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Symposium on “Disaster Reduction and the Role of Religions” Statement

The 3rd UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction is currently held in
Sendai city of north-east part of Japan, where many parts of the area still bear the
scars of disasters.

Responding to the call of UN World Conference which is mandated to formulate
the international guideline of future action, the religious leaders engaging in
disaster relief programs in and outside of Japan got together and convened the
Symposium on “Disaster Reduction and the Role of Religions” to present

perspectives of religious leaders and communities.

We would like to sincerely offer memorial prayer for the lost lives by natural
disasters in many parts of the world, in offering our sincere condolence to bereaved
members of the families, and to express wholehearted sympathy for the numerous
people who are obliged to live under the severely difficult living conditions in the
temporary shelters.

Furthermore we express deepest respect and great appreciation to all those who

have dedicated themselves to urgently needed disaster relief assistance work.

Gathering at the center of the East Japan devastated severely by enormously
complex disasters of great earthquake, tsunami and nuclear power plant explosion
in March, 2011, we have gone through deep realization of vulnerability and
impermanence living in transitory natural environment and the reflection on the
meaning and the role of faith and religious communities. While collaborating

among ourselves in our relief activities, we shared our experiences and inner
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reflections and exchanged our views on future role of religious communities.

Once any disaster arising, all the people irrespective of all the differences of
believers and non-believers alike are saddened and suffer universally without any
exception. Exposed to this reality of universal suffering, we, people of faiths, are
guided to deeper understanding of the particular mission and role of religious
communities. When we humbly appreciate the limitless compassion and guidance
of god and Buddha, we feel (share) deep pain in sympathizing the sorrowful
suffering people, and hold a strong sense of connectedness with these victims. We
then renew our resolution to take needed actions together with all the people for

disaster relief programs.

Responding to the “Expected outcome and goal” of the “Development of the
Post-2015 Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction” submitted as “Zero draft” by
the co-Chairs of the Preparatory Committee (20 October 2014), stated as “The
prevention of disaster risk creation and the reduction of the existing disaster risk
through economic, social, cultural, and environmental measures which address
exposure and vulnerability, and thus strengthen resilience,” it is our firm conviction
that religious communities are blessed with the capacity to make a significant
contribution through diverse areas of assistance programs by making best use of

their given social resources.

It is well known among us that there exist three distinct ways of assistance,
namely, “self-help,” “mutual help” and “public help (help based on collaboration
with public administration)” for disaster prevention and emergency relief response.
It was rather a matter of fact that religious communities have been especially
fulfilling the roles of first and second categories of “help,” historically as the
durable foundation of the local communities through the closer relationship with
people and exerting influence on day-to-day lives of people living in the particular
area. Living the religious tradition for local people to hold expectation of
responsive assistance from religious communities at the time of natural disaster and

for religious communities always trying to maintain closer ties with the local
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people, very important number of religious communities give themselves for relief
activities. On the other hand, we take seriously the humbling reality that not all the
religious communities willingly respond to the urgent needs of the people in the

local communities.

As an outcome of sharing our experiences of disaster relief activities and
identifying the achievement and remaining challenges at the symposium on
“Disaster Risk Reduction and the Roles of Religions,” we would like to draw your
attention to the following observations (recommendation) of religious communities

for disaster risk reduction and emergency relief responses.

Appeal on “Disasters and the Roles of Religious Communities”

1. Blessed Capabilities of the Religious Communities

+ Religious communities are capable to deliver the services most fitting to the
geographic and regional situations, such as providing education program on
disaster risk reduction and training courses of emergency relief program by

utilizing the religious facilities.

2. Emergency Responses by the Religious Communities Confronting Disasters:

+ At the time of emergency situation caused by natural disasters, religious
communities can support the lives of disaster stricken population by opening the
facilities of religious centers as emergency temporary shelter and the coordinating
base of emergency relief assistance, while keeping the emergency relief supplies at
their facilities such as shrines, temples and churches. Moreover volunteers from the
believers, members and followers of religious communities can offer various
assistance services such as emergency rice feeding, sorting emergency relief
materials, removing the debris from devastation, and standing by the victimized
people. Religious communities also deliver most fitting financial and material
assistance by organizing fund-raising campaign on the street to present to the
emergency needs of devastated population, and distributing emergency relief goods

not only by the members of a religious organization but also through inter-faith
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network replaced in the better position to handle smooth distribution matching to

the local situations.

