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New vi si on buil di ng bri dges between | sl amand t he West at grassroots | evel

K. C. Boey
ONCE agai n vi ol ence on t he gl obal stage overtook the feelings of peace and
toget herness in the | ocal community.

No sooner had Harnmony Day passed and nulticultural Australia reaffirmed
its celebration of difference, gl obal events expl oded to underm ne the
quiet efforts at the nunicipality | evel

The city of Darebin in northern suburban Mel bourne was anong one of many
muni ci palities all over the country to hold events to mark Harnony Day on
March 21.

What ever little that was picked up in the nedia was i nstantly overtaken
by headl i nes of the Israeli assassination of Shei kh Ahned Yassi n, foundi ng
| eader of the Islanmic resistance novenent Hanas.

The reaction to the killing that foll owed pol ari sed public opinion
subner gi ng what m ght be achi eved i n findi ng conmon ground on Har nony Day.
Agai nst this backdrop, visiting Anerican t heol ogi an | mamFei sal Abdul
Rauf and Mohammed Al ami Musa, president of the Islam c Religious Counci

of Singapore, shared their experiences in public tal ks and private
di scussi on.

And Australians took confort in the | andslide return of the Barisan
Nasi onal Governnent, seeing it as Mal aysi an endorsenent of progressive
I sl amand repudi ation of Islam st mlitancy.

Attitudes towards I slam as with nmuch of life, are not set in black and
white. They are multi-faceted, multi-dinmensional

Forei gn M ni ster Al exander Downer wel conmed t he "snmoot h and successfu
conduct" of the Mal aysi an el ecti on.

"The results are a resoundi ng endorsenment of Prine Mnister Datuk Seri
Abdul I ah Ahmad Badawi ' s | eadershi p and of his reformagenda, which
i ncl udes tackling corruption, transparent government, and conti nui ng
strong econoni ¢ devel opnent, " he said.

At a broader level, the electionis seeninthe light of the scrutiny
that |slamhas conme under, when Australia's role in the "war against
terrorisnt as an ally of the United States is contested.

There are attenpts to understand the deeper inpetus to terrorism as in
studies by Sri Lankan-born Anglican Christian priest Dr Ruwan
Pal apat hwal a.

Pal apat hwal a i s a parish priest in Melbourne as well as a |l ecturer at a
t heol ogi cal coll ege. Pal apathwala, inaninterviewin his church's
di ocesan newspaper, says that in trying to understand what noti vates so-
called religious people to conmt acts of terror, we nust understand what
they're reacting to

"They're reacting to political or ideological forces such as i nperialism
and gl obal i sation," he says.

Pal apat hwal a' s viewis echoed by Feisal, president of the Anerican Sufi
Musl i m Associ ati on Soci ety and i mamof Masjid Al-Farah in New York City.
Fei sal was on a visit to Sydney and Mel bourne, where he took part in a
public | ecture, and shared a conversationwith a public intellectual who
is |l eader of a Christian organisation.

Li nkages between politics, economcs and religion figured in anal yses of
t he Mal aysi an el ection, and broader understandi ng of national devel opnent.
Denocracy i n Mal aysi a has | ong perpl exed observers in Australia, if not
met with trenchant criticism

As The Age put it in an editorial, "on the face of it, an el ection that



overwhel mi ngly returns a government for the 11th time in arowis not an
advertisenent for denmocracy, particularly when one man | ed the nation for
22 years".

But in acknow edgi ng a broad spectrumof denocracy, The Age credits
former Prinme M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad with a | egacy that incl udes
a stable, multiracial and prosperous society.

The paper notes that under Dr Mahathir's watch, households living in
poverty were reduced fromone in three to one in 20.

"Extrem smthrives only in extrene political and economc
circunmstances,” it says.

"What this election shows is that, given a reasonabl e degree of justice
and wel | -bei ng, nost Muslins, |ike any other people, will choose the path
of noderni sation.”

There was much of this in evidence at the Harnony Day event at the city
of Darebin. Harnmony Day has been hel d nationally each year since 1999 on
the United Nations International Day for the Elinination of Racial
Di scrimination.

At Preston, inthe city of Darebin, people of different faiths cane
together to share in a lunch and a snorgasbord of cultural entertainment
put on by the munici pal council.

They wat ched a docunentary on a conmunity rel ations project centred on
t he nei ghbour hood nosque, and sawthe | aunch of a fil mproject on what
faith means to young peopl e.

In "Faith: The Art of Believing", six young filmnmakers will go out into
the community and i ntervi ew young peopl e on what faith nmeans to them the
practice of their faith, and howthey interact with people of other
faiths.

Youth fromsix faith comunities will be represented: Islam
Christianity, Buddhi sm Hi ndui sm indigenous spirituality andalternative
spirituality.

There was no evi dence i n Darebin of the siege mentality that Mislins
m ght face, as thetitle of Feisal's public | ecture suggests.

"I sl am Under Siege: Towards a New Vision for Muslinms and the West" was
the topic of Feisal's public discussion w th ABC Radi o Nati onal producer
Mar gar et Cof f ey.

Fei sal is founder of the Cordoba Initiative, amulti-faith effort to
stinmul at e new approaches to achi eving peace, and help build the
rel ati onshi p between I sl amand the United States.

Taki ng questions fromthe fl oor, Feisal acknow edges a distinctionin
attitudes at the gl obal and | ocal | evels. He urges continued efforts on
the ground for the ripple effect they generate towards achieving critical
mass, however scant the nedia and public recognition.

What ever nmeasure of Darebin's success, it's not easy, as the experience
of a school principal in the audience at the Feisal |ecture shows.

As much as 80-85 per cent of pupils at Newport Lakes Primary School, in
subur ban Newport, are Muslim For Harrmony Day, the school held an open
day. "W couldn't get "Aussie people' to conme," said principal Bill
G | pin.

Hi s question to Feisal: how do we work towards this new vision of
Muslins at the grassroots |evel ?

Beyond activities at the local level, as in Darebin, Feisal spoke of
political | eadership. He contrasted the approaches of US Presi dent George
W Bush and his predecessor of the 60s, John F. Kennedy.

In Feisal's estimation, Bush m ssed an opportunity to address the
"Musli mstreet" when he dropped in on US forces i n Baghdad to cel ebrate
Thanksgi vi ng. Agai nst that, Kennedy's proclamation of |ch bin ein Berliner
(I ama Berliner) during a visit to Berlin was nonunental in the thaw of



US rel ations with Eastern Europe.

Fei sal does not nake the connection with his visit to Australia, but the
Kennedy approach woul d be cl oser to the conversati on he was to have the
followi ng day with Professor Joe Camilleri, professor of international
relations at La Trobe University in Mel bourne, and president of Pax
Christi Australia.

"Bui |l di ng Bri dges between I slamand the Wst" engaged the public at a
city bookstore.



	New vision building bridges between Islam and the West at grassroots level (NST 28/03/2004)

