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TI ME

I wish to thank the World Evangelical Fellowship

for inviting me to share nmy thoughts with participants
at this General Assenbly of the Wrld Evangelica

Fel | owshi p t oday.

2. Religion should be viewed as a way of life
envisioning, as its ultimte goal, the day when all nen
can |live together in perfect understandi ng and peace.

Hi storically, the beginnings of a religion are
characterised by the proclamation of positive truth in
a flush of enthusiasm After the period of first
exuberance, however, there may be | ong centuries when
nmen have to practise their religion wthout anything
conparable to the initial exhilaration. Thus, even

t hough there is no doubt that nany great religions have
nurtured and shaped the concerns and conmitments of

t heir adherents, neverthel ess as hunmans they can, and
sonetines do, direct their faith or religious
conmitments toward what is not truly the teachings of
the religion.

3. Hence, it is not surprising to find history being
replete with instances of religious conflicts, coercion
persecution and intol erance even anong co-religionists,
nore so of course against those of other faiths!

The highlights are well known to all of us: the struggle
over nmonotheismin ancient Egypt; the bl oody suppression
of the idolaters in Israel; the trial and execution of
Socrates; the killing of alleged heretics by Christians;
peri odi ¢ pogronms agai nst Jews; the Inquisition; the vicious
bl coodl etting of the religious wars between Protestants
and Catholics; and so on. In Islamtoo there have been
many so-called “jihad" against fellow Mislins and
persecution of Christians and Jews in their societies.
During much of these the true teachings of Islamwere

i gnored or deliberately misinterpreted, as when some
Musl i ns decl are other Muslins as apostates and infidels
in order to justify their wars agai nst these people.

4. Consequently, there have been nunerous accusations
by those who are against religion, that it is the source
of conflicts, persecutions and injustices. It is also



said to be the opiumof life. In a way, a |look at the
historical facts and evidence will tell us that some of
t hese charges appear to be justifiable. They are in fact
difficult to deny. But it is questionable whether they
are really due to the true teachings of the religions.

5. Before the rise of the Ronman Enpire, religious

i ntol erance was the rule rather than exception within
their society. Each tribe living within the Enpire had
its own Gods or Goddesses who watched over its menbers
and governed the area. A person joining the tribe is
forced to accept its deities whol eheartedly. The
ancient |Israelites are known to have committed vicious
genoci des agai nst nei ghbouring tribes partly at |east
due to religious differences.

6. Wien Christianity was adopted as the religion of

the Roman Enpire in the late 4th century, instead of

tol erance, nore intol erance set in. Pagan tenples were
confiscated, and their priests and priestesses were

ei ther persecuted or nmassacred. Jews in particular were
sensel essly persecuted as they were blamed for the
betrayal and crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Breakaway
Christian nmovenments, including the Protestants and

t he Huguenots, were hounded and forced into exile by the
Catholics. In turn the Protestants were intolerant of the
Cat holics and others and woul d periodically burn so-called
wi t ches.

7. Then there were the Christian-Mislimwarring encounters.
These prolonged and violent Crusades resulted in the deaths of
hundreds of thousands of Mislinms and Christians. The Crusades
were justified on the grounds that the prinmary ai mwas to nake
it possible for Christians to go on pilgrinmage to the Holy Land
wi t hout threat.

8. Although the Crusades had no lasting effect in the Islamic
worl d, where they were seen as nere routine frontier skirm shes
of two opposing armes, the conflict influenced Christian
perceptions of Muslins to this day. That Christians had |ived
anmong Muslinms in the land holy to both religions was ignored.
These Christians were actually slaughtered along with the
Musl i ms because they dress in the sane way as the Muslins. And
so whol e popul ati ons of the towns of Palestine were put to the
sword. Forty thousand were sl aughtered in Jerusal em al one.

9. Wien the Europeans col onised North America, Africa, South
and East Asia and Australia mllions of natives were killed

t hrough wars or pure genoci de because their heathen lives were
not regarded as worth preserving. Forced conversions on pain

of death were practised especially where the Spaniards and the
Portuguese established their colonies. In the process the

| ocal s became so divided that they woul d war agai nst each ot her
to this day. This is what we are seeing in the Philippines and
I ndonesi a and el sewhere.



