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RELIGION COUNTS

R
eligion counts. Religious values and thought have helped to build 

the foundation for human well-being and they continue to inspire and 

guide billions of the world's people. Religions have maintained a 

sense of the sacred and sustained humanity in times of trial. They have 

nurtured spiritual growth, spurred intellectual inquiry, and provided 

moral guidance.

The world's faiths have developed in different cultures and historical 

contexts. They nonetheless share common moral sensibilities. The 

different traditions highlight complementary values. In many 

indigenous faiths there is a comprehensive understanding of the 

relationship of human beings to the earth; in Hinduism a great 

appreciation of diversity and tolerance; in Buddhism a deep 

understanding of suffering and compassion; in Confucianism a 

powerful awareness of reciprocity and duty in human relationships;

in Taoism an enduring emphasis on harmony and balance; in Judaism
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a profound regard for the sanctity of life; in Christianity a rich 

understanding of charity and mercy; in Islam a boundless devotion 

to equality and justice. These attributions have not been exclusive 

but are embraced across religious boundaries. They are religion's 

shared gifts to the world community.

These values are splendidly expressed in the Programme of Action 

adopted in Cairo in 1994 at the International Conference on Population 

and Development (ICPD). The conference articulated a new 

approach to population and development issues in which development 

policies focus on people rather than markets and population policies 

treat women not as receptors of family planning but as directors of 

their own reproductive decisions. The Programme's positioning of 

health and education as central components of human development 

replace a prior concentration on fertility regulation and population 

control. Finally, the ICPD acknowledged overconsumption in the 

developed world as both socially unjust and ecologically damaging. 

These developments represent a fundamental transformation in the 

way the world community and its policy makers address concerns 

related to population and development.

THE ICPD'S PRINCIPLES

The ICPD grounded these advances in a set of principles put forth in 

the second chapter of its Programme of Action. These principles are 

consistent with four moral norms that reflect core affirmations of the 

world's religions:

• Equality, evidenced in the ICPD's assertions that women and men, 

whatever their difference, are equal in dignity and rights, and that 

education and comprehensive physical and mental health services are 

prerequisites for full participation in human societies.

R E L I G I O N  C O U N T S  4



• Justice, which the ICPD states is violated in poverty and great 

disparities of wealth, and which is at the foundation of its assertion 

that families, in their diverse expression and as a basic unit of 

society, deserve defense and support.

• Freedom, embodied in the ICPD's rejection of coercion in 

reproductive decision-making and its recognition that all women 

and men are meant to be free moral agents.

• Respect, embodied in its call for public policies that are sensitive to 

cultural identities, and its insistence that nations not marginalize 

migrants and refugees.

RELIGIOUS INSIGHTS INTO THE 
PROGRAMME OF ACTION

People of faith readily recognize many of the values and principles in 

the concepts and commitments in the Programme of Action because 

they resonate with moral convictions that are deeply rooted in the 

heart of religious traditions. These principles provide the foundation in 

the document for addressing the interrelated issues of population and 

development, including those that require fundamental social 

transformation.

The Programme of Action establishes the elimination of poverty as a 

crucial means for achieving full human rights and for meeting the 

objectives of humane population policies and sustainable development. 

The recommendations challenge economic systems that cause and 

perpetuate poverty, exacerbate disparities in wealth among people and 

nations, and recklessly degrade the environment. These recommendations 

reflect historic teachings of the world's religions, giving a clear mandate to 

people of faith to advance the Programme of Action.

5 RELIGION COUNTS



At the heart of the document is a challenge to patriarchal societies. 

Male dominance bears significant responsibility for women's illiteracy, 

sexual and physical violence to women, and women's lack of 

educational and economic opportunity and inadequate access to health 

care. Religions throughout history and even today are 

complicit in sustaining male domination in the societies of which they 

are part. In recent decades, religious traditions have begun to recognize 

that their integrity compels them to advance towards full gender 

equality, including within the religious communities themselves. 

Both traditional sources and findings of modern religious scholarship 

are fully in keeping with the ICPD recommendations on women's 

rights and political participation, education, reproductive health and 

rights, and socio-economic opportunity in the public and private 

spheres. Eradication of male dominance is imperative for the sanctity 

of all creation.

