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I slamic unity shoul d begin at hone

Shansul Akmar
NOW and then, certain Muslimleaders will conme up with a good idea of how
to bridge the divide anong followers of the Islamc faith.

What the Saudi Arabian Mnister on Haj Affairs Dr |lyad Areen proposed
during the recent First Conference on Haj Cuidance here in Kuala Lumpur is
an exanpl e.

He said the Saudi Government will introduce a new settlenment systemfor
pilgrins in the com ng Haj season

If previously pilgrins were settled according to their country of
origin, this tine around, Dr |yad proposed, pilgrins fromdifferent
nations will be grouped together and will performthe Haj together.

The rationale, according to Dr lyad, is to allowthese pilgrins from
different countries to mingle freely, which in turn will foster closer
ti es and exhanges of culture.

The idea sounds good and shoul d be supported by Muslins the world over.
They shoul d strive to achi eve these goal s.

Yet, such proposals sound hollow if one were to reflect on the deep rift
in the Muslimworld.

Forget about Muslins fromother parts of the world and confine the
assessment to the Arab countries al one.

The sanctions against Iragq stand as a reflection of how divided the
Muslinms in West Asia are and the perpetrators are not confined to the US
and Britain.

In the case of the United Nations' decade-old sanctions on Iraqg, the US
and Britain have been of late the main proponents of not lifting the
enbar go.

However, followi ng the arrival of recent flights-of-mercy mssions from
Russia and France, the media in Arab nations have started to pressure
their Governments to do |ikew se.

The Jordani an Governnment decided to act and | ast week broke the no-fly
zone into lrag, making it the first Arab country to enulate the efforts of
Russi a and France.

Wil e these efforts are going on, the nedia in a few Arab countries are
singing a different tune - for the sanctions to continue.

O course, lraqi President Saddam Hussein is no angel but to want the
sanctions to continue at the expense of the |lives of innocent Iraqi
children i s unaccept abl e.

Wien the refusal to lift sanctions came from Washi ngton and London, it
was understandable. It was al so quite understandabl e when the opposition
cane fromKuwait, the nation that was invaded by Iragqg.

But to cone fromthe Arabs is unpal atabl e.

Yet, that is the reality of West Asian politics in which tribalism
supposed to have been diluted by the passage of tine since the advent of
Islam is very nuch alive

If it is not tribalism then it has to be the political realities of
whi ch al nost all Arab nations are aware of - toe the American line or be
puni shed.

Wiile trying to deal with the plight of the Iragis, the recent nurder of
Pal estinians in the Gaza Strip and West Bank by Israeli soldiers should
further rem nd the Arabs of what they have becone.

But such divisions anong the Muslins is not confined to the Arabs. Back
honme, the division anong the Malay Muslinms is just as real.



Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad on his part, has painted a
gl ooy picture of the Muslimdivide.

"After 1,400 years, they clearly have failed to understand their really
sinmple religion, the religion that is not to be a burden to them

"And so, they will continue to argue and to debate and to di sagree on
the teachings of their religion, and in disagreeing they will fight and

kill each other, subconsciously perhaps doing the work of their detractors
and enem es,"” he said in his speech at the MuslimColl ege in London on
Tuesday.

Such are the circunstances shrouding the Miuslins, Ml ays in Ml aysia
i ncluded, that every tine there is talk of bridging the divide, they react
with cynicism

And the cynicismis not shown to onl ookers but to participants or those
who can nake a difference

One exanple is how cold water was poured over the proposed Mal ay Counci
whi ch was supposed to have acted as a forumfor the community to discuss
their interests and direction.

The council, an idea fromMnister in Prine Mnister's Departnment Datuk
Dr Rais Yatim was snubbed by Pas president Datuk Fadzil Noor who
described it as a "trick" by Umo to pursue its political ends.

Even if the accusations nade by Fadzil were true, the next question is
where does this | eave the Malay Muslimcomunity in this country?

If a proposal cones fromPas, Umo will treat it as the opposition's
agenda for political gain and if the latter were to propose it, as it did,
the former will make a similar accusation.

The process of accusations and counter-accusations will go on forever.

Now, back to the proposal by Saudi's Dr Iyad of not segregating the
pilgrins by nations any nore. Chances are, he will face problens with
pilgrinms fromMal aysia. Based on the bits and pi eces gathered fromthose
who perfornmed their haj |ast season, some Mal ays decided to put up the
flags and synbols of their party they support back hone.

Such behaviour will definitely beat the purpose of making the pil grinage
a platformfor unity and brotherhood.

It looks Iike these Malays are going to be all right with the idea to
foster closer ties with Muslinms fromother nations, but not with their
fell ow Mal ays.

( END)
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