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Your Eminence, Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am delighted to have the opportunity to participate in this conference on the 

continuing relevance of Centesimus Annus, the extraordinary encyclical of Saint John 

Paul II. I thank the organisers for this precious opportunity. This landmark document 

represented a major milestone in the development, synthesis, and expansion of Catholic 

Social Doctrine-a rich vision and treasury of insights that continues to inspire not only 

the Catholic Church, but also scholars and practitioners from other religious traditions. 

It is from this perspective that I would like to offer some reflections on the progress of 

ecumenical and interreligious dialogue and to consider how, in our present era of 

polycrisis, its future may become ever more closely intertwined with Catholic social 

teaching. 

We find ourselves living at the intersection of multiple and interlocking global 

crises, a context that renders the conversation between ecumenical and interreligious 

dialogue with Catholic social teaching more urgent than ever. Just as John Paul II 

invited us to “look around” at the “new things” surrounding us and drawing us into 

new historical realities (CA 3), Pope Leo XIV, in his first encyclical Magnifica 

Humanitas, sheds light on an emerging horizon shaped by digitalization, artificial 



intelligence (AI), and robotics- developments whose future implications are 

imaginable, yet not fully predictable (MH 4). This context points to the increased 

importance of dialogue between various Christian denominations and religious 

traditions. 

First, there is a profound planetary ecological and economic crisis, not to 

mention the hunger crisis. With fewer than five years remaining to achieve the United 

Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), no country is currently on track 

to fully attain them. The central promise of the SDGs- “leaving no one behind”-remains 

largely unfulfilled in the face of immense existential challenges such as poverty, 

environmental degradation, and unequal access to essential resources. 

Second, we are witnessing a deep geopolitical crisis. Wars continue to 

proliferate, bringing devastation, atrocities, and immense human suffering, while 

simultaneously undermining what remains of the multilateral system of cooperation 

and humanitarian international law that emerged as one of the most significant 

achievements forged in the aftermath of World War II. 

Third, there is also what may be described as a global religious crisis. Across 

many parts of the world, forms of religious nationalism, polarization, and 

discrimination associated with all major religious traditions are on the rise, making the 

peaceful coexistence of diverse communities increasingly difficult. 

These crises are not isolated from one another; rather, they are deeply 

interconnected. Climate change, for instance, disproportionately affects the poor, and 

among the most vulnerable populations globally are religious minorities who already 

experience marginalization and discrimination because of their faith identity. As a 

consequence, such communities often suffer more acutely from limited access to 

healthcare, education, food security, clean water and sanitation, and dignified 

employment, leaving many trapped in conditions of economic exclusion and poverty. 

Similarly, the re-emergence of the language of “holy war” in conflicts such as those in 

Ukraine and the Middle East risks rendering these conflicts even more intractable, 



while further undermining the possibility of peaceful coexistence in religiously and 

culturally diverse societies. 

However, against this sometimes-gloomy background, in the 21st century a new 

era of ecumenical and interreligious dialogue and collaboration has seen seeds of 

hope for unity and the common good to grow both globally and locally. Although not 

as noisy and difficult to evaluate, there has been a remarkable rise in the efforts of 

religious leaders and communities to respond to political violence, tensions and other 

global challenges through interreligious dialogue and collaboration. Religious 

narratives of ecumenical and interreligious solidarity and human fraternity -- like the 

Common Christological Declaration of Pope John Paul II and His Holiness Mar Dinkha 

IV, Catholicos-Patriarch of The Assyrian Church of The East in 1994 and the 

Document on Human Fraternity, co-signed by Pope Francis and the Grand Imam of al-

Azhar, Ahmed al-Tayeb in Abu-Dhabi -- might carry today global hopes for unity and 

the common good more than other secular political discourses. These ecumenical and 

interreligious narratives can help change the global narrative of dis-unity of our 

troubled world. Pope John Paul II speaks of this dimension in the encyclical 

Centesimus annus, “In fact I am convinced that the various religions, now and in the 

future, will have a preeminent role in preserving peace and in building a society worthy 

of man.” Indeed, openness to dialogue and to cooperation is required of all people of 

good will. 

As Pope Leo XIV commented in his address to the event last October celebrating 

the 60th anniversary of Nostra Aetate: “Sixty years ago, a seed of hope for interreligious 

dialogue was planted. Today, your presence bears witness that this seed has grown into 

a mighty tree, its branches reaching far and wide, offering shelter and bearing the rich 

fruits of understanding, friendship, cooperation and peace.” As the social and political 

implications of interreligious dialogue and collaboration become more visible, a 

conversation with catholic social teaching become more necessary than before. In this 

respect, it is also interesting to note that historically some of the major turns that have 

strengthened the global interreligious dialogue movement seems to have been the result 



of deep geopolitical crises: the ecumenical movement after WWII, the Spirit of Assisi 

as reaction to the so-called second Cold War in the 1980s, the initiatives of dialogue 

with Islam after 9/11 and the Declaration on Human Fraternity as reaction to the 

violence of Daesh in the Middle East and in Europe. Seen through this prism, the 

history of geopolitical crises is also a history of renewal of interreligious dialogue and 

proves the growing interconnection with the challenges at the heart of catholic social 

teaching. 

