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TI ME

| would like to congratul ate the organi sers of

this International Conference of Religious Studies for
their initiative in organising this nmeeting on
"Religion in the 21st Century - A Civilisationa

Pr ospective'.

2. Although the focus is mainly on the religious

beli efs of the Chinese, beliefs which are based on
Buddhi sm Taoi sm and t he teachi ngs of various Chinese
phi | osophers such as Confucius, you have al so i ncl uded
a paper on ~The Wsdomof the Al-Quran in nodern tine'.
I think it is important that in such a discussion on
the role of religion, Islamshould also be given a
heari ng.

3. | say this because Islamis the npst m sunderstood
religion today. It is msunderstood not only by non-
Musl i ms but by Muslins thensel ves. Such is the

m sunder st andi ng of Muslims about their religion that
they have erected a tall barrier against access to it
and to the Muslins thensel ves by non-Mislins. They
seemto have forgotten that nost Muslins had ancestors
who were not Muslins but who were converted to Islam
because they cane into contact with Muslins. Had the
Muslins of the past rejected contact with non-Mislinms
then the ancestors of the present day Muslimwould not
have | earnt about |slam and woul d not have converted to
Islam |f they had not then the present day Mislim

m ght have been born non-Mislimand woul d not be
Musl i ms.

4. There are of course other manifestations of a |ack
of understandi ng of |slam anmong Muslinms. A glaring
exanple is the rejection of the Islanic concept and
belief that all Mslinms are brothers. The followers of
various Muslimsects invariably regard the foll owers of
ot her sects as being un-Islamc or not Mislim enough
and are therefore not to be treated as brothers. Today
with the emergence of political parties, the practising
Musl i m nenbers of certain political parties are



condemmed as not being truly Muslimand are treated
wor se than non-Mislinms by nembers of the opposing
political parties.

5. Muslimnations are often at war with one anot her
a state of affairs that cannot be consi dered as
brot herly.

6. If Muslims truly understand |Islamthen they woul d
regard each other as brothers even if they have
political, national or racial differences between them
We know of instances where practising Muslinms refuse to
pray together with other Mislinms because of politica

di fferences.

7. Despite the repeated injunction that Mislinms nust
seek well-being in this life as nuch as in the
hereafter, many Muslins believe that a Muslim shoul d
only seek nmerit for the next world. Consequently he
negl ects his well-being in this world and this results
in Muslins becom ng poor and unable to hel p thensel ves
and to prevent thensel ves from being oppressed by
others. The tragedi es of Bosnia, Kosovo and many \West
Asi an and Central Asian Muslimcountries are due to
this.

8. The Muslins' failure to understand his own

religion is nothing conpared to the failure of the non-
Muslinms, in particular the ethnic Europeans, to
understand the Muslins and their religion. There is a
historical basis for this. The long period of Muslim
dom nance and occupation of substantial parts of Europe
has permanently affected the European psyche. The
Crusade against the Muslins, the struggle to liberate
Europe and the Holy land fromthe Mislins seens
unending. Initially it was Christianity which the

Eur opeans wanted to defend and save. But now it is

just the menmory of an inglorious past, of Miuslim
over |l ordshi p which influence the thinking and attitude
of the Europeans towards |slamand the Muslins.

9. The Muslim countries and peoples of today are so
weak that there can never be a repeat of the Muslim
conquest of Europe. But the fear is still nascent.
Responding to this fear the Europeans tend to distrust
and suppress Muslins everywhere. They do this quite
unconsci ously, sometines speaking to Muslins about the
need to suppress other Mislins w thout thinking that
their listeners mght not be synpathetic to their

Vi ews.

10. The Turki sh enmpire occupi ed nost of Eastern Europe
for centuries. It came near to capturing Vienna, a
feat which woul d have opened the flood-gates to Islam
in Europe itself. As we can see now in the forner



Yugosl avi a, ethnic Europeans did convert to Islam and
have remained faithful to the religion despite decades
of atheistic Conmunist rule. It is not unthinkable
that had the Muslinms conquered Central Europe, |slam
could today be the faith of nany Europeans. To
Christian Europeans, whether nom nal or practising,
this woul d have been a tragedy of horrendous
proportions.

11. The fall of the Turki sh Enpire was engi neered by

t he Europeans, principally the French and the British.
They stirred up nationalist sentinments anong the Arab
subj ects of the Turks and hel ped themto throw off the
Tur ki sh yoke. But the Arabs soon found that it was not
i ndependence that they gained. Al the Arab | and freed
fromthe Turks were colonised by the British and the
French. The Arabs realised too |ate that they had
exchanged Muslimoverlords for Christian European
overl ords.

