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Respect, tolerance the path to unity

P. C. Shi vadas
VWHY is it sone people are insensitive and say things to hurt the feelings
of others? One way of looking at it is that these people, |ike everything

el se, serve a purpose - that of activating the voice of reason within
ot hers.

In matters of faith the root cause of insensitivity is |ack of
under st andi ng and respect and, in nulti-racial, nulti-religious Ml aysi a,
this provides both danger and opportunity.

Danger in that insensitivity can lead to tinder dry superficiality that
requires only a spark to ignite.

Qpportunity in that we are noved to pronote di al ogue and a com ng
t oget her of people of different faiths to give concrete neaning to unity
indiversity.

Society will always have people for whomit is not a matter of live and
let live, but bending others to their wll.

They see thensel ves as sel f-appoi nted guardi ans of their faith and seek
torally support for their cause with "heroic" words and actions.

Recently an el ected State representative was reported as sayi ng he woul d
deal with places of worship, other than his own, in a certain way should
he gain power.

It set sone alarmbells ringing. How do we cope? Is an equally shrill
response the answer?

Fighting fire with fire only nakes the fire bigger. W need water to
douse the fl anes.

The water cones in the formof voices of reason within the vast mgjority
who only wish to live in peace and harnony. Neverthel ess, the voice of
negativity nust be accepted as part of reality and countered by regarding
it as wake-up calls.

There is always a tendency to be conplacent and to take things for
granted until reality gives us a black eye or worse.

Invariably, there are warning signals along the way. Hi story has already
provi ded | essons aplenty. Are we |earning fromthenf

We have the opportunity to erect a shield to keep extrem sm at bay but
it calls for a concerted effort frompoliticians to the man-in-the-street
to bring people together in a spirit of understandi ng fromwhich respect,
whi ch goes beyond tol erance, energes victorious.

It is an individual effort that collectively anounts to a counter force
that will not only protect but nurture the kind of society that wll
guarantee the future.

We have organi sations such as the Ml aysi an Council of Christians,

Hi ndus, Buddhists and Si khs and Inter Faith Spiritual Fellowship which
deal with issues and pronote understandi ng through courses, tal ks and
di al ogue.

Persatuan Darul Fitrah, an |slam c association of converts, has held
tal ks on other faiths and encouraged di al ogue as part of the cenenting
pr ocess.

The local Catholic church is fighting fire with FIRE (Fostering Inter-
Rel i gi ous Exchange), an initiative of a group within

A recent three-hour a week, eight-week progranme saw sone 70 peopl e of
different faiths cone together for a basic understanding of different
religions.

The Council of Churches on June 11 held a talk at St. Francis Xavier



Church in Petaling Jaya. The speakers: Bi shop Murphy Pakiam Datuk J.
Jegat hesan and Dr. John R Gurusany. Topic: "The voice of religion for
inter-faith harnony and national unity".

Bi shop Paki am hi ghli ghted the Pope's recent visit to a nosque in Syria,
where he was warmy wel coned by the Chief Mufti, as "a great inpetus for
such encounters and goodw || gestures around the gl obe".

In the great perspective plan for the Church, the Pope had decl ared t hat
"we shoul d consider the great challenge of inter-religious dialogue in
whi ch we shall be conmitted to in the new m |l enniuni.

This was bei ng expressed through a series of highly synmbolic neetings
for a relationship of openness and di al ogue with foll owers of other
faiths.

The Federation of Asian Bi shops' Conference had organi sed encounters for
bi shops and | eaders of other faiths through the Bishops Institute of
Rel i gi ous Affairs (BIRA).

Arising fromthemwere the BIRA IV and BIRA V docunents entitled
"Theol ogy of harnmony" and "Wbrking together for harnony in our
contenporary world" and based on Christian-Mislim Christian-Buddhi st and
Chri sti an- Hi ndu di al ogue.

Jegat hesan, referring to the recent State politician's religious
intentions, drew attention, via the English translation of the Holy Quran
by Mohamred Marnmaduke Pickthall, to Surah 6, verse 109 which states:

"Revile not those unto whomthey pray beside Allah | est they wongfully
revile Allah through ignorance. Thus unto every nation have we nade their
deed seemfair. Thus unto their Lord is their return and He will tell them
what they used to do."

Verse 113 of the sanme Surah: "Thus have we appointed unto every prophet
an adversary - devils of humankind and jinn who inspire in one another
pl ausi bl e di scourse through guile. If thy Lord willed they would not do
so. So |l eave themalone within their own devising."

In the sane vein Jegathesan turned to the rock edict of Enperor Asoka
with words to the effect: "Let not anyone by nistaken belief think that by
condemi ng anot her religion you exalt your own. On the contrary you demean
your own."

In the H ndu context, he said it was stated in the Vedas that "Truth or
God is one but wise men call H m by many nanes."

No external force could destroy a nation of God. Only its citizens could
do so by their prejudices, ignorance and ego.

Dr Gurusany touched on common val ues of | ove, conpassion, justice,
honesty and fidelity found in all religions. As such sonme sages have sai d:
"There is only one religion, the religion of Iove. There is only one
| anguage, the | anguage of the heart and only one race, the human race.™

For inspiration he turned to:

Lao Tzu, the Chinese phil osopher, who said: "There is nothing in the world
as soft as water. Nothing is superior to it in overcom ng the hard. The
gentl e overconmes the powerful. Everybody knows it but few can put it into
practice."

Gurusany al so picked sone salient points fromPrine Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohanad's book A new deal for Asia where it states:

"Why rmust we nerely tolerate differences, why not relish then? Wiy not
enjoy and celebrate a feast of civilisation - traditions and cul tures of
all countries are of equal inmportance and worthy of being respected by
all.

"There is only one world civilisation although individual traditions,
st andards and perceptions nmust be allowed to differ a world goaded by
prosper -t hy-nei ghbour attitude and policies."

Dr Gurusany called for active support for celebrating Septenber 16 as



"Raci al harnony day" fromthis year so that the voice of reason is heard
| oud and cl ear.
( END)
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