05/ 08/ 2004

Reconci |l abl e di fferences

AGREE t 0 di sagree. Regard each ot her as the human bei ngs we are. Address

each other with respect, courtesy and goodwi l|. Attend to that which
uni tes, not what divides, for the forner creates while the latter
destroys. That, in a nutshell, was the nessage delivered by Prinme M nister

Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi to the Faith and Order Conm ssion of the
Worl d Council of Churches on Tuesday. Al though the intell ectual content of
that message was contained in the PMs typically el oquent speech at the
convention's plenary session, its inpact was nore to be neasured in the
"Leader shi p by Exanpl e" Abdul | ah represented at t hat | andmark encounter,
the first such address by a serving Mal aysian Prine Mnister to the WCC.

Set during a week in which this nation was again tussling withits
et ernal paradoxes and dil enmas, fromthe carefully handled | imted rel ease
of the film The Passion of the Christ, to the conundrum between
conservative religious nores and | arge-scal e entertai nment shows such as
Sur e Heboh, Mal aysi a coul d not have been a nore appropriate stage on which
to parade the twin truths of diversity: These conundruns nay never cease,
but they need not distress, nmuch | ess destroy.

Al'l conflicts can be resol ved and differences reconciled with clear
sight, discipline, and the courage to hold firmto noral principle. These
matters are not zero-sumequations but win-win situations. Platitudes
el sewhere, here such ideas are uttered anid the manifest reality of a
nati on built on conprom se, noderation and tol erance. Al though it would be
unacceptably Pol | yanna-ish to claimthey are the full and final reality in
Mal aysi a or anywhere el se, here these virtues are upheld as not just the
best but the only way to go. Courteous consultation in search of consensus
has wor ked such wonders in Mal aysia as in fewof the devel oping world's
other nulti-racial, multi-religious, polyglot post-colonial collages.

The st andi ng ovati on Abdul |l ah received at the end of his speech to the
WCC was not just for the man, his words and their delivery, but for the
nation for which he spoke, whose continui ng survival and success has
allowed its Prime Mnister to speak with the utnost sincerity of attaining
some of the nost elusive ideals of human co-existence. A generation after
Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad branded the concept on the national psyche,

Mal aysia is itself now | eadi ng by exanpl e.
( END)
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