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One of the first things that strikes one when reflecting on the title of this session is that Northern Ireland is not very pluralist, in terms of religious diversity at all.  Although there is a small increase in the numbers of Muslims, Sikhs and Christians belonging to African Independent Churches, in fact Northern Ireland is remarkably homogenous in terms of its religious identity.  Thus it is not so much religious pluralism that creates the social and moral pluralism within society.  Rather, I wish to suggest that it is the internal diversity within particular religious traditions, and in the case of Northern Ireland, more specifically internal differences within particular Christian denominations on a host of moral and social issues that is the source of the contested values within Northern society.  (I want to mention here, as an aside, the phenomenon of secularisation.  I don’t wish to discuss the issue in detail here, but need to mention it as a factor in the growing moral pluralism.)  
This internal diversity is evident both in respect of the adequacy/ appropriateness of the language of human rights per se, and also in respect of many of the most contested moral issues with which the society is grappling (many of them debated in the idiom of and through the framework of human rights).  Notwithstanding this issue of the nature and extent of pluralism, which we may take up in the discussion, in this brief presentation I wish to comment on the relationship between human rights and faith, and specifically on the relationship between human rights and Christian faith.  My paper makes a case for a continuing and closer relationship between Christian faith and human rights – from two different directions: in the first place I shall suggest that, notwithstanding Christianity’s complex and deeply contested relationship with the language of human rights, there is theological and historical warrant for a faith-based engagement with the human rights tradition; in addition, looking from the perspective of human rights discourse, I suggest that recent developments in human rights language over the last century make it more hospitable to religious voices and perspectives and that this needs to continue if human rights politics is to thrive in the future.
Christianity’s Complex and Contested Relationship with Human Rights Language
It is important to note that there is significant internal diversity on the matter of whether human rights language has any place in the Christian vocabulary.  Moreover, in recent decades this issue has taken on a denominational hue, so that many of the reformed churches are today associated with a suspicion, sometimes hostility towards the politics of human rights (and towards liberalism more generally), whereas the Roman Catholic church has, over the last four decades adopted rather enthusiastically the language of human rights.  Indeed, in Northern Ireland one can see elements of this denominational dynamic in the various submissions to the Human Rights Commission on the Bill of Rights.  However, there is a double irony here.  In the first place, although the churches of the reformed tradition are now associated with a disengagement from liberalism (and this is something that is widely in evidence in the USA), many of the central tenets of liberalism, of democratic organisation and of individual political rights were articulated and developed by the Christian reformers.  One only has to think about many of the fundamental political rights to see how central the churches of the reformed tradition were in their development – for example, the origins of the right to live in a state in which there is no established religion, the right to freely exercise one’s religious beliefs, of the value of tolerance, freedom of conscience and of speech … each of these values and rights were developed in response to the religious reforms of the sixteenth century and were given political expression by Christian reformers.  Moreover, although the Roman Catholic church now uses the idiom of human rights consistently in its political and social ethics, there was a time when it too expressed hostility to the modern concept of human rights.  Thus, not only did Pius VI declare that it was anathema for Catholics to accept the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, saying “this equality, this liberty, so highly exalted by the National Assembly, have then as their only result the overthrow of the Catholic religion”,
 but Mirari vos also strongly condemned liberalism, individualism, democracy, and also freedom of conscience, of speech, and of the press.
  Thus, in terms of the Christian denominations we see a trajectory whereby the churches of the reformed tradition began with an enthusiastic embrace of these rights and gradually disengaged from the discourse, whereas Roman Catholicism was very hostile initially and eventually over the centuries began to accept and then embrace the discourse.  
We can see, therefore, that the encounter between Christian ethics and liberal human rights discourse has long been a fractious one and all denominations have had phases during which it regarded liberalism to be innately hostile to Christianity, and regarded human rights discourse as a synonym for individualism, secularism and western political imperialism.  
However, I want to suggest that the suspicion of human rights within Christianity is unfounded, especially since it was within the Christian theological tradition that the category of human rights originated.  In fact, the language of natural rights developed into the language of individual subjective rights and then into the language of human rights, initially within a Christian frame of reference.  In saying this, I don’t want to claim that contemporary human rights language is a Christian language and must continue to be regarded as such.  Rather, in drawing attention to the Christian origins of human rights language I wish to challenge the view increasingly articulated among Christians, that human rights categories represent one of the corrupt discourses of modernity and as such should be resisted.  In fact, Christians can see in human rights discourse not the rupture of theological tradition, but rather its continuation.

