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Future: realistic challenges and hopes

“Requiem” meaning a mass celebrating the repb#ee souls of the dead
gives me, this reporter, the opportunity to celebthe past history of the
International Association for Religious Freedomd #rose “souls” among
others who died and were so involved in this hissarch as the Rev. Polly
Guild, the Rev. Frank Robertson and Dr. Natalieb@andsen. And also to
say a requiem mass for what has been lost in 8terfdal evolution of the
IARF. To paraphrase, “This is not to bury the |IARI to praise it” for all
its efforts to promote religious freedom during ogae hundred years of its
existence. And what an evolution of ideas and psepdhere has been in the
history of this Organization. The following is adf history of the IARF
revealing some of these changes.

A Brief History

The seeds of the beginning of IARF were sotwhefirst Parliament of
the World’s Religions held in Chicago in 1893. American Unitarian
minister, Charles W. Wendte, helped to organize ¢vent, an event that
brought together representatives of various wornleligjions inspiring the
Rev. Wendte and other Unitarians who had attenoledntinue interfaith

dialogue reaching beyond the Christian faith. Matied by this inspiration,



on May 2%'in Boston at the 75anniversary meeting of the American
Unitarian Association, the IARF was born. The oraéd name was the

International Council of Unitarians and Other LideReligious Thinkers

and Workersand the purpose was “to open communication witlsehio all

lands who are striving to unite Pure Religions Redfect Liberty, and to
increase fellowship and cooperation among thenhé first president was
Joseph Estlin Carpenter, an English Unitarian msde of theology and
religious studies at Manchester College in Oxford first secretary for the
first two decades was the Rev.Wendte. Lookindpigtdriginal name, itis
obvious that the vision of an International CoumndiUnitarians was a
realistic goal (forerunner of the present Interoradl Council of Unitarians
and Universalists) and that other liberal religithiskers and workers were
ready to join forces in this quest for Pure Religi@nd Perfect Liberty. Itis
the addition of the word “workers’ to its title thadds a pragmatic note
suggesting that this new organization was not tusiean academic
exercise. The first executive committee refledtedinternational goal with
representatives from Holland, Switzerland, Frage;many and Hungary.
The first Congress was held in London in M8Q1. An invitation was
given by the British and Foreign Unitarian Associaf a meeting that lasted

three days with as many as 2000 persons attendisgssions. | don't think



this attendance record has been surpassed inshermahundred years. 770
individuals from 21 different religious groups ab%l countries became
members of the Council. The majority were fromdpe and the United
States. India was represented by the greetingsidgrom the Brahmo
Samaj, a liberal religious group with a remarkabstory (an original
founding member of IARF) and there were hopesdhaessage would be
given by liberal religious groups in Japan. Thasva foreshadowing of the
important roles India and Japan would play in tterfe of IARF.

The second Congress was held in Septemberit908sterdam with the
title “Congress of Religious Free-thinkers.” Netithe “workers” were not
in the title. Over twenty papers were given in Estg Dutch, German and
French by scholars from Europe and the United Stdwo papers were
given from India and Japan describing the progoé$iberal religious
thought in both countries adding an “eastern” iiatiéln religious note to the
Congress. The academic tone of this Congrestasestage for the next
meetings held in Geneva and in Boston.

The third Congress was held in Geneva in Midb the title, “Congress
of Religious and Progressive Christians.” Cerathls was a clear
indication of an emphasis on Christianity and sgéims, a few Roman

Catholics participated in the meetings. The histdrlARF does not reveal



a great appeal to the orthodox branches of thedigomtligions. It is the
opinion by some critics that this is the weakndgh® Organization while
others note that “liberal” means the open-mind andllingness to engage
in interfaith dialogue...and that ideal does not egel religious orthodoxy.
Looking at the history of religious orthodoxy, stmot so much a weakness
of IARF as it is a challenge for the Organizati@ntaconfronts the
absolutism of religious orthodoxy.