10. In the 20th century, inter- as well as intra-religious
conflicts continue to afflict societies. These include; the
stand- of f between the Roman Cat holics and Protestants in
Northern Ireland that have resulted in thousands of deaths
among foll owers of each denomination, the lIran-lragq war of the
1980s | eading to uncountable | osses of |ives and destruction of
properties, the genocide of 200,000 Mislims by Serbian Othodox
Christians in Kosovo, Bosnia and Serbia, and the tragic and
cruel killings of Muslins by Muslins in Algeria. In Palestine
the cruel killings are going on. The world stood by and hardly
raised a finger to stop these nodern-day barbarism

11. Notwi t hstandi ng the above, the history of inter-religious
relations is also full of anecdotes of cordial interactions
between Christians and Muslins. In fact this started as early
as the tinme when Mihammad was appoi nted Prophet. A Christian
Waraga i bn Nawfal was reported to have reassured Mihamrad t hat
his traumati c experience in the cave on Mount Hira in 610 C. E
was a genuine call to prophet hood. Then the first group of
Musl i m em grants sought asylumin the Christian kingdom of
Abyssinia. The rul er Negus wept when he heard Jaafar ibni Ab
Talib reciting verses of the Quran about Jesus. He then
excl ai med that, "The difference between you Muslins and us
Christians is just this line" - (which he drewin the sand with
hi s wal ki ng stick).

12. It is also narrated that when the Christian del egation
from Najran cane to see the Prophet Muhamrad around 628 C E.
they were offered to say their prayers at the nobsque of the
city. Wiy did the Prophet open the doors of the Medina nosque
for the visitors? He opened them for the sons of his brother

I sa or Jesus Christ.

13. Intolerance breeds injustice. Injustice invariably |eads

to rebellion and retaliation, and these will |ead to escal ation
on the part of both naking reconciliation alnpbst inmpossible. It
woul d appear that during tinmes of stress, despair and
frustration, people becone increasingly irrational, and they do
t hi ngs which they never think they are capable of. And so we
see hideous brutality perpetrated by the nost gentle people.

14. Once started religious strife has a tendency to go on and
on, to become pernmanent feuds. The situation is not unlike the
tribal feuds which existed anong the ignorant pre-Islanmic Arab
tri bes of the Arabian Peninsul ar. Today we see such
intractable inter-religious wars in Northern Ireland, between
Jews and Muslins and Christians in Pal estine, H ndus and
Muslinms in South Asia and in many other places. Attenpts to
bring about peace have failed again and again. Al ways the
extrem st el enments invoking past injustices, inagined or real
wi Il succeed in torpedoing the peace efforts and bringi ng about
anot her bout of hostility.

15. Perhaps religion and deep faith nakes it inmpossible for



ennm ty between people of different religious faith to becone
reconciled. It is because of this that sone advocate

abandoning religions and faith in God. Many now openly

guestion the existence or relevance of God. They clai mthat

the world would be better if there are no religions, no belief
in God. The question that nust be asked is whether the fault
lies with the religions or is it with the people practising the
religions?

16. Even a casual exam nation will reveal that the adherents
of nost religions have deviated fromthe original teachings.
Sone have becone extrene and fanatical and it is these people
who give religions not only a bad i mage but actually cause
religions to deliver the opposite results fromwhat were
originally prom sed. And these people are so seem ngly
religious that few dared to go against themfor fear of being
decl ared heretics. And so we find the sinple teachings of the
Prophets beconing quite different fromthe religions that we
practise now.

17. The Quran says, "you faithful Mislins, do as we have
recommended and what was recomrended to Abraham Mses and
Jesus: unite in faith and do not separate". Unfortunately we
find the followers of the same religion divided i nto numerous
sects and denom nations. Is this what was taught by our
religions? Religion should unite not only people of the sane
faith, but all of humanity, whether they are of the same faith
or not. Religion should rmake people in the East brothers to the
people in the West; a white nman brother to the black man; it
shoul d make the believers nerciful and kind to all human

bei ngs, even if that person subscribes to a different faith.