A host of theological debates from the twelfth until the sixteenth centuries indicate that a theological language of rights was generated from within the life of the Christian community and was articulated in response to questions about the how the good of the church could be protected, both in terms of the individual members and the corporate body.  Moreover, many of these debates confirm that Christian theologians moved effortlessly between the language of rights and the language of biblical texts and saw no conflict in so doing.  Rights language was one of the ‘indigenous’ theological languages through which the demands of Christian witness were expressed.  It flourished in a religious culture and embodied a fundamental theological belief about human beings as social creatures in a divinely providential universe.  Of course, a significant evolution took place between the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries, and especially in its classical and Enlightenment heydays so that a progressive antagonism developed between the older Christian tradition and the newer voluntarist one.  However, the historical developments are not at issue here; rather, I wish simply to suggest that the Christian tradition is a discursive, changing and changeful one.  This is evident in relation to the human rights, but also in relation to slavery, usury, marriage and divorce, the value to be given to unborn human life, same-sex relationships.
The Christian tradition gives a complex and variegated account of how the good is to be apprehended, understood and embodied in the social context.  It cannot simply be read from human nature, or unambiguously from the biblical texts (without an appreciation of how the context of the reader and the context of the text’s composition relate).  The language of human rights represents one such traditional, theologically-rooted attempt to capture the notion that humans have an innate dignity that requires protection and that brings with it reciprocal obligations for the individual and for the polity.  Of course, the language of human rights should not be absolutised.  Rather, it is simply one way of acknowledging the dignity of all human beings and of proposing a mechanism or framework by which that dignity is given protection.
The Changing Complexion of Human Rights Discourse  

The second major point I wish to make relates to the comfort and hope that religious communities can draw from the changing complexion of human rights discourse.  Since the Enlightenment human rights discourse has been presented as the quintessence of neutral universalism.  Thus, it was expected that a commitment to liberalism and to human rights would eventually take the place of religious and other comprehensive doctrines.  However, this understanding of human rights discourse has been modified significantly in the twentieth century.  Thus, contemporary human rights discourse is more properly understood as a process by which situated individuals, carrying with them their comprehensive doctrines, generate a variegated and nuanced consensus on matters of basic justice and constitutional essentials in the global public square.  Human rights discourse is thus becoming more communitarian and therefore more amenable to religious voices and more hospitable for religious communities.  
The background paper records the infamous remark of Jacques Maritain who, when an observer expressed astonishment that certain champions of violently opposed ideologies had agreed on a list of rights, the participants replied that, yes, they agreed about the rights ‘but on condition that no one asked them why’.  That ‘why’, concluded Maritain, is where the argument begins.
  However, I wish to suggest that it was really only when human rights discourse welcomed the input of these multiple ‘whys’ and when it  reconnected with the diverse moral languages and narrative traditions, including religious ones, world-wide that it really began to flourish.  Indeed, one might even conclude that human rights discourse has prospered in the late twentieth century precisely because it has revalorised the role of comprehensive, religious doctrines and, consequently, has come to acknowledge that there are different ways of accounting for why human beings can be said to have universal human rights.  
We are formed according to the rationalities of particular traditions and, as a result, are likely to explain why we believe we ought to be immune from these kinds of threats by referring to specific religious or cultural categories.  Thus, we relate to human rights discourse from our specific ‘thick’, culturally-embedded vantage-points.  For example, from a Roman Catholic perspective Hollenbach argues for a new way of grounding human rights ‘in continuity with [Catholicism’s] ancient stress on virtuous commitment to the good of community’.
  Moreover, the Buddhist scholar Andanda Guruge insists that ‘every single article of the UNDHR – even the labour rights – has been adumbrated, cogently upheld and meaningfully incorporated in an overall view of life and society by the Buddah’.
  Of course, since these thick, culturally embedded narratives are historically diverse the process of appropriation is inevitably a complicated and sometimes conflictual one.   

Nonetheless, the success of human rights discourse thus far has depended, in no small measure, on particular religious and cultural traditions coming to believe that they have a stake in promoting these categories and that the narratives, values and practices such traditions, far from being marginalised can be harnessed.  Moreover, I suggest that the last century has shown that the morality of human rights becomes more, rather than less, durable, when citizens can draw upon their manifold comprehensive doctrines, religious and secular, to ground their moralities of human rights.  So it is in amongst the plurality of thick, located and culturally embedded moral traditions, varied communities are identifying principles that they agree are indispensable for our (global) social well-being.  Thus, I suggest that both political and philosophical justification is best pursued through a discursive process and that the route to a morality of human rights is likely to be found, not in one persuasive doctrine, but in the dialogical engagement of situated, historical communities that are open to internally and externally generated social criticism.  
Human rights standards, therefore, need to be understood as a product of mutual recognition, reiteration and immanent critique whereby shared values emerge, not in the reasoned ‘deliberation of autonomous individuals’, disconnected from their communities, but rather through a more complex discourse pursued by persons whose multiple belongings shape both their capacity and their willingness to engage in global public ethical debate.  Understood in this way human rights categories can respect the communitarian structure of human life and can accord the kind of role to religious communities that resonates with religion’s importance in the lives of countless millions worldwide.  
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