellow Christians
and for the Japanese people. I was a member and later
chairperson of the committee of the Youth Department
of the World Council of Churches which organised for
several years work camps in Japan and in East Asia to
make it possible for Christians to live out the message of
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reconciliation, My first visit to Japan in 1955 was pre­
cisely as secretary of the WCC Youth Department and
as the bearer of greetings to and solidarity with the
youth of Japan from Christians all over the world,

It is in the spirit of these experiences, which have
profoundly marked my life and ministry, that I heartily
participate in this event today, which celebrates the aim
of the Niwano Peace Foundation, which is "the realiza­
tion of a truly peaceful society" and "the creation of a
new world community" through interreligious under­
standing and cooperation, May I take this opportunity
to express my deep gratitude, and that of so many
people all over the world, for what President N ikkyo
Niwano has accomplished in promoting religious free­
dom and world peace, not least as one of the founders of
the World Conference on Religion and Peace which had
its first meeting in Kyoto in 1970, and as the founder of
the Peace Foundation which appropriately bears his
name,

I feel particularly privileged that I am the recipient
of the Peace Prize in the year which the United Nations
Organization has designated to be the International
Year of Peace. Born as it was just after World War II
and Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the UN has given major
emphasis to the issues of disarmament and peace. Dur­
ing these past forty years, the UN has provided a forum
for grappling with the grave problems of war and the
weapons of war and also of peace and all that makes for
the absence of war and the well-being of peoples in
human dignity and justice. The UN has been heavily
attacked and its many-sided work has been weakend by
the powerful nations. But it has remained the one public
body in which all nations and peoples can get a hearing
and can unite their forces for the welfare of humankind.
That is why people of religious faith have given and
continue to give their loyal support to the UN.

When the World Council of Churches was formed in
1948 it made a strong statement on war as contrary to
God's will and called the churches to support the UN.
The Assembly of the WCC clearly stated:

War as a method of settling disputes is incompatible
with the teaching and example of our Lord Jesus Christ.
The part which war plays in our present international
life is a sin against God and a degradation of man.... War
is now total, and every man and woman is called for
mobilisation in war service. Moreover, the immense use
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of air forces and the discovery of atomic and other new
weapons render widespread and indiscriminate destruc­
tion inherent in the whole conduct of modern war in a
sense never experienced in past conflicts. In these cir­
cumstances the tradition of a just war, requiring a just
cause and the use of just means, is now challenged...

The churches must also attack the causes of war by
promoting peaceful change and the pursuit of justice.
They must stand for the maintenance of good faith and
the honouring of the pledged word; resist the pretensions
of imperialist power; promote the multilateral reduction
of armaments; and combat indifference and despair in
the face of the futility of war; they must point Christians
to that spiritual resistance which grows from settled
convictions widely held, themselves a powerful deterrent
to war. A moral vacuum inevitably invites an aggressor.

It was therefore natural that the World Council of
Churches played some role, through its programme of
dialogue with people of living faiths and ideologies, in
helping to facilitate the formation of the World Confer­
ence of Religion and Peace in 1970. At that time I had
some direct responsibility for this programme and so
followed closely the developments of this body and of its
work up to now. The Kyoto Declaration of the WCRP
said unequivocally:

We are convinced that religions, in spite of historic
differences, must now seek to unite all men in those
endeavours which make for true peace.

The WCRP has, therefore, along with the WCC,
been very active in the activities of the UN as a Non­
Governmental Organisation, and no one has been as
active as Dr. Homer Jack, the second recipient of this
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Peace Prize, The most recent manifestation of the
support the NGOs was the conference they held in
Geneva on 20-24 January, 1986, to open the UN Interna­
tional Year of Peace, under the theme, "Together for
Peace". This meeting issued an appeal "to all peoples of
the world to join in a common pursuit of peace".