Reciprocity and mutuality in relationships is the appropriate moral 

and ethical foundation for policies related to sexuality. Prompted by 

the personal articulation of people's experiences, a reexamination 

of traditional teaching on sexuality is taking place within most 

religious communities.

Sexual and reproductive health are of significant religious concern 

as integral components of human well-being. Both women and men 

must exercise responsibility in their sexual behavior. Most faith 

communities accept modern forms of contraception and family 

planning, and even where there is official religious condemnation the 

evidence suggests that a great many adherents make use of artificial 

contraception without a sense of being unfaithful to their traditions. 

Sexual and reproductive health care, including education and access to 

comprehensive health services, should be available to all women and 

men.
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The challenge is to provide reproductive and sexual health services to 

those women and men for whom it is still inaccessible. Religious 

communities should be advocates for the recommendations for the 

Programme of Action in these areas.

People with HIV/AIDS have human dignity that must be respected. 

There is no justification for stigmatizing them. Religious leaders and 

teachers have a particular duty to dispel the myth that AIDS is a 

punishment from God. In many countries, this devastating disease is 

killing millions of people; leaving children orphans, partners bereft, 

and communities crippled. Those who value life should support access 

to services that prevent the transmission of HIV. The world's religions 

are compelled to assert their most fundamental teachings on the 

sanctity of life by advancing comprehensive sexuality education, 

assertive positions on the use of condoms, confidential HIV/AIDS 

testing, and support for those affected by the disease.

Abortion continues to be a divisive and complex issue. The 

Programme of Action addresses the question of abortion in a very 

limited way. It notes that abortion should not be a method of family 

planning; that abortion can and should be reduced through access to 

family planning services; it should be safe wherever it is legal, and, 

where illegal, the consequences of unsafe abortion should be 

addressed as a public health issue.

Certain realities should be made clear. Where there is a full range of 

family planning services, the incidence of abortion decreases. In the 

absence of provisions for safe abortions, even when legal, the rate of 

maternal death is increased. When abortion is illegal it is poor women 

who suffer the greatest consequences in the loss of life and health. 

Children who are the result of unwanted pregnancy can suffer abuse
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or abandonment. Those who oppose even the modest provisions of the 

ICPD language on abortion need to be accountable for these realities.

Reflection on these hard truths has caused many people of faith, even 

those personally opposed to abortion, to conclude that provisions for 

legal, safe, and accessible abortions are defensible on religious and 

moral grounds. While the religious traditions differ on the issue of 

abortion, the Programme of Action's limited statements on abortion do 

not violate the teachings of any of our traditions. Therefore religious 

leaders and communities can and should support the ICPD on this issue.

CALL FOR ACTION

As Religion Counts joins with others in the five-year review of 

the Programme of Action, the following considerations demand 

our commitment:

• Principles count. The principles articulated in chapter two of the 

Programme of Action must serve as the benchmark against which 

implementation of specific actions laid out at the ICPD are evaluated. 

For example, a comprehensive review of family planning programs must 

not only address their efficacy, but also the extent to which they embody 

the ICPD's principles.

• Partnerships count. Governments and non-governmental organizations 

have the opportunity to enlist the support and participation of religions as 

large and powerful allies for the implementation of the Programme of 

Action. It would be tragic for both religious communities and advocates 

of the ICPD consensus if this opportunity for collaboration and 

cooperation were not realized.
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• Commitments count. As a matter of moral integrity, nations must keep 

their financial and programmatic commitments as signatories to the 

Programme of Action. Religious communities and other non-governmental 

organizations must insist that their governments meet these obligations.

• Religions count. Religions must commit themselves to the realization

of the ICPD's goals and assume an active role in the implementation of

the Programme of Action, including empowering women, eliminating

poverty, making provisions for comprehensive health care, and promoting a 

sustainable environment.

CONCLUSION

Religion Counts affirms the powerful message of the Programme of 

Action. All nations, all peoples, and all religions share this world in 

relationships of interdependence. The immense challenges taken on 

in Cairo five years ago by the countries of the United Nations can only 

be addressed in an environment of mutual respect.

Religion counts. This is a moment to make it count for the common 

good of all humanity and the whole of creation.

While the Rome meeting of Religion Counts was facilitated by the Park Ridge 

Center and Catholics for a Free Choice, the views expressed in the Statement are 

those of the members of Religion Counts.
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