12. As nuch as the Europeans renenber the Muslim
conquest of their land, the Arab Muslins renenmber how

t hey had been cheated into overthrowi ng Turkish Miuslim
rule for European Christian rule. Whereas Muslins in
the past could live side by side with Christians, now
they identify Christianity with the Europeans and they
devel op an aversion to the religion. That a

signi ficant nunber of Arabs are Christians and are al so
anti - European have not mitigated their aninosity
towards the Christian Europeans.

13. For years after the fall of the Turkish Enmpire the
Arabs in West Asia and Northern Africa struggled
mghtily to liberate thensel ves from European
colonialism They fought conventional as well as
guerilla wars against their col onial oppressors and
inflicted | arge nunbers of casualties.

14. The bitterness agai nst the Europeans built up to
uncontrol l able rage as they fought. Finally they won
their independence. But the single Mislimenpire had
been carved up into numerous nation states which were
and still are very weak. There is no replacenent for

t he Turkish nation which was a European power and had
protected the Muslins. Rivalry between the Arab states
al so ensured that none can ever becone strong.

15. The aninmpsity of the Arab Mislins towards the

Eur opean coul d have abated with their attainnent of

i ndependence. Unfortunately the European powers left a
festering sore which cannot be healed. Wile allow ng
the Arabs to regain their territories, the Europeans
deci ded to make Pal estine the horel and of the Jews; a
project which would rid Europe of its Jew sh problem



16. At the time when Pal estine was made a Jew sh

state, there was only a small nunber of Jews living in
peace with a huge nmajority of Arabs. Naturally the
Arabs regarded the creation of Israel as an act of
expropriating their land by the Europeans in order to
appease the Jews and solve their Jewi sh problem Wth
this the seeds of future Arab viol ence against all that
represent the Europeans were sown.

17. Conventional wars can be fought between sovereign
nations no matter their relative sizes. But

conventional wars failed as Arab nations tried to

di sl odge the Israelis. The only way for the Arabs to
fight agai nst what they perceive as gross injustice was
to resort to guerilla warfare.

18. Throughout the ages the Europeans have
denonstrated i nnovativeness in warfare. Terrori st

nmet hods which involve putting i nnocent people at risk
and killing themare |largely European inventions. Sone
of these terroristic acts are state initiatied.

19. In the 60's and early 70's terrorists gangs abound
i n Europe. The Baader-Mei nhof gang is one of them It
was the Europeans who carried out the first hijacking
of a commercial plane. In Northern Ireland bonbs were
exploded in the cities, killing men, women and
chi | dren.

20. The Arabs soon learnt the nmethods of terrorismas
they seek to regain Pal estine. They hijacked pl anes,

t hey bomnbed buil di ngs and they ranpaged with bl azing
guns agai nst everyone, their own people largely but

al so agai nst the hated Europeans.

21. There is no doubt that their nethods are those of
terrorists. But whereas others were called just
terrorists, the Arabs were |abelled Muslimterrorists.
It is known that a few of the Arab terrorists were
Christians but the label Muslimterrorists is stil
stuck to them

22. This labelling is a mani festation of the |ack of
understanding of Islam Difficult though it is to
believe, Islamis actually a religion of peace. The
word "Islam itself has its root in the Arab word for
peace.

23. Long before Islamcanme to the Arabs they were

di vided into many feuding tribes who fought each other

i ncessantly. Peace was sonmething that all of them
yearned for but never seemto get. Just as in fam ne
prone China the usual formof greeting is "Have you
eaten", anong the warring tribes of Arabia this
yearning for peace is expressed by w shing "Peace be on



You" when they neet. Incidently the Jews who al so

bel ong to West Asia greet people with the salutation
"Shal oM which has the sane connotation as "sal aani’ or
peace.

24, It is natural therefore for Islamto enphasise
peace, to unite the warring Arab tribes, to unite the
Muslinms so they will all live in peace. |slam
enphatically rejects war as a solution to conflicts
bet ween people. Muslins may only fight if they are
attacked by others.

25. But Western historians invariably attributed the
spread of Islamto the sword. If we look into the
history of Christianity we would find many inci dences
of violence, torture and burnings at the stake as neans
to spread the gospel. Mislimhistorians have never
spoken of these instances of violence as being a comon
feature in the spread of Christianity.

