30 DEC 1999
Mahat hi r-Rel i gi on
DON T PRACTI SE | SLAM I N SECLUSI ON, SAYS DR MAHATHI R

KUALA LUMPUR, Dec 30 (Bernama) -- Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad said it is inperative for Muslins in Malaysia to practise their
religion not in seclusion but in full view of all people of the country
irrespective of their faiths.

He said if Islam as Malaysia's official religion, was mysterious and
its practice was hidden there was bound to be suspicions and fear that the
teachings of the official religion would be inposed on the foll owers of
ot her religions.

"There woul d be fear that obstacles would be put in the way of other
religions. There would be fear of forced conversions..," he said when
opening the "International Conference of Religious Studies: Meeting the
M 11 ennium at the Pal ace of the Gol den Horses Hotel here today.

Dr Mahathir said that while non-Mislins should not be required to
participate in any religious rituals, they should not be denied their
presence when such rituals are carried out.

Al t hough Mal aysia is governed by pre-dom nantly Malay Mislim gover nment
there has been no attenpt to oppress the non-Mislins, he said.

"The government of Malaysia is very tolerant and shows respect for the
religi ous observances of the different religious groups. No one can say
that by being so it is not Islamc,” the prime mnister said.

The three-day conference is organi sed by the Kuala Lunpur Chi hui Pang
Associ ation for the Study of Religions and the University of Malaya's
Depart ment of Chinese Studies, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences.

The conference, carrying the thene "Religions in the 21st Century: A
Cvilisational Perspective", is aimed at pronoting world peace and
inter-religion understandi ng of the 21st century through acadeni c exchange
and study of religions.

About 500 |ocal and international participants from Tai wan, China, Hong
Kong and Singapore, anpbng others, are attending the conference.

Dr Mahathir said religion was still very relevant in Malaysia's
multi-religious society.

"To ignore it or to side-line it would be unwise. Atotally secul ar
soci ety cannot be created in Ml aysia. The religions of the people nust
play their role,"” he said.

In other countries where the official religion was also the religion of
al nrost every citizen, the freedomto practise other religions was not of
great consequence, he said.

"But in Malaysia where Islamis the religion of only 60 per cent of the
people, not only is freedomto practise other religions very neaningful and
i mportant but it inplies an acceptance of tol erance and acconmodati on on
the part of the majority Muslins,” he said.

Muslinms in Malaysia were very fortunate that the recitation of the
"doa" or prayers before any event has been accepted by everyone and that
each could pray according to his or her faith as the Mislim prayers were
recited, he said.

Anot her phenonenon that could be seen in Ml aysia was the joint
celebration of religious festivals, he said.

The Mal aysi an practice of hol ding open house during religious festivals
have brought people of different faiths together, he said.

"Wthout doubt this has brought about greater understanding if not each
other's religions, at |east of each other's culture,” he said.



Dr Mahathir said even nore interesting was the breaking of fast during
Ramadan which hotels and restaurants prepared food for the Mislinms to break
their fast.

"But non-Muslins join in, respectfully refraining fromhaving their
buffet neals until their Muslimbrothers break their fast," he said.

VWhile the diversity of religious practices in other countries have
resulted in violent clashes, in Malaysia, they resulted in bringing
followers of different religions together, Dr Mahathir said.

Mal aysia's remarkable unity in diversity was the result of the openness
in the practice of the different religions and in particular Islam the
religion of the mpjority and the national official religion, he added.
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