My predecessors, Archbishop Helder Camara, Dr.
Homer Jack, and Mr. Zhao Pu Chu, have all spoken
eloquently and adequately on the common pursuit of
peace. It is practically impossible to say anything new
on disarmament and peace, although we can never stop
saying the same things so that people may hear and act.
But my international experience has stimulated me to
take up the challenge of the Appeal from the NGO
meeting in January which stated:

Recognizing the importance of preparation of soci­
eties for life in peace, we call for a new orientation in
education, science, culture, religion and mass media
towards peace-making.

The question which is posed for us is: How do we
work together as peacemakers?

I would like to draw your attention to the fact that
the first Niwano Peace Prize was awarded soon after
President Reagan made his historic statement on 23
March, 1983, on the subject of national security. He said
then that he had become "more and more deeply convin­
ced that the human spirit must be capable of rising
above dealing with other nations and human beings by
threatening their existence." He went on to ask: "What
if free people live secure in the knowledge that their
security did not rest upon the threat of instant US
retaliation to deter a Soviet attack; that we could inter­
cept and destroy strategic ballistic missiles before they
reached our own sailor that of our allies?" He then
stated:

I am directing a comprehensive and intersive effort
to define a long-term research and development pro­
gramme to begin to achieve our ultimate goal of
eliminating the threat posed by strategic nuclear mis­
siles. This would pave the way for arms-control mea­
sures to climinate the weapons themselves. We seek
neither military superiority nor political advantage. Our
only purpose-one all people share-is to search for
ways to reduce the danger of nuclear war.

This statement and what has followed has been
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called the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) and more
popularly named "Stars War", This speech and its
consequences have occupied the centre of the stage in
the debate between the two super-powers and have in
fact brought about a deterioration in the discussions on
disarmament.

I am not competent to speak on the technicalities of
this matter. But there are some frightening elements in
it which make our task all the more urgent First, a
programme of research has been initiated of a magni­
tude, complexity and cost which baffles and divides even
the scientific experts, Secondly, there is no assurance
that it will achieve its object of deterring the enemey,
because it cannot be 100% effective, Thus this initiative
has in fact intensified the nuclear arms race, Thirdly,
and most importantly, there seems to be the belief in the
scientific establishment that, to attain the aim enunciat­
ed by President Reagan, there may have to be reliance,
at the critical moment, on the "artificial intelligence" of
massive electronic computer devices rather than on
human decisions, This makes very pertinent today the
prophetic words concerning the dangers of robotization
by Archbishop Helder Camara in his acceptance speech
of the Niwano Peace Prize in 1983, The arms race is
reaching a point where human beings may have to rely
on the exact, deciding functioning of their own scientific
artifacts for the defence and preservation of the human
race, This is the apocalyptic limit of a tendency which
has been long observed, Human beings are depending
more and more on technical solutions and even on tech­
nical devices for what are basically human and political
problems and challenges,

The Judeo-Christian scriptures call this idolatry and
Buddhists would say delusion, There is a passage in the
Hebrew book of Isaiah, chapter 44 and verses 9 to 20,
which describes well where we are today, I ask your
patience as I quote this rather lengthy passage written
to the Jewish people in forced exile in the all-powerful
Babylonian empire:

All who make idols are nothing, and the things they
delight in do not profit; their witnesses neither see nor
know, that they may be put to shame, Who fashions a
god or casts an image, that is profitable for nothing?
Behold, all his fellows shall be put to shame, and the
craftsmen are but men; they shall be terrified, they shall
be put to shame together.
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The ironsmith fashions it and works it over the
coals; he shapes it with hammers, and forges it with his
strong arm; he becomes hungry and his strength fails, he
drinks no water and is faint. The carpenter stretches a
line, he marks it out with a pencil; he fashions it with
planes, and marks it with a compass; he shapes it into
the figure of a man, with the beauty of a man, to dwell
in a house, He cuts down cedars; or he chooses a holm
tree or an oak and lets it grow strong among the trees of
the forest; he plants a cedar and the rain nourishes it
Then it becomes fuel for a man; he takes a part of it and
warms himself, he kindles a fire and bakes bread; also he
makes a god and worships it, he makes it a graven image
and falls down before it Half of it he burns in the fire;
over the half he eats flesh, he roasts meat and is satis­
fied; also he warms himself and says, "Aha, I am warm,
I have seen the fire!" And the rest of it he makes into a
god, his idol; and falls down to it and worships it; he
prays to it and says, "Deliver me, for thou art my God!"

