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Di al ogue for understandi ng conti nues

Mazl an Nor di n

SHOMN on tel evision sonme years ago was a public lecture on |Islamfor non-
Muslims. It was held in a church in an Arerican city. It was conducted by
a | ecturer who was acconpani ed by several fellow Muslins. Equally
surprising was that after the talk they perfornmed, in the church itself,
the Muslimprayers facing the Kaaba i n Mecca.

O her di al ogues at various |evels have been organised to foster
under st andi ng between Muslinms and non-Muslinms. In Britain recently the
Prince of Wal es spoke on the topic of "Building Bridges between |Islamand
the West". Speaking to M ddl e East experts he said the West woul d benefit
fromcloser study of Islamic traditions and that British schools shoul d
consi der enpl oyi ng nore Miusli mteachers.

Earlier, in April 1996, Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad
delivered a keynote address at the Oxford Centre for Islanic Studies on
the subject "Islam- The M sunderstood Religion". In his concluding
remarks calling for international understandi ng of |Islamhe said:

"What Muslins nust do is to go back to the Holy Quran and the genuine
Hadi t hs, study and interpret themin the context of the present world. It
is Allah's will that the world has changed. It is not for man to reverse
what has been willed by Allah. The faithful nust |ook for guidance from
the teachings of the Quran and the Hadith in the present context. Islamis
not meant only for the 7th Century Arabs. Islamis for all times and for
every part of the world. If we Muslinms understand this, then there will be
| ess m sunder standi ngs anong us. |If the non-Mislins appreciate the
probl ens that the Muslins have in trying to adjust to nodern changes, then
they will not m sunderstand |Islamand the Muslinms as much as they do now.
And the world will be a better place if all these nisunderstandings are
renmoved. "

Several months after Dr Mahathir's address, the Oxford Centre organised
an i nternational conference on the topic "The Islamic Wrld and the Third
I ndustrial Revolution: the political, economc and cultural inplications
of changes in information technology”. It was attended by some 60 academ c
experts on Islam advisors to several Mislimpotentates, nenbers of the
di pl omatic corps representing Miuslimcountries in Britain and senior Arab
editors.

O interest then is the summary on its proceedi ngs. There was, for
i nstance, the rem nder that the Islamc world is not a honogeneous entity.
Consi sting of many different societies with unequal |evels of econom c and
techni cal devel opment they have "not nmanaged to act together as an
effective political or economc bloc".

Not ed was the realisation among Miuslins of their powerl essness when
facing the West. Anpbng exanpl es of their inpotence was the Iraqgi defeat in
the aulf war, the inability to help fellow Muslins in Bosnia, Palestine,
Kashnir and el sewhere.

O inportance, therefore, was the need to cl ose the technol ogi cal gap
with the West and that they nust not merely be consuners, anobng ot her
things, of the new information technol ogy. And that before the inbal ance
could be corrected Muslimsocieties nust effect political and soci al
changes.

As is evident, sone Muslimgovernnments are not denocratic and
transparent.

There were di scussions on Internet, and it was descri bed as "the death



of distance” and that faith and worship are in effect an effort to cross
or close the distance between the individual and God.

A speaker had then referred to Prophet Mihammad's "N ght Journey”
(I'srak-M kraj) and suggested that the crossing and cl osing of distances
had been a striking and formative el enent of Islamas a religion and
civilisation. Quote: "The Islanmic cal ender dates fromthe mgration of the
believers froman intolerant Makka to a receptive Madi na. Makka was not
t her eby abandoned: it was soon instituted as, and has ever since renained,
the direction of prayer for all Mislinms wherever they may be in the world,
and the focus of their hopes of pilgrimge and nearness to God.

"Fromtime i menorial the Arabs have criss-crossed deserts on their
camel s without losing their way or sense of where hone is. The Prophet's
"Ni ght Journey" or Ascension synbolises the annihilation of distance at
three |l evels: the journeying fromMakka to Jerusalemand the return; from
the earth to the heavens and the return; fromthe “present' of the Prophet
to the “past' of Mdses and Jesus, with whom anbng ot her Em ssaries of
God, he conversed, and the return to his own tine and the continuation of
his mssion."

As expected, the sunmary added, gender inbal ance forned a nost lively
and spirited part of discussions. There was reference to the Ml aysi an
experience where the advance of information technol ogy has led to manifold
increase in the enpl oynent of wonen in the field. The governnent was said
to have beconme worried over the |lack of bal ance and by so-call ed wonen-
dom nat ed wor kpl aces.

Not ed was that nothing in the Quran and the Hadiths prohibit wonen
wor ki ng but that in many countries Muslins have generally accepted that
men are the breadw nners and the women's role is as wi ves and not hers.

How then will the Islamic world prepare for the 21st Century? This in
fact will be the topic of an international synposiumto be held in Kual a
Lunpur next month followi ng an agreenment of co-operation between the
Oxford Centre and the Institute of Islamc Understanding Malaysia. It was
concluded as a direct result of Dr Mahathir's lecture at Oxford.

Anong participants will be non-Mislimacadenics. This is as it should be
in view of the unending torrents of copy on Islam There are films in the
cinemas and on tel evision too which denigrate the religion, and there are
books by such as Glles Kepel titled Allah in the West: Islamc Mvenents
in Arerica and Europe.

There is then the comrentary by critics such as Dr Patrick Sookhdeo
director of the Institute for the Study of Islamand Christianity in
Britain. He says with forthrightness that Prince Charles is wong, and
that |slam does nenace the West.

Publ i shed recently in London was a report about Muslins in Britain
pl anni ng 100 new nosques by the m |l ennium Quote: "Unlike nost of the
1, 000 existing nosques that are converted warehouses, churches or
community halls, the new places of worship will be of traditional Islamc
design with a central done and ninarets".

In a footnote was information that 450 new churches in the Church of
Engl and have been built in the past 25 years. In the Roman Catholic Church
- 3,700 - there was an increase of four in 1914-95.

Al so drawing nedia attention is Britain's first Muslimstate school due
to open in London next year. It is founded by Yusuf Islam forner pop star
Cat Stevens. Mentioned too were warnings by detractors that it could
become a hotbed of Islanmic extrem sm

Witing in another British newspaper, Saudi Arabic's Anbassador to
Britain, Ghazi Al gosaibi pleaded for a thoughtful dial ogue between Mislim
countries and the West. He contended that what has taken place thus far is
not a free dialogue. Al the interlocutors, he said, are "prisoners of



their political past".

Wel coned, therefore, is the international symposiumjointly organi sed by
Ikimand the Oxford Centre for Islam c Studies in Kuala Lunmpur next nonth.
Dr Mahathir will deliver the keynote address after which he will have an
open di al ogue with partici pants.

After last Cctober's stinulating session in Oxford other perspectives of
things Islamvis-a-vis the Wst, and others, will energe. And so the
di al ogue conti nues.

( END)
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