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“Engage i n dial ogue'

Kamar ul zaman Sal | eh; Sheri dan Mahavera

A NOTED newspaper col umi st once said a great irony of religion is in how
it preached unity through disunity. This is because religion virtually

di vided people into believers and non-believers and the unity anong
believers is due to their adoption of a certain set of beliefs, which is
different from others.

Political scientists argue that one of the reasons for the separation of
church and state in nodern-day government is because religion-based
politics divides society into classes with separate | aws and regul ati ons
for each cl ass.

Muslinms frequently fall into the trap of demarcating |egal and
psychol ogi cal borders between thensel ves and non- Muslins, even though sone
Muslimintel |l ectual s such as Shei kh Rached Ghannoushi say that the unmah
refers to not only the Muslimcomunity but al so those who are not
adherents of Islam

Dr Farhan N zam, director of the Oxford Centre for Islamc Studies in
the United Kingdom is one who subscribes to the belief that Mislins
shoul d contribute not only to thenselves and to their conmunity, but also
to humanity.

He says the real challenge for Muslins is not only to rediscover their
hi storical heritage and contribute to Muslimsociety, but to go beyond
that, as befits the role of a "vice-regency on earth"

"And so the good that Miuslinms can bring to this world should not be
confined to any one locality or any one country or any one province," he
told the New Straits Tinmes in an interview recently.

He was on a visit, arranged by the British H gh Conm ssion, during which
he gave lectures on the role of inter-faith and inter-comunal dial ogues
in the United Kingdomand the role of Muslins in British society.

Far han has been at the forefront of efforts to encourage Muslins to
reach out to other communities through inter-faith dial ogue, as a way of
not only nurturing understandi ng between different communities, but also
as a means of getting Muslins involved in the mainstream of society.

He says Malaysia is an inportant exanple of a nodern Mislimcountry
where religious tol erance has provided space for Muslinms to express their
identity and practise their beliefs, while gaining the loyalty of the non-
Musl i m popul ace.

"I also think what is inportant in the Mal aysian context is where it
seeks religious harnony by protecting the aspirations and hopes of those
citizens who may not be Muslim This generates the confidence and |loyalty
of all its citizens."

Therefore, he says, it is only natural that Miuslins in this country play
their rightful role in the service of Islam

"In terms of progress in the econonmic area and the advances nmade in
education... (it again) shows Malaysia is a very inportant exanple.

"OF course, with the forthcomng Islamc summt (Organisation of Islamc
Conference to be hosted by Ml aysia next year) and other major initiatives
t hat have been undertaken in this country, there are sone very positive
signs."

In this respect, he says, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad
has played a leading role in voicing the concerns and interests of Mislim
countri es.

"Well, he has been a very dynamic |leader in the |ast 20 years or so.



I ndeed, he has a very good track record of playing nore than a | eadi ng
part in the international arena,"” he says of Dr Mahathir.

On the question of Islambeing seen as a religion that pronotes
extrem sm and discrimnation, Farhan feels that this is a case of
i gnorance and prej udi ce.

"I don't think that we should inpart respectability to the ignorance of
(such) people by responding to such allegations. | think if soneone is
i gnorant enough to think that Islamequals terrorism then | amafraid
there's not nuch that can be done about it."

According to him Islamc civilisation has proven to be the nost plura
of civilisations. The diversity of |anguage, of values or dress and style,
can be seen throughout the world today.

"It never had a problemw th difference or diversity. Now this cannot be
said of other civilisations which had problenms with and coul d not
accommodat e di fference.

"You don't have to go far, we can just | ook at the encounter between
Western civilisation and indi genous Australia and what happened there. O
what happened to the natives of the Anericas."

But in order for Muslins to contribute to the world, they nmust reach out
and engage in dial ogue anong thensel ves and particularly wth those of
ot her communi ti es.

Such di al ogue, Farhan says, is also part of what |slamenjoins Mislins
to.

"Muslinms are required to engage in humlity and civility with others and
any di al ogue whi ch invol ves people of other faiths should be based on
religious conviction itself."

He adds that Muslins should not see thenselves in a tribal relationship
with the world, especially with the Wst.

It is a known fact that Islam c advances in mathematics, astronony and
medi ci ne contributed much to the scientific revolution and the Renai ssance
i n Europe.

"Muslins have contributed nuch to what is known as Western civilisation
Yes, during the |ast century perhaps not as much as they shoul d have, "

Far han says, adding that as long as Muslins were content to be consuners
of ideas and goods, they would al ways be on the back row.

Instead of [ooking at the West as an entity to be despised, rivaled or
cl ashed with, Mislinms should see thenselves as being in a position to
contribute to it.

"Western civilisation in a sense, has lost its way and | think that
people of faith, I can only speak for Muslinms, but | am sure people of
other faiths would share this view, that one has to rediscover the
sacredness in our lives."

The secul ari smand materialismthat in many ways have been the
"religion"” of the Western world may have led to what sonme have called the
creation of a spiritual vacuumin the lives of its citizens.

Farhan believes that Muslins are in a position to restate the case for
the sacred in life, by rem nding thensel ves and others that the purpose of
life may be different fromthe concerns of life.
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