They know not; nor do they discern; for God has
shut their eyes, so that they cannot see, and their minds,
so that they cannot understand, Na one considers, nor is
there knowledge or discernment to say, "Half of it I
burned in the fire, I also baked bread on its coals, I
roasted flesh and have eaten; and shall I make the
residue of it an abomination? Shall I fall down before a
block of wood?" He feeds on ashes; a deluded mind has
led him astray, and he cannot deliver himself or say, "Is
there not a lie in my right hand?"

In face of this condition of demonic idolatry, what
are the tasks of people who believe in a reality which
places full responsibility on human beings in their rela­
tions with one another and with creation for the com­
mon good? These tasks are two-fold and are interre­
lated, They consist in exposing and exorcising the idola­
tries and lies which bedevil the life and relations of
persons and nations, and in promoting by attitude, word
and act, all that makes for human integrity, dignity,
responsibility and creativity for a life of mutual respect,
trust and sharing, That is our calling as workers
together for peace,

First, we must expose and exercise the idolatry of
believing that only in the power of things is our salva­
tion as human beings and as nations, For the past two
hundred years, since the first industrial revolution
began, there has been a marked drift to a materialistic
approach to life, Human beings, confident in their scien­
tific and technological power, have given themselves
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over to putting their faith in producing things, in ac­
cumulating capital and wealth, in conquering lands and
peoples through superior arms or forcing countries,
including China and Japan, to open their doors to their
products and to allow the exploitation of the natural
resources of those countries. As the second industrial
revolution got underway about a hundred years ago, we
had the age of imperialism, with Japan joining the impe­
rialist club. That age was also the period of the growing
arms race which culminated in the First World War and
the emergence a new ideological, imperialistic state, the
USSR, based on what it called scientific materialism.
Thirty years after, the world was plunged into a more

lethal war which was the result of intensified reliance on
materialism and aggressive nationalism. Auschwitz,
Hiroshima and Nagasaki are the symbols of this materi­
alistic idolatry.

And yet, these past forty years have seen the world
more deeply caught in the domination of things. Ours is
the age of the idols of the Gross National Product and of
consumerism. The third industrial revolution, based on
the computer and electronics, has shown that we are no
longer able to keep up with the things we produce and
what we do with them. The world economic and mone­
tary system has broken down. The rich become richer
and the poor become poorer both within and between
nations. Untold suffering reigns on the earth. The poor
and the oppressed suffer because of hunger, famine,
race, sex, and class domination, destabilisation, wars.
The rich suffer because they are bored or are trapped in
bureaucratic sterility and psychic emptiness. The earth
and the atmosphere are being polluted and the eco­
system has been greatly disturbed. The ideological
divide between the super-powers and their willing or
unwilling associates has become greater, while they
become more alike in their dependence on the ultimate
instruments of defence and attack. The human race
seems hell-bent on its own self-destruction.

People of faith know that the root of all this is
human desire, the lust for things and for the power
which things give to some over others. People have to be
helped to see these things not as isolated phenomena, but
as one vast idolatry which threatens to annihilate the
human race. Peace stands for integrated wholeness. The
idolatry of things stands for fragmentation and for
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nothingness. If we are to be peace-makers and work
together for peace, we must ourselves go through a
profound re-examination of our own involvement in this
pervasive idolatry. We shall have to work with all the
wit and wisdom we can command, drawing from the
rich resources of our faith, to mobilise and vitalise all
the institutions which can educate people to put the
human in its proper relation of producing, controlling
and guiding things in the way of life rather than of
death; of serving people everywhere rather than of
enriching a few at the expense of the rest; of enabling us
all to develop a spirituality which liberates us from the
captivity of our pathetic attachment to our material
possessions and selfish desires. The only hope for the
survival of this planet earth is the awareness and
manifestation of what it means to be truly human. And
to be human is to be in peace-to be fully ourselves and
to be open to others with the compassion which seeks
the well-being which we share with them as something
not to be grasped but to be offered and received.

