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2017 Remembering Srebrenica – Interfaith Speech 

 

On 11 July 1995, towards the end of the Bosnian war, a small town called Srebrenica was 

overrun by Bosnian Serb forces, commanded by General Ratko Mladić. In the days following, 

in the first ever UN declared “safe area”, Mladić’s men systematically murdered more than 

8,000 Bosnian Muslim men and boys and buried them in mass graves. The United Nations 

called this “the greatest atrocity on European soil since the Second World War”.   

 

The International Court of Justice and the International Criminal Tribunal ruled that the mass 

executions in Srebrenica constituted genocide.  Judge Fouad Riad of the ICTY spoke of: 

“scenes of unimaginable savagery: thousands of men executed and buried in mass graves, 

hundreds of men buried alive, men and women mutilated and slaughtered, children killed 

before their mothers’ eyes, a grandfather forced to eat the liver of his own grandson. These 

are truly scenes from hell, written on the darkest pages of human history".  

 

Genocide does not happen overnight. Srebrenica marked the terrible conclusion of a brutal 

campaign of “ethnic cleansing” against Bosnian Muslims and Croats (who were mostly Roman 

Catholics), which had begun three years before in 1992. In the Prijedor region of North 

Western Bosnia, Muslims were rounded up into concentration camps where they were 

tortured, starved, beaten, and subjected to sexual violence on an unprecedented scale. 

Thousands were murdered. Sarajevo, the multi-ethnic capital of the country that just a few 

years before had hosted the Winter Olympics, became the subject of the longest siege in 

modern warfare.  More than 11,000 people were killed over almost four years, including 521 

children.  

 

Underpinning this strategy of ethnic cleansing was a violent Serbian nationalism that used 

propaganda to falsely paint Muslims as ‘Islamic fundamentalists’ and Croats as ‘fascists’. The 

international community failed to take heed of these early warning signs, and once war had 
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started fundamentally misinterpreted the conflict as a civil war based on “ancient ethnic 

hatreds”. 100,000 people would have died, over two thirds Muslim, before the war was finally 

brought to a close with the Dayton Peace Agreement. Many of these deaths, including the 

8,372 victims of Srebrenica, could have been prevented.   

 

    ***************** 

Note to speaker: if you are able to show the 2017 Event film, this would be a good point to 

introduce it: 

 

The most powerful way to understand what happened in Srebrenica is to hear the testimony 

of the victims and survivors of that tragedy. This short film follows the stories of two 

survivors. 

 

At this point you may wish to make some personal observations after showing the video. 

 

*********** 

Even in the midst of war, there were moments of hope. It was often those of different faiths 

who gave help and sanctuary to those who were most vulnerable in the heavy fighting. I’d 

like to share three short stories with you that illustrate this: 

 

1) Two families, two faiths, two wars. In 1943, while German forces occupied Bosnia, the 

Muslim Hardaga family provided shelter for the Jewish Kavilio family, at significant risk 

to themselves. Fifty years later, the Kavilio family reciprocated this act of courage – 

ensuring the Hardagas’ safe passage out of the city of Sarajevo. 

 

2) In the graveyard at Potocari, in a sea of white headstones, there is a single headstone 

marked with a Catholic cross. Rudolf Hren, a Bosnian Catholic, refused to leave his 

home of Srebrenica and his Muslim brothers and sisters, and fought side by side with 
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them to defend the town. He was murdered in the genocide, and was buried together 

with his community.  

 

3) Born in Rab concentration camp in 1943, Jakob Finci used his Jewish identity to create 

spaces of neutrality and support in Sarajevo. As President of the Jewish cultural and 

humanitarian society "La Benevolencija”, he spearheaded early efforts to get medical 

supplies to the population, which eventually became the only local organisation 

delivering humanitarian relief on a non-sectarian basis. Few dared approach the Serb 

checkpoints for fear of summary execution. But Benevolencija found a way to get 

people out, by organising mixed convoys of Muslim, Croat and Serb families. And yet, 

after the Dayton agreement divided the country between Bosnian Muslims, Croats, 

and Serbs, the ‘saviour of Sarajevo’ found himself again the subject of discrimination 

– minority groups, such as Roma and Jews, are effectively excluded from office.  

