Learning to live together?
Peter Cousins
What challenges lie ahead for Colombia as it prepares for a
presidential election next year? The Catholic Church’s recent
plea for reconciliation in the country is a timely call for the
Church, State and people of Colombia to think about how they
can learn to live together and build a peaceful future, argues
Peter Cousins.
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All of this is set against the background of an armed
conflict, the existence of which is, incredibly, denied
by some right-leaning politicians. And much of the
above is either a cause or a consequence of this
violence. An end to hostilities is ultimately a condition for meaningful reconciliation, though steps can
be taken towards this goal while the conflict persists.
None of this, it must be said, is particularly new
thinking – it has all been expressed before. But the
Archbishop´s exhortation casts a new light on the
challenges ahead, and their gravity. What role the
Church itself will play in this process has yet to be
seen. Archbishop Salazar´s admission that its
concentration on humanitarian issues alone has cost it
credibility with the guerrillas, might suggest that it
plans to broaden the scope of its analysis and action.
Part of the issue here is that the Church has not
always spoken with a unified voice. The differing
attitudes of various Bishops of Apartadó towards the
Peace Community of San José de Apartadó, is one
example of this inconsistency. If the Church is to find
a position that advances the cause of reconciliation, it
will take all of the ‘creativity’ to which the Archbishop, in a different context, refers in his interview.
Finally, it is also worth considering why it is that the
Church has chosen to speak out for reconciliation at
this particular point. Although Holy Week is the
most important time in the Church’s calendar, the
timing has more to do with the presidential election
set for 2010, campaigning for which is gearing up
already. At present there is a great deal of uncertainty
as to whether President Uribe will stand for a third
time, and doing so would involve a change to the
Constitution. Should this not happen, there are
plenty of uribistas lining up to take his place. The

campaign is shaping up to be contested along one of
two lines – a continuation of Uribe’s Democratic
Security policy (which seeks the defeat or demobilisation of FARC guerillas), or the pursual of a
humanitarian accord, in which guerrilla prisoners
would be exchanged for FARC-held hostages. In his
interview, the Archbishop appeared to support both
positions (which may be an example of his diplomatic
creativity!), but came out against Uribe´s remaining
in office for a third term. With a year or so to go
before the election, much could yet happen. But it
seems as though the Church wanted to make its voice
heard while things are still warming up.
The next year could prove to be truly significant for
Colombia. It this a ´ripe moment´ for a humanitarian
accord, as the basis for a lasting peace? Could this be
the start of Colombians learning to live together?
These are the big questions beneath the surface of
Archbishop Salazar´s call to reconciliation.

Peter Cousins read Modern Languages at Merton College,
Oxford, then volunteered with JVC and completed a Masters
in Peace Studies at the University of Bradford. He is currently
doing reconciliation work in Colombia.
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El Tiempo, 29 March 2009 – pp. 1-6. 'There must be
dialogue with the guerrillas; the conflict does not have a
military solution': Archbishop Rubén Salazar
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Semana, ´¿Al fin cuántos secuestrados hay?´
http://www.semana.com/noticias-nacion/fin-cuantossecuestrados/122992.aspx
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