Secondly, we must expose and exercise the idolatry
of national security. National security is the current
way of expressing an old attitude: "My country, right or
wrong". It is the dogma which asserts that the interests
of a nation, or of those who govern it, dictate its rela­
tions with other nations. It is a form of collective egoism
which poisons relations both within the nation and with
other nations. For this collective egoism cannot resist
the urge to impose its will and way on the people within
the nation and on other nations. Hence the great insta­
bility in our world, especially when we bear in mind
what has just been said about the domination of materi­
alism.

In exposing the idolatry of national security, there
are some of its characteristics which need to be named.
Perhaps the most important and dangerous characteris­
tic is projecting an enemy image on other countries.
Their weaknesses, their ideological commitment, their
own violations of human rights are exaggeratingly
presented by the media. There is a manipulation of
information and a selectivity of what is to be disclosed
which confuse people and produce a psychosis of fear
and mistrust. The enemy nation is portrayed as the
incarnation of evil. Indeed, the power elite of our own
countries, in the interests of national security, carry out
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the most important affairs, which affect our lives and
our future, in secrecy. Decisions are made in secret, and
what is given out to the public has little to do with what
is really happening. The idolatry of national security is
covered with a panoply of lies.

And since both sides in conflicts do much the same
.things, though in different ways, there is greater polar­
isation leading to a situation of the militarisation of
societies the world over. Internally, militarisation
involves the violation of human rights and the sharp
decrease in the participation of people in public affairs.
The people are left in ignorance or are baffled by the
complexity of the issues in such a manner as to be
paralysed as regards their capacity to think, speak and
act responsibly. Externally, militarism takes the form of
the nuclear and conventional arms race. We have arse­
nals of mutual assured destruction (very appropriately
called MAD) to act as deterrence. But deterrence means
the possibility of yielding to the temptation of first
strike, even if it is perfectly well known that no one can
win a nuclear war. Moreover, the great powers, while
claiming the absence of global war as due to deterrent
nuclear arms, have been engaged directly or indirectly in
over a hundred and forty wars since World War II,
mainly in the Third World, claiming tens of millions of
lives. These wars and conflicts have created a situation
of great instability and deprivation which threatens the
peace of the world. The idolatry of national security has
led to greater national and international insecurity.

What I have tried to describe on the idolatry of
national security was the subject of agonising discussion
at an ecumenical consultation on Justice and Peace in
North East Asia, organised by the WCC Commission of
the Churches on International Affairs, which was held
near Tokyo on 29 October - 2 November, 1984. I par­
ticipated briefly at this consultation. One of the findings
of this meeting was:

The churches of North-East Asia continue to be
victims of exaggerations and distortions of the realities
of neighbouring peoples, separated parts of their own
people and even fellow-citizens. Particular attention
needs to be given in this region to overcoming stereo­
types, prejudice, imposed enemy-images, inflammatory
anti-imperialist rhetoric, and facile anti-communism
which does not recognize the humanity of those on the
opposing side.
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What then are the tasks in exposing and exorcising
the idolatry of national security for us as people of
living faiths? Our first task is to face openly and honest­
ly the complicity of religions in the past and even now in
maintaining and sanctifying the idolatry of national

security. We have tended to be on the side of the power

elite while speaking words of comfort to the people and

even exhorting them to be obedient, passive citizens. We
ourselves will have to allow our deepest traditions of

faith to so permeate and renew our minds that we may
playa more construcive role in promoting true security.
And we can only do this through dialogue and coopera­
tion between people of different faiths who are commit­

ted to the goal of one interrelated world community in
justice and peace.