In 1907 the Congress returned to Boston, ‘Fowerth International
Congress of Religious Liberals.” 2,391 individuedgistered (the record
was broken!) and of these 172 were from countriberahan the United
States. (This recent Congress fewer than 30 ceonethe United States!)
Many affiliated societies came such as the Univestsafree and liberal
Christians, free religious groups in Europe, Jafauth Africa and India.
The opening ceremony included Jewish, Muslim, Hiadd Roman
Catholic participants but Protestants and Unitar\aere in the great
majority. The Rev.Wendte characterized all thaipgants as “religious
liberals” and their movements as “liberalism.” &féirmed their main
purpose was to develop the religious life. “Wedned that the religious
sentiment is natural to man and of surpassing itapoe; that, whatever

may befall its accidental and transitory embodimentdogma, sacrament



and ritual, religion itself will endure forever ghtvery life-blood of the soul
of man; the inner power lifts him above the salititons of the senses and
the distractions of the world into communion witbdsand self-sacrificing
devotion to mankind.” (p.19) In this spirit, theAACongress urged
participants to embrace liberal religion and resigtodoxy. (I wonder what
the Roman Catholic participants thought!) Yet, @ ging with the liberal
spirit, the participants were encouraged to mamatiolerant and
sympathetic spirit toward all those with whom timeight differ. “The true
liberal not only speaks the truth but he speaksldve...He is not impatient
with error if it be error held in the spirit of thu The only unpardonable sin
in his eyes is uncharity—a loveless heart, an @ntit mind.” (p.19) There
was a call to build the Universal Church.

Several women spoke at the Congress includlihg Ward Howe who
wrote a hymn for the event. Booker T. Washingtmcipal of the
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama gave an address,d®didl to Man,”
expressing his gratitude for those of the libeagthfwho helped to banish
slavery from the American soil. Samuel A. Eliategident of the Council,
called the participants to commit unreservedlyh ¢ontrol of the law of
liberty. Conscience, reason and experience argutaelines for life. Let

us become “pioneers of pure religion and perféerty in order to bring



peace to the earth.” (p.19) To promote the idebtbedCongress, follow-up
meetings were held in Ann Arbor and Chicago as a&kkhurches in
Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, St. Louis and Berkeley,ifoahia. Perhaps some of
these churches have a record in their files of sucteeting. This may be an
interesting project for a future historian of IARF.

In 1910 the B Congress was held in Berlin with the theme “World
Congress of Free Christianity and Religious Pragfelt was during this
Congress that the name of the organization wasaenmesl with a concern
that the name Unitarian be dropped and in its pllaeasname, “International
Congress of Free Christians and Other Religiousrails.” The executive
committee, it believed, should have more represeetafrom other faiths
such as liberal Judaism, Hindu. Theism and advaBeoeldihism and
Mohammedanism. Times were changing and also teattbf war. The
last meeting before World War | was held in Jult39 Paris and after the
war in Boston in 1920 and in Holland in 1922. Hsaat that Congress that
Dr. Norbert Capek form Prague spoke urging a relaftliberty in Europe.
Dr. Robert Traer in his article notes that afteleaade the format of the
Congresses was taking shape...the Council had beicentaith, the
themes of religious freedom, tolerance and cooeramong religious

groups were stressed, reason and goodwill weregiegirio redress social



iIssues and women as well as men were assuming $éguleoles. In fact it

was in 1910 that the International Associationlfitmeral Religious Women

was founded. The organization celebrated its"M@@r anniversary at the
33% Congress just held in India.

World War | had a devastating effect on thengIARF and it wasn’t
until 1930 in Holland that it began to regroup @edtinue its triennial
Congresses...1934 in Copenhagen, 1937 at Oxford..hemdanother
World War caused more damage to the ideals ofioeiggfreedom and
tolerance, Again, renewal of its congresses bagafA52 in Oxford.

James Luther Adams was one of the speakers argbmifh Belfast, Ireland,
Frederick M. Eliot. It is worth remembering thaittb men found

Christianity to be a foundational aspect of thaitif. Here is a quote from
Frederick M. Eliot from the Theological Sectiontbé 1949 Congress. “We
believe in God, the Unfathomable, the eternal @reatt the world and of
man, who creates man in His own image, and thegef®s him a dignity he
can never lose. He has placed man as a limitefidmitreature over against
himself, in order that man may surrender himseHitm in trust and love.
We believe that the freedom with which man has l®iowed is such, that
he can use it either for salvation or for destautti If he pursues his own

ends, he destroys himself, if he opens his hedsioi and to his neighbor he



finds the true life. We believe that Christ shavgswhat divine love means.
He shows us the Father, to whom we can turn iaullguilt and need. He
shows us our neighbor as our brother, as one fonwle are responsible in
all his guilt and needs.” (p.23-24) It is no wontlet it took several more
Congresses before the tradition and commitmertteaviord “Christian”
could be removed from the title of the IARF.