There is also a change of emphasis and a new trend in the field of interreligious 

dialogue itself which is relevant to our discussion. As it is well-known, interreligious 

dialogue can include a variety of forms of interactions ranging from theological 

exchanges to day-to-day socializing and common social action by different religious 

individuals on specific issues. Following the PCID categorisation in the 1991 document 

‘Dialogue and Proclamation’ it can be a dialogue of life, dialogue of action, dialogue 

of religious experience and dialogue of theological exchange. Despite the ancient and 

important history of interreligious dialogue, the last quarter century has witnessed a 

new growth and institutionalization of the dialogue movement in new forms. One of 

the most significant trends of this growth has seen interreligious dialogue moving 

steadily from theology to practical collaboration at the local level. This new emphasis 

on dialogue of action aligns even more with catholic social teaching, as it involves 

people of different faiths collaborating practically to address poverty, environmental 

degradation, socio-political tensions and human rights challenges. It is also interesting 

to note that sometimes interreligious dialogue and collaboration also represent one of 

the most dynamic and promising areas of active citizen participation and new socio-

political leadership – especially among young people and women – against the 

background of a contemporary scenario of democratic crisis marked by disengagement, 

disenchantment and a rejection of public responsibility.  

Furthermore, in this context, there is a growing recognition today even among 

policymakers that interreligious dialogue and collaboration can be part of the solution 

to policy challenges and represent a strategic resource for peacebuilding, the 



strengthening of human rights and the advancement of sustainable development. This 

is true even though religious and interreligious actors are still only rarely welcome at 

global decision-making tables.  In our trouble times of geopolitical crisis, encouraging 

peacebuilding, a culture of peace and the promotion of human dignity, through new 

languages and narratives is an urgent cultural-political agenda for the social teachings 

of all the great world-wide religious traditions. Catholic social teaching offers a widely 

recognized and admired religious-inspired platform and framework for this 

interreligious conversation. At the same time, interreligious dialogue might help to 

expand and update catholic social teaching to deal with the new challenging “rerum 

novarum”. 

In his first encyclical Magnifica humanitas n.223, Pope Leo XIV says, “In 

rejecting the mindset of violence, interreligious dialogue plays a decisive role, because 

at the heart of the great spiritual paths lies a message of peace. Whereas those who use 

the name of God to legitimize terrorism, violence or war betray his true nature, for to 

fight in the name of religion means attacking religion itself.” His Holiness teaches that 

dialogue is the foundation of peace and the essential path for building a “civilization 

of love.” Instead of violence and war, nations and peoples are called to embrace 

listening, negotiation, diplomacy, and fraternity. He stresses that authentic human 

encounters reduce hostility and make peace possible. This Encyclical highlights the 

importance of interreligious dialogue, affirming that true religions promote peace, 

while violence committed in God’s name betrays religion itself. Inspired by the “Spirit 

of Assisi” of John Paul II and continued by Pope Francis, believers are encouraged to 

draw from their spiritual traditions to foster reconciliation, mutual understanding, and 

harmony among peoples. There is no room for sanctified hatred. 

It is clear to me that we need more than ever the prophetic voice of religions, 

which is also a critical conscience that does not follow "the world and the streets" and, 

for example, denounces the inauthentic interpretations of its own scriptures, because 

in the words of Pope Francis repeated by Pope Leo XIV “war is never holy; only peace 

is holy”. Changing the narrative, expanding the imagination, inspiring, and giving 



hope: I am reminded of the prophetic voice of Saint John Paul II who, at the beginning 

of the new millennium, expressing his desire that Jews, Christians, and Muslims might 

one day exchange the sign of peace in Jerusalem, prophetically recalled that there is no 

peace without justice and no justice without reconciliation. The power of this message 

and the need, in particular, to deepen our understanding of the connection between 

justice and reconciliation in dialogue with the ethics of the three monotheistic traditions 

contains the potential for a change of political narrative that shifts perspective, unites 

and inspires and build the foundation for a just peace in the Middle East.  

Finally, broadening the geopolitical horizons, I want to suggest that ecumenical- 

interreligious dialogue and catholic social teaching might also productively meet to try 

to respond to the crisis of the multilateral system and the global normative order. I am 

convinced that dialogue has an important role to play in rebuilding the normative 

structure of a future international order for the third millennium, an order that is more 

pluralistic and inclusive of the multiplicity of countries and cultural traditions that now 

criticize the so-called international liberal order. We need a major process of dialogue 

between civilizations, I am thinking in particular of the great civilizations of Asia and 

Africa, which are now re-emerging, even as great powers. A more multipolar 

international system will have to transform itself into a more multicultural and peaceful 

international society based on shared values, norms, and rules. The great religious and 

spiritual traditions, the normative and ethical deposit of great civilizations, will have 

an important and prophetic role to play. Here the lessons and future contributions of 

catholic social teaching to this mission for the global common good, I believe, is still 

to be fully understood. My hope is that your foundation and community might take this 

challenge together with other peoples from different religious traditions and work to 

write this new chapter to renew the precious vision of Centesimus Annus for global 

common good.  

Thank You. 
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