More specifically, we are called to expose the lies
which are told in the name of national security, All our

faiths denounce telling lies and proclaim that the path to
true humanity is telling and living the truth. In the
Judeo-Christian tradition there are two words for truth,
The Greek word is aletheia, that which is not hidden, not
closed or covered up, but rather revealed, disclosed,
uncovered, open. The Hebrew word is 'emeth, trust and
trustworthiness, faith and faithfulness, Truth is that
which should govern human relations when there is open
trust. It is the way of dialogue, the sharing of life with
life. This can only happen when people can participate
at all levels in the life of their communities and with the
people of other communities and cultures, through being
informed and consulted and being enabled to make
intelligent decisions. It is only when truth becomes a
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reality that women and men will gain their freedom
from the power of things and learn to speak with each
other rather than build heavily armed barriers against
each other. There is an African saying: "To speak is to
love". That wise Jewish thinker, Martin Buber, who
reflected a great deal on what he called "the demonic
power which rules our world, the demonry of basic
mistrust", expressed his convictions thus:

War has always had an adversary who hardly ever
comes forward as such but does his work in the stillness.
This adversary is speech, fulfilled speech, the speech of
genuine conversation in which men understand one
another and come to a mutual understanding.... In a
genuine dialogue each of the partners, even when he
stands in opposition to the other, heeds, affirms, and
confirms his opponent as an existing other.

It is enheartening to recall the refreshing words of
President Eisenhower in 1959:

I like to believe that people in the long run are going
to do more to promote peace than our governments.
Indeed, I think that people want peace so much that one
of these days governments had better get out of their
way and let them have it.

This is what women and men of different faiths are
called to promote in their preaching, teaching, counsel­
ling and witnessing in every place and at every opportu­
nity.

Above all, we who believe in universality and the
interrelatedness of people and things must enable people
to go beyond national security to common security. We
owe this phrase to the lamented Olof Palme, who was so
brutally and senselessly murdered recently. He headed
an Independent Commission on Disarmament and Secu­
rity issues, as one who embodied the promotion of
common security in his own public life. He described
common security at a public Hearing on the Challenge
of Nuclear Disarmament, organised by the World
Counicil of Churches in 1981, as follows:

National security cannot be achieved by policies
that lead to international insecurity. For if the world as
whole is insecure, the individual nations cannot be
secure. Security is a common responsibility: one nation'
s security cannot be achieved at the expense of other
nations. It must be achieved together, with the prospec­
tive adversary-not against him. Security must be
sought in cooperation-regionally and globally-instead
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of in rivalry and search for military superiority. These
are imperatives of the nuclear age.

This was spelt out by the Sixth Assembly of the
World Council of Churches in 1983 in the statement:

Common security implies:
a) respect for the legitimate rights of all nations and

peoples;
b) promoting mutual understanding and appreciation

among cultures, religions and ideologies, through
open communication, rejecting propaganda of mis·
trust and fear, and promoting confidence-building
measures;

c) broad international cooperation in science and tech·
nology, economy and culture;

d) conversion of all economies from military to civilian
production;

e) using and strengthening the UNO and other interna·
tional institutions with similar objectives;

f) promoting adequate international legislation and
providing means for adjudication of international
disputes and for implementation of decisions;

g) making the machinery for peaceful settlement of
international conflicts more effective.

At the World Conference on Disarmament in 1982 it
was declared that peace is indivisible. Indeed, peace like
life is indivisible. We who are women and men of faith
believe that all the dimensions of life in the whole of
creation need to be brought into an integrated whole.
Weare living today in a time of unprecedented crisis for
humanity, not least here in North East Asia. But crisis,
as the Chinese characters indicate, is both danger and
opportunity. Our task is to enable people fearlessly to
perceive and comprehend the danger and also to seize
boldly the opportunities for promoting mutual respect,
trust and sharing in justice and peace. This is one
occasion when we together commit ourselves to this
task in faith, hope and love.
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