At the Congress at the University of Chicago 958, the purpose of the
organization was given: (1) to bring into closaran the historic liberal
churches, the liberal element in all churches,iaalhted congregations and
workers for religious freedom’ (2) to draw into te@me fellowship free
religious groups throughout the world which aressential agreement with
our ways of thinking; and (3) to open and maintmmmunication with free
Christian groups in all lands who are striving tote religion and liberty
and to increase fellowship and cooperation amoamth(p.26) It was at
that same Congress that its president Mr. Fabkectetl on the need to
consider “the place of our movement in growing warhity. The
suggestion to strike from the name of our orgaroraie words “Liberal
Christianity” and to keep only the words “Religioeeedom” was intended
to make it possible for non-Christians to take etiva part in the

movement.



Another issue becoming apparent was the ismiof Liberal
Christianity by a very vocal Christian “neo-orthoagd Christian Neo-
orthodoxy theology found Liberal Christianity to weak and a reason for
the break down of morality and faith. Some crigeen thought that its
liberalism paved the way for the horrors of WorlédMrwo. Karl Barth,
European theologian, had no kind words for libeelijious thought or for
anything “liberal.” It was understandable, theref that the word “liberal”
and “liberal Christianity” became a serious issoiethe European member
groups of IARF. Meanwhile Unitarians from the WdtStates were
drawing away from conservative Christianity andifirg new ways of
expressing their religious faith. Perhaps this imdeed the time to drop
“liberal Christianity” from the title of the Orgazation.

In 1969 the IARF Congress returned to Boston anbies$ed the issue of
the name of the organization and here for the tims it was changed from

the International Association for Liberal Christiigrand Religious Freedom

to the International Association for Religious Ftem.In keeping with the

title of this paper,” Requiem for a Multi-Internatial Organization,” we
may sing a mass for the names lost from 1900 t® 196 mass for the
words “Unitarian,” “Other Liberal Religious Thinkeand Workers,” “Free

Christians and Other Religious Liberals,” It was a@oincidence that at

10



that Congress in 1969 Japanese Shinto and Budytigps, the Konko
Church of Izuo (Shinto) and Rissho Kosei-kai (Budthoined the
Association followed the next year by Tsubaki Gr&Mmline (Shinto). This
was due in part to the work of Dr.Imaoka, Unitamamister, High School
Principal in Tokyo and leader of the Japanese Rediggious Association
who continually promoted the ideals of interfaiialdgue and cooperation.
It was also due to the warm and cordial friendsi@fween Dr. Dana
Greeley, President of the Unitarian Universaliss@dsation and President
Niwano, President and co-founder of the Japanesélist lay movement,
Rissho Kosei Kai. There is a delightful story abome of the first meetings
between Dr.Greeley and President Niwano. Thenggitias Hawaii and
with his traditional sense of formality, Presid&hikkyo Niwano wore a
white dress shirt and tie while Dr.Greeley appeanea colorful Hawaiian
shirt. The next meeting Dr. Greeley put on thenfalrshirt and tie while
President Niwano came dressed in a Hawaiian aloinia §'he laughter
resulting from this exchange continued on in tlhemazing friendship of
many years. Both men were dedicated to the purpbleRF and gave to
the organization financial, moral and spiritual gogi. Their charisma and

energy gave to IARF the needed hope for a vitalFARhe enthusiasm also

11



of these Japanese member groups brought new tifeitality to the IARF
and they continue to do so to this present day.

In 1972 the Congress was held in Heidelbesgn@ny with the title
“Man, His Freedom and His Future.” Doesn’t thatrsw like a German
theme! The following year Diether Gehrmann wasoamyed full-time
General Secretary and the office was moved frontaddIto Frankfurt,
Germany. Also in that year IARF sponsored its fostference in Lagos,
Nigeria. In 1978 the Congress returned to Oxfottth the theme, “The
Limits of Tolerance Today” and in 1981 to Hollammddiscuss “The Tide of
Religion.” | attended for the first time the Coags in Oxford and then have
been attending the Congresses ever since withtésvals of three years.

My first memory of the Congress and IARF was therality of its

program. There were many academic speeches, fpanals and
discussions. The topic behind the scenes was, “dvayhere so few
women participating?” and “When do we have timenet one another on a
more informal basis? The answer to the first qorstas apparent with the
presidency of Carolyn Howlett (1978) and Natalidiigandsen (1993). And
the second question was addressed in a Japanbsmnfasth the 1984
Congress held in Tokyo at the headquarters of Risslsei Kai. We

“westerns” were introduced to our new Japanese raegroups through the
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arts and rituals. We were introduced to the t@ameny, rice dance, sake,
to purification under the waterfall. What a chatigie was from serious
lectures and formal panels. IARF turned a new&oamd became more the
“person to person” interfaith experience.

