Tune in to the Planet!
I had the chance to participate in the 61st annual Information Department/NGO conference at the headquarters of UNESCO in Paris, September 3-5, with two other Marianists, Rémy Sandah and Charles-Henri Moulin. We represented our NGO, Marianist International. This conference had an exceptional character this year: first, it was held for the first time outside the UN headquarters in New York; also, it marked the 60th anniversary of the signing of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in Paris, at the Palais de Chaillot, on December 10, 1948.

When you ask young people what, in their eyes, was the most important date of the 20th century, they mention the armistice of May 8, 1945, the first human steps on the moon on July 21, 1969, the fall of the Berlin wall on November 9, 1989...and even July 12, 1998, when France won the World Cup! But December 10, 1948, is never mentioned. However, on that day, the 58 member states of the UN adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Righs in Paris at the Palais de Chaillot with its resolution 217 A (III), which says, in part: “Now, Therefore the general assembly proclaims this universal declaration of human rights as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual and every organ of society, keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measures, national and international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and observance, both among the peoples of Member States themselves and among the peoples of territories under their jurisdiction.”

In his opening remarks at the annual conference, the Secretary General of the UN, Ban Ki-Moon declared: “The Declaration of Human Rights is one of the most remarkable achievements of humanity.” Some 1,200 NGO representatives from 95 countries participated in extremely rich and animated round table discussions, workshops, and side-meetings. When 90 countries are represented at such a meeting, it is not only men and women of different cultures who meet: it is also men and women of different philosophies, religions, and political ideologies. Participants necessarily leave these three days with a certain giddiness: such diversity, such enrichment in the discovery of their differences! It is at this moment that the question arises: faced with such diversity, is unity possible? Do we understand that the European motto is “Unity in Diversity”? The stakes at a world scale are not the same as the stakes at the planetary scale: to seek a real unity, but in a real diversity?

To one who participated in numerous exchanges with passionate individuals from all sides: politicians, religious, specialists, sociologists, humanitarians, pacifists, defenders of human rights, etc., one thing came up again and again as a motif: what makes the unity of our planet in its diversity is this famous Universal Declaration of Human Rights which proclaims that “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.” (article 1); and that “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.” (article 18); etc.
For those who were not at the conference, a question comes to mind: is it essential to gather NGO representatives from the four corners of the world? “The UN partnership with NGOs is essential for continually reminding states and governments of their obligations. This partnership is a very important element of the strategy aiming at the achievement of all the human rights,” said one person interviewed. “The only way for civil society to be represented in the UN is through the intermediary NGOs,” said another interviewee.

I came out of those three days completely enthralled and filled with wonder. I know well the problems of the UN, its faults, its operation thanks to the ambassadors of the 190 member countries. But I also understand the essential role of these NGOs which work to help people, which practice this vision of the human being proclaimed in this Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a vision pregnant, to be honest, with a Christian vision of humanity.
It is not possible to enumerate all those who spoke. As for myself, I was very touched by the remarks of Karel Vasak, an international lawyer. He plead passionately for one day adopting a Universal Declaration of Human Duties, a declaration which could be complementary to that of Human Rights, and which could be broken into 6 or 7 parts: duties to the natural and cultural environment, to the family, to the nation, to the international community, and finally, if we accept the principle, a seventh part: our duties toward God!

It is difficult to leave such an experience without being stirred up, without desiring to become an ardent defender of human rights. There is no clear connection between the preferential option of the church for the poor (from the social doctrine of the church) on the one hand and the passionate fight against the violation of human rights on the other. On October 17, 1987, the celebrated Father Joseph Wresinski created the world day against misery and sealed a commemorative flagstone for victims of misery on the Parvis du Trocadéro, which later became the place des Droits de l’Homme (Human Rights Square), which is a few steps away from the Palais de Chaillot, where the Universal Declaration was signed. On the flagstone are engraved these words: “Where people are condemned to live in misery, there human rights are violated. To unite to respect them is a sacred duty.”
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