 

The end of this story is a poignant reminder that discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, race 

and religion is not a thing of the past. This is one of many reasons that we come together to 

commemorate – to remind ourselves of the consequences of unchecked hatred, and that our 

work is not yet done.  Around 11 July each year (the official EU day of commemoration), the 

charity Remembering Srebrenica works with hundreds of Community Champions to organise 

local acts of commemoration.  

 

In commemorating Srebrenica Memorial Day, we do not only respect and honour the 

Srebrenica victims, as they deserve. We remind ourselves of our failure to follow through on 

that promise of ‘Never Again’ after the Holocaust. We acknowledge that hatred of ‘the other’ 

is prevalent in our society. The attacks in Westminster and Stockholm earlier this year, the 

Quebec Mosque attack, and the desecration of Jewish cemeteries after the election in the US, 

are stark reminders that hatred is everywhere. The threat of Islamophobia is again with us in 

Europe. The number of racially or religiously aggravated offences recorded by the police in 

July 2016 was 41% higher than in July 2015. We know that when irresponsible political entities 

and the media use hateful rhetoric, there is a very real impact.  We have also seen shocking 
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examples of how visibly Muslim women have particularly suffered from Islamophobia, 

ranging from attacks and threats in UK streets,  to humiliating dresscode enforcement on the 

beaches of France.  

 

However, by coming together today, we remind ourselves that the responsibility to challenge 

prejudice, stand up to hatred and to build strong and positive connections with those of 

different backgrounds is not something we can do once or twice a year. It is an ongoing 

responsibility – to pay attention to the world around us, to act when we see prejudice in our 

communities, and to extend a hand of friendship to those who do not share our life 

experiences.  

 

Religious, political and community leaders have spoken in support of Remembering 

Srebrenica, and their Messages of support remind of us of the importance of  tackling hatred, 

and preventing future genocides.  

 

The Archbishop of Canterbury, The Most Rev Justin Welby reminds us of the special role of 

leaders in using their influence to publicly challenge hatred: 

 

 ‘That it [the genocide] was committed on the basis of ethnic and religious identity requires 

us all, especially religious leaders, to be vigilant in the language we use and confront the 

discrimination and hate promoted in the name of religion. ’   

 

Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis emphasises the role of each and every one of us to take action: 

 

“Each one of us can take up the responsibility to honour the victims of this and other 

genocides by working harder than ever to challenge the ideologies of fear and hatred, 

wherever they manifest all over the world.” 

 

Professor Tariq Ramadan sums up the responsibility to act perfectly when he says: 
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“Lessons from the past are not only about remembrance for the victims – the finest tribute 

to their lives is to participate; to be courageous and committed enough to denounce 

oppression and resist genocide; to work for our shared future as well as remember those 

lost to us.” 

 

Our coming together today sends a strong message to our communities that we understand 

atrocities carried out in the name of religion as human tragedies that affect us all. We 

demonstrate our solidarity in the face of hatred.  We show our respect for the dead, and 

those who mourn them. These are powerful things, and I thank you all for joining me today.  

 

But it is worth asking – what more can we do? Can we educate our future generations on 

what happened at Srebrenica, and on the importance of cherishing diversity and respecting 

freedom of belief? Can we collaborate with other organisations working to tackle hatred or 

build community cohesion?  How can we better support each other in times when one of our 

communities is being targeted and victimised by those who would seek to divide us? How do 

we create safe spaces where those of faith, and of no faith, can discuss how to approach the 

most difficult issues in our societies.  

 

I ask each of you to reflect on this and to make a pledge today to take action. Remembering 

Srebrenica operates a pledge system, whereby you can make a social action pledge online 

and you will receive dedicated resources and support to help you complete this pledge. These 

can be made online at www.srebrenica.org.uk . Even better, let us consider how to make a 

pledge together, as a group.  

 

       ************ 

Note to speaker – reading out our Pledge as well as a prayers or poems could be a powerful 
way to close your meeting. Our interfaith prayers and poems are available at –  
http://www.srebrenica.org.uk/information/poems-and-prayers/ 

To honour the victims and those who mourn them, let us come together and share prayers 

and poems. 

http://www.srebrenica.org.uk/
http://www.srebrenica.org.uk/information/poems-and-prayers/
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Invite different speakers to deliver appropriate prayers/ poems.   

We will close with the Srebrenica prayer: 

 

We pray to almighty God, 

May grievance become hope 

May revenge become justice 

May mothers’ tears become prayers 

That Srebrenica 

Never happens again 

To no one and nowhere. 

 

 

 

 