At the Congress in 1987 held at Stanford Ursing in California the
spirit of “person to person” interfaith experiengas given a structured life
with small group discussions called “Circle Grotipghis was the
inspiration of the Rev. Frank Robertson, a giftedtalian Universalist
minister of religious education. We gather in gremot larger than 10 or 12
sharing photos of our families, telling about owrlwand hobbies, speaking
about our religious faith. The language barriaa @hallenge but hopefully
there is someone who can translate, for exampme) English to Japanese.
There is a lot of humor exchanged in these encosintét this Congress a
revised statement of purpose was approved. “IAR&niinter-religious,
international, intercultural organization. It adates religious freedom in
the sense of: (a) free, critical and honest affiromaof one’s own religious
tradition; (b) religion which liberates and doeg appress; (c) the defense
of freedom of conscience and the free exerciselafion in all nations.

IARF advances understanding, dialogue and readindsarn and promotes

sympathy and harmony among the different religioaditions. It is
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dedicated to a global community of mutual cooperaimong religious
communities and adherents of different religiotistrives for an attitude of
openness to truth, to love and to justice.” (p.29)

In 1990 the Congress was held in Hamburgnfaay with the theme,
“Religions Cooperating for One World.” Diether Getann retired and
Robert Traer began his tenure as general secrdtagymember one of his
important contributions to the life of the Congresiswas to remind us who
come from the West that our rules of meetings diffem the East and that
we should be aware of the effect of our verbal @ss#hat leave others not
familiar with our western ways wondering what ippaning. Itis a
valuable lesson in interfaith dialogue!

1993 Congress found IARF in Bangalore, Indtavas the occasion of
the centennial observance of the 1893 ParliametiteofVorld’'s Religions
that gave birth to the idea of IARF; The Congress whared by the World

Conference on Religion and Peagwl, World Congress of Faithend the

Temple of Understandinglt was also an opportunity for IARF members

form South Asia to attend and their presence brbagtadition of music
and dance that enriched the proceedings. ThisAsaaition and
atmosphere was experienced again at the 1996 Gnigréksan City in

South Korea. The Won Buddhist hosted a Congredsaths marked by a
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significant dialogue between the Japanese and dnealk members of
IARF. One event that remains with me happeneteatvomen’s

conference, International Association for LiberaliRious Women It was

an evening celebration of traditional cultures whewomen of Korea and
the women of Japan decided to wear one anothadsgitynal customs.
What a moving experience it was to see these esavhihe recent
historical past exchange traditional roles and bexthe “other” for that
evening of song and dance. This is the “persgetson” genius of IARF.
Moving around the location of member groupsl 999 the Congress was
held in Vancouver, Canada, with the theme “Creagindgcarth Community;
a Religious Imperative.” The Canadian Native Arcanis joined the
proceedings and shared traditional dance and higssiBudapest, Hungary
was the next location in 2002 with the theme “Relig Freedom: Europe’s
Story for Today’s World.” Along with the usual g@am there was a heated
controversy about a standard of ethics for condgatiterreligious dialogue
and promoting religious cooperation. Dr. Andrevai®| the Secretary
General at that time, led the discussion but fomode work had to be done
for agreement among the member groups. Shortredfier a new General

Secretary was appointed, Dr. Daryl Balia, but breure was short due to
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disagreements about his leadership style. Unfotéiynghe IARF has been
without a Secretary General since 2006 to 2010.

The last Congress (not including the Congmre$chi, India, September
4" to 7, 2010) was held in Taiwan where IARF Congressigipents were
the guests of Fo Guang Shan, a branch of Buddhasmmdp its origin in
China. The Venerable Master treated the parti¢goeman experience of its
large estate including temples, schools, a unityeasid guest quarters. The
chanting of the monks greeted us each morning eeferembarked on our
usual programs and circle groups. And finally, @engress in Kochi, India
Member Groups

Presently there are 98 member groups fronoRé@tcies. The Unitarian
Universalist Association is a member as well asthi#ged States Chapter.
In theory all members of the UUA are also membétb® IARF but
realistically it is becoming an individual membértioe US Chapter that one
relates more directly to the IARF. The US Chaptes around 150 members
and has been located in Boston since 1998. Irtiaddo North American
member groups in United States and Canada inclutiemgewish
Reconstructionist Federation, there are membermpgrouWestern Europe,
Eastern Europe (such as our Hungarian and Romémeanls) Middle East,