3. Roles for Rebuilding and Reconstruction Period

+ Religious communities also take some share of major roles during the period
of recovery and reconstruction period. Natural disasters often destroy the
supportive environment of community life at the local levels, and eventually the
linkages among the population disrupted. Taking the role of supporting
infra-structure of community life, religious communities possess the resilience for
community life restoration. People of faiths can sustain mental and spiritual
support to people living in desperate situation, by long-term caring attendance,
attentive listening, and mindful observation and be in the position to rebuild
one-time lost human connectedness and inspire the inherent power to live, gaining
hope and confidence by observing local festivities and annual religious

observances based on each respective religious tradition

4. Collaboration with Public Sectors

* Religious communities also have their own share of roles related to “public
help.” Once natural disasters arising, emergency response of joint collaboration of
public office and private or civilian assistance has a critical importance for the
public administration taking a central, coordinating role. Unfortunately though
some efforts tried at the time of East Japan Great Earthquake, we could not
recognize visible and remarkable cases of joint collaboration between public
administration and religious communities. We would like to recommend strongly
that fullest possible cooperation should be promoted between public administration
and religious communities through various ways including mutual agreement on
the usage of religious facilities as emergency temporary shelters, taking into
account the roles of people of faiths, religious communities and the disaster risk
reduction plans formulated by local and central public administration as
precautionary measure to reduce the risks of natural disaster. We learned that
among a number of elements, individually embraced faith based on any particular

religion has unimaginable effect on the affected population, especially under the
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siege of severe devastation by disasters. In this connection freedom of faith and
religion to properly guard people’s practice of faith and religions should be
respected and protected as a matter of priority among abundant conditions of
human living. Fullest attention also should be paid to prevent undermining of the
original spirit (substance) of the principle of separation of politics and religion.
Misapplication (misunderstanding) of the principle of separation of church and
state by public administrations often intimidates local and central governments to
realize originally intended meaning of this principle, that is, to promote good will
collaboration between public administration and religious communities for

common good of society at large.

5. Building Opened and Effective Relationship for Improved Collaboration

+ While responding to disaster emergency situation, it is advisable for religious
communities to build publicly opened relationship with the many sectors of local
societies to far more higher level comparing with a normal time. A normal time
collaboration with social sectors of the region such as public administration,
self-governing local associations, educational institutions, civic organizations, etc.
is always prepared to function as the emergency relief comprehensive platform to
offer physical and mental care to affected people at the time of unexpected
disasters. From global perspectives, religious communities are also required to
explore the area of potential collaboration with national governments, international
organizations including the United Nations organs, and all the sectors of society
and to positively develop this relationship to discharge potential capability of each

body to protect human lives.

“Power of faith” and Demand for Multi-religious Dialogue and Collaboration

Considering all the arguments on the roles of religious communities, we made
ourselves very clear that the uniquely particular role of religious communities
responding to emergency disaster situation is to offer wholehearted prayer to
reduce pain and anxiety for the sake of saddened victims of natural disasters and to
bring a moment of comfort and release to the mind and heart of affected people.

Power arising from uniquely religious factor firmly rooted in the faith tradition
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such as prayer service, rituals respecting life, ways of giving mourning
demonstrates maximum effect on affected people at the very moment of
devastation from disasters. Out of our past four years interfaith responses to East
Japan Great Earthquake, the most uniquely religious and spiritual care called
“on-site clinical interfaith caring priesthood (rinsho shuukyo-shi)” was proposed in
the land of the North East part of Japan this time and implemented in helping
hundreds and thousands affected people. This system of interfaith psychological
and mental care was made possible by transcending the barriers and differences of
religions and sects, solely trying to attend the suffering mind and heart of affected
population. This is the most remarkable gift we can introduce and share with
national representatives attending the 3rd UN World Conference on Disaster Risk
Reduction Conference this time. This type of interfaith approach will become more
and more important and will open the tremendous possibilities in the future
international communities. To maximize the impact of this interfaith approach,
constant effort should be made to mobilize the good wisdoms arising from mutual

dialogue and understanding among diverse religious communities and traditions.

We pledge ourselves to walk together with thousands and millions population
living under the overwhelming impact from complex disaster of great earthquake,
tsunami and nuclear power plant accident in North East Japan and all the areas in
the world, coping with repeated devastation from natural disasters. We call to all to
act together to collaborate with religious communities with a clearly confirmed role

of religious communities, confronting with unexpected massive disasters.
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