18. It is narrated that once when the Prophet Mihamrad was
distributing alnms to the poor, an idol-worshipper asked for his
share. Muhammad said to him “you are not of ny religion, so
won't help you". So the poor nan went away feeling very sad. At
that very noment the angel Gabriel cane down from heaven with
an urgent nessage for Prophet Mihammad, which said, you do not
have to lead themall to your faith. That is, you, Mihanmad is
not responsible for the religious beliefs of all people, but
for assisting themregardless of their religion. You have to

i nformthem but whether they follow or not is for God to
determ ne. God shows the right way to whonever He wants.

19. After the Prophet received the angel's words, he said,
"send the man back to ne". He gave the man what he needed and
never again did he refuse to hel p anyone in need, regardl ess of
religion. God says, "Wat you give others is for your own
good". It is as if humanity is made of one soul, so if the rich
man hel ps the poor nman, it is as if he were hel ping hinself.
Muhamad |i ke ot her nessengers of God, was human and human

bei ngs make m stakes. But God corrects them

20. The edicts of God the Creator have been brought down from
heaven through the Prophets. They are not only ained at naking



peace anong people but to encourage themto join hands in

brot herhood. Until mankind returns to the true teachings, we
wi Il never be able to eradicate intolerance. If intolerance is
all owed to spread unabated, then it will spell disaster for
manki nd. Today we tal k about hunman rights as if we have just
realised it. But our religions have pronoted human rights

t housands of years ago. It is because we have forsaken the
teachings of our religion that we now have to redi scover human
rights.

21. No one can be held responsible for acts conmitted by his
ancestors. Yet nost of us are still fighting each other because
in the distant past our ancestors had fought. Because 500

years ago the Turks massacred the Serbs, today the Serbs are
still bent on revenge seeking to kill Mislins in Bosnia and
Kosovo because of what happened 500 years ago.

22. W are now at the beginning of a new century. It is a
good tine to resolve to break away fromthe tragedi es of the
past and to build on the realities of the present.

23. W now know what the 20th century has brought us. W had
wel coned free trade and liberalismin the hope that capita
will be invested nmore widely and so help spread wealth

t hr oughout the world. Capitalismwas rather subdued in the
days of Socialismand Cormunism The Capitalists showed their
friendliest face in order to survive and defeat Conmuni sm and
Soci alism

24. Now the Socialists and Comunists are no nore. Capitalism
is the winner. The option to defect is gone and Capitalism need
no | onger be friendly. G eed now rul es, unabashed greed, G eed
with a capital G Anything done in order to anass nore wealth
is legitimte and honourabl e. Why shoul d anything stand in the
way of unlimted acquisitiveness?

25. Perhaps the only hope lies in religion, in the true

teachi ngs and not the corrupted teachings. God had al ways sent
Prophets to gui de nman whenever they strayed away fromthe right
path and suffer as a consequence. W have a need now to return
to religion as we face the new culture of greed which is
tending to destroy us. It should not be just a renewal of

faith but a return to the guiding principles of religion which
has al ways condemed greed.

26. The world, through a conbination of God-given resources
and human ingenuity in ternms of technol ogy has never been so
rich as it is now There really is no need for anyone to take
everything for hinself in order to be rich. There is enough
for all of us to share. Poverty in this day and age is

i ndefensi bl e and a disgrace for the level of civilisation that
humans have achi eved. No one shoul d be poor if those of us who
are not religious are not so greedy. Certainly the rich nust
not steal fromthe poor to further enrich thenselves. G ving
away a fraction of that stolen noney as charity cannot be



descri bed as phil anthropic.

27. In nulti-racial, multi-cultural Malaysia it is also
worthwhile for religious |leaders to revisit their roles as we
nove into a new era in the devel opnent of society. The greatest
contribution they can make is in pronoting tol erance anong
their followers. For exanple, major religions uphold good

nei ghbourliness and the honouring of fanmily ties. These noble
val ues shoul d be given a strong enphasis in all activities
organi sed by the religious body.

28. Religious |eaders my al so wish to consider setting up
inter-religious working groups at the various |levels of the
conmunity. These can work to inprove mutual understanding,
adopting best-practice nodels from successful experinents where
effective local and national mechani sms have been established
for inter-communal comunication, awareness and acceptance of

t he undert aki ngs nade when one is converting to another
religion for whatever reason. Sensitivity to the beliefs of
others nust prevail. Islammakes it clear that we nust accept
that others will believe in their own beliefs, worship in their
own way. To themtheir religions, to the Muslins theirs. Just
as Muslinms rmust accept the others