East Asia, and South Asia including the Philippin@d of these member
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groups have a rich history of their own and als@dheir unique faith and
cultural contributions to IARF. At the Congressea¢ch member group has
a delegate vote number and there is also a satterapt to make it possible
for some representation of different member graupthe Council. With so
many different cultural ideas about democracy amdasentation, it is
difficult to achieve the ideal. This comes as nmpsise to the world
community. The council nominates its own officergluding the president
while the delegates at large elect three membadrteettopen seats” on the
council. The council members have tenure of faarg and not more than
eight years and their replacements are nominatedeognember groups they
represent. It has not always been clear abouptbisess but lately the new
bylaws attempt to give clarification to the procefissometimes can be
more mysterious than the process of electionsaruthited States. Presently
the President is the Rev.Mitsuo Miyake from the k@i &€hurch in Japan,
Vice President, Dr. Shlomo Alon from Israel, TreasuDr. Jeffrey Teagle
from the United Kingdom.
Issues and Concerns

Since 2006 the IARF has not had a GeneraleSagrand therefore has
no paid professional leadership to give directmthie Organization. With

the council meeting only once or twice a year, mdgrisions are slow in
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being made and sometimes difficult to carry ounaRcial support comes
mainly from the Japanese member groups since th& g cut its
financial support from $30,000 a year to $500. iBeipg with the
presidency of John Buehrens the UUA found its néxdischanged over
time. Here is the quote from the UU World, fall 200Buehrens said that
when he began his presidency in 1993 he saw afoeetbre direct
partnerships between North American UU groups addytbups abroad.
ICUU, an organization promoting partnership with’sldverseas—
especially in developing countries—could delivas e said, but the IARF
which promoted international relations among likexted religious groups,
was less oriented to Unitarian Universalists.” &nicle also pointed out
that the IARF has experienced organizational amahicial difficulties in the
1990'’s, a factor contributing to the UUA’s decisimnreduce its support.
The UUA is still a member organization of the IABRd the US Chapter is
a “Related Organization” under the Office of Int&ional Resources headed
by the Rev. Eric Cherry.

It is a fact that the IARF has had seriouarfitial challenges especially
due to its difficult relationship to the last Exéige Secretary. With the
generosity of some of the member groups, the tiansivas made including

moving the office to Japan but it left the Orgatima without a paid
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General Secretary. This has proved to be a spaarden for the President
of the Council and its Executive Committee. Thereo doubt that the
interval between 2006 (last Congress in Taiwan)201D (present Congress
in India) has caused a vacuum in correspondentetirgt member groups
creating serious questions about the future of IARfeanwhile, the UUA
has focused on its other international commitmeuath as the Partner
Church and the International Council of Unitariam &niversalists as well
as the Indian Holdeen program. IARF, as formesipient Buehrens
indicated, is not central to the interests of deagregations. The US Chapter
board has struggled with this reality and has nsahee overtures to the
congregations with posters and an invitation td fincongregational
member who would act as liaison to the ChaptelARF. Being a small
board of five volunteer members and not havingid geff, there was no
follow-up to this effort. The main contact with mbers is at General
Assembly when materials are available at the iatttonal display area and
with a reception for members and foreign guestse Rev. Eric Cherry,
head of the Office of International Resources atlJA, gives valuable
assistance to the Chapter such as publicity ometssite. The present

Chapter in Boston will move to a “national boardat plans conference
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calls and regional meetings hoping that such a nmolémprove
communication and interest in IARF.

Future: The 33rd Congress held in Kochi, Indigpt8mber 4-7 offered

the experience for members to participate witlch diversity of religious
faiths. The present of the Dalai Lama added exatd and joy to the
Congress as well as the performance of variousir@llgroups including the
Children’s Theater who perform original skits abthe life of Gandhi.

Over 200 young adults attended giving the Congaessell as 400 adults.
The “Western members” were in the minority. Indiamd Japanese
members with their enthusiasm for the work of |IAgdatinue to give the
needed support for IARF and its future. The Inteomal Office will

continue to be in Japan with the United Kingdonvisgy as it financial base.
The next Congress will be in 2014 and what theruholds between this
past Congress and the future one is an open qonedRight now there is
enthusiasm for its work and for the Human Rightgéuat being done in
India. The US Chapter is taking a new turn withaéional board and with
that comes new energy for the work of IARF herthmUnited States. The
International Council has representatives fromhaed States and Canada.
The oldest interfaith organization continues t@land perhaps its presence

and its work will be recognized and supported byWUA congregations.
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