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By: Zaharah O hnman

LONDON, Feb 26 (Bernamm) -- Muslimreligious | eaders are stil
"unconfortabl e" about the setting up of an inter-faith association in
Mal aysia, Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad sai d.

He said as such, nore patience was needed to reduce the disconfort
anong t hem

He was speaki ng on Monday to about 80 guests, who were nostly Menbers
of Parlianent, at a reception hosted by Baroness Uddin of Bethnal G een at
t he House of Lords.

Dr Mahathir said sone conservative Mislins were fearful of being
"infected" by other thoughts although he hinself had no probl ens neeting
| eaders of other religious faiths such as Buddhism Christianity, Hi nduism
and Si khi sm

He tol d his audi ence that Ml aysians had a wonderful tradition of the
open house during which they would visit each other on their festive days
despite having cultural and religious differences.

On the issue of translating Christian texts into Bahasa Ml aysia, he
said that the governnent was cautious in its approach because the usage of
the sane terns as in |Islamwould cause confusi on anong Musli ns.

He added that this situation would not arise once the people were nore
educat ed.

The Sabah Bi bl es in Bahasa Mal aysia, he said, were freely in use as the
people there were famliar with ternms used in both holy books.

In his address earlier, Dr Mahathir said |Islamwas greatly
m sunderstood in the Wst which equated religious extremismwth
fundanental i smwhen in fact, the fundanental s of |slam preached peace and
t ol erance.

"I'f we follow the fundanental tenets of Islam we are noderates,
accepting and respecting religious differences and trying to acconmodat e
peopl e of other faiths. |slamabhors turnoil," he said.

The prime minister said the magjority of Muslins in Ml aysia adhered to
t he fundanental s of Islam

"W want to ensure that extrem st (religious) views do not get the
upper hand. W have our hands full trying to prevent nisuse of religion,"”
he sai d.

Dr Mahat hir accused PAS of misinterpreting Islamand criticised the
party for its narrow stand on the role of Mislimwonen in society.

This, he said, was in sharp contrast to the encouragenent of Umo, one
of the conmponents of the ruling coalition in Ml aysia, for wonen to
participate fully in the devel opnent of the country.

He said that as a result of this, Mislimwonen had risen to the
chal | enge.

Dr Mahathir said wonmen held senior posts in all sectors, citing the
exanple of Tan Sri Dr Zeti Akhtar Aziz who is Bank Negara Governor, as well
as those in the business world where they made good managers and even
fighter pilots.

However, the prinme mnister was unhappy with the poor response of
Musl i mmal es to higher education, saying that there was a need to redress
the i nbal ance as some of themwere neglecting their studies for politics.

He told the gathering that sone 70 per cent of Muislimundergraduates in
Mal aysi a were fenal e.

"Hal f the Muslim population in Mal aysia are wonen, and if deprived of



opportunities to advance, then the Muslimsociety will be weakened," said
Dr Mahathir.

Earlier, in her welcom ng address, Baroness Uddin praised Mal aysia's
mul ti-racial society for its harnmony saying that the country had nuch to
offer the world in ethnic and community relations as well as providing
opportunities for wonen to advance.

Dr Mahathir, she told the gathering, was "truly a global citizen".

She praised the prinme mnister for his strong views on issues such as
debt relief, poverty eradication and for standing up for the interests of
Third Wrld countri es.

Dr Mahathir had earlier met British Prine Mnister Tony Blair at 10
Downi ng Street to express Malaysia's views on terrorism

He will end his five-day working visit to London tonorrow when he will
fly back to Ml aysi a.
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