26. Clearly the Europeans tend to forget or ignore
their own propensity for violence when they glibly talk
of "Muslim Terrorists". They ignore the fact that nore
Muslinms are killed by non-Muslins as in Bosnia

Her zegovi na then non-Muslins being killed by Muslim
terrorists. They never ever talk of Christian
terrorists or Buddhist terrorists or Hindu terrorists.
But they never mss to link the religion of the
terrorist if he happens to be Muslim Such is the
extent of their m sunderstanding.

27. The Mal ays of Malaysia are all Mislins. The

hi story of Malaya and Mal aysia is clearly one of
peaceful coexistence between the Malay Miuslins and the
non- Mal ay followers of numerous religions. Even the
1969 racial clashes were not religious in character
They were racial. Since then the Malay Mislins have
l[ived in harmony with the non-Mlay non-1slam c people.

28. Although Mal aysia is governed by predoninantly
Mal ay Muslim Governnents there has been no attenpt to
oppress the non-Mislinms. The CGovernnment of Ml aysia is
very tolerant and show respect for the religious
observances of the different religious groups. No one
can say that by being so it is not Islamc

29. Lately we are seeing some aberrations but these
are the exceptions which actually proves the rule. A
country with a Muslimmajority in power can ensure
fairness and justice for everyone irrespective of
religion or race.

30. Religion is still very relevant in the Ml aysi an
multi-religious society. To ignore it or to side-line
it would be unwise. A totally secular society cannot



be created in Malaysia. The religions of the people
must play their role.

31. Islam has been accepted as the official religion

of this country but other religions are free to be
practised in Ml aysia. In other countries where the
official religion is also the religion of al nobst every
citizen, the freedomto practice other religions is not
of great consequence. But in Mal aysia where Islamis
the religion of only 60 percent of the people, not only
is freedomto practice other religions very neaningfu
and inmportant but it inplies an acceptance of tol erance
and accommodation on the part of the majority Mislins.

32. This is where the understanding of the officia
religion is very necessary. If the official religion
is mysterious and its practice is hidden then there is
bound to be suspicions and fear. There would be fear
that the teachings of the official religion would be

i nposed on the followers of other religions. There
woul d be fear that obstacles would be put in the way of
other religions. There would be fear of forced
conversions etc.

33. It is inmperative therefore that the Muslins in
this country practise their religion not in seclusion
but in full view of all the peoples of this country
irrespective of their faiths. While non-Mislinms should
not be required to participate in any religious
rituals, they should not be denied their presence when
such rituals are carried

34. W are fortunate that in this country the
recitation of the "doa" or Mislimprayers before any
event is accepted by everyone. Each can pray according
to his own faith as the Muslimprayers are recited.

35. Anot her phenonenon that we see in this country is
the joint celebration of religious festivals. Open-
houses during religious festivals have brought the
peopl es of different faiths together and wi thout doubt
this has brought about greater understanding if not of
each other's religions, at |east of each other's

cul ture.

36. Even nore interesting is the breaking of the fast
during Ramadan. Hotels and restaurants prepare food
for the Muslims to break their fasts, but non-Mislins
join in, respectfully refraining fromhaving their
buffet neals until their Muslimbrothers break their
fasts.

37. The diversity of religious practices which in
ot her countries have resulted in violent clashes, have,
in Malaysia, resulted in bringing the followers of



different religions together. Ml aysia's renmarkabl e
unity in diversity is the result of the openness in the
practice of the different religions and in particular
the religion of the majority, the official religion of

I sl am

38. | believe that religions will still have a role in
the 21st century. We are seeing now a sw ng towards
total materialismin the West, where wealth alone is
expected to bring about happiness and a better quality
of life. But we have only recently experienced how the
quest for unlimted wealth by the avaricious can
destroy the tranquility of life in our country.

Wthout a religious anchor we woul d have despaired.

But we did not because we could fall back upon our
spiritual values. Calmed by our spiritual beliefs we
were able to face the material problens of our life, to
understand them and to overconme them W thout

spiritual beliefs it is doubtful that we can overcone
t he chal |l enges w t hout beconi ng unbal anced.

39. | believe that you are holding this conference at
the right tinme. Many societies have di scarded
spiritual values and they often become unbal anced and
feel lost when faced with the vicissitudes of life.

40. Religion according to Karl Marx is the opium of
l[ife. But religions have survived and will continue to
survive long after Marx and his ideology is rel egated
to the history books. Clearly ideol ogies invented by
man cannot replace religions.

41. It is appropriate that you should choose to
di scuss religion in the 21st Century at this
conference.

42. 1 wish you a very successful neeting.
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