31/ 12/ 1999
200 schol ars attend religi ous conference

Ranml an Sai d

KUALA LUMPUR, Thurs. - In an interesting acknow edgnent of Mal aysia's
religious tol erance, some 200 schol ars in Taoi sm Buddhi smand

Conf uci ani smhave converged here today to discuss their respective
beliefs.

The three-day conference, themed Religion in the 21st Century: A
Cvilisational Prospective, is ainmed at pronoting worl d peace and i nter-
religious understanding in the 21st century t hrough academ ¢ exchange and
the study of religions.

It isjointly organised by the Associ ati on of Religi ous Studies Chi hui
Tang and Uni versiti Ml aya's Departnent of Chinese Studies.

Hel d at the Pal ace of the Gol den Horses in Seri Kenmbangan, the
conf erence saw speakers al so delving into religious integration and human
civilisation, religious teachings and the preservation of peace in the
body and m nd, and religious texts and their interpretation.

Opened by Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, t he conference
has attracted experts who presented papers on a nyriad of religious
i ssues.

Among t hemwere Harvard University professor of Chinese history and
phi | osophy Prof Dr Tu Wi-mng; Tianjin Acadeny of Social Sciences centre
for religious and cultural studies director Prof Pu Wn-qgi; Chinese
Uni versity of Hong Kong Departnment of Anthropol ogy head Prof Dr Tan Chee-
beng; and Tai wan National Tsinghua University Centre for General Education
director Prof Dr Lin An-wu.

In his speech, Dr Mahathir said while the diversity of religious
practices in other countries had resulted in violent clashes, in Ml aysi a
it had resulted in bringing the foll owers of different religions together.

"Mal aysia's remarkabl e unity in diversity is the result of openness in
the practice of the different religions and in particular the religion of
the majority, the official religion of Islam™

Stressing that religions still had arole in the 21st century, the Prine
M nister said the country's ability to ride out the recent economc
sl omdown was due partly to the people falling back on spiritual val ues.

Mal aysi ans di d not despair despite the recent economi c sl owdown due to
their spirituality, he added.

"Cal med by our spiritual beliefs we were able to face the materi al
problens of life, to understand and to overconme them Wthout spiritual
beliefs it is doubtful that we can overcone the chal |l enges w t hout
becom ng unbal anced. "

Dr Mahat hir believed societies wi thout a religious anchor woul d despai r
in the face of problemns.

"I believe that you are holding this conference at the right tinme. Many
soci eti es have di scarded spiritual val ues and t hey oft en becone unbal anced
and feel |ost when faced with the difficulties of life."

Noting that the focus of the conference was nainly on the religious
bel i efs of the Chinese, Dr Mahat hir prai sed t he organi sers for including
inthe conference a paper on the wi sdomof the Quran in nodern ti nes,
saying it was inportant that |slambe given a hearing in a di scussi on on
the role of religion.

The Prinme M nister, who devoted a |l arge part of his speech to expl aining
t he reasons why | sl amhad becone t he nost ni sunderstood religion of today,
said it was misunderstood by both non-Mislins and Misli ns.



Such was the mi sunderstandi ng of Miuslins about their religion, he said,
that they had erected a tall barrier against access to it even for non-
Musl i ns.

Dr Mahat hir said the | ack of understandi ng anong Muslins coul d be seen
fromthe rejection of the Islam c concept and belief that all Mslins were
brot hers.

"Today, with the energence of political parties, the practising Muslim
menbers of certain parties are condemmed as not being true Muslins and are
treated worse than non-Mislinms by nmenbers of the opposing political
parties.”

Muslimnations were often at war with one another, a state of affairs
that coul d not be considered as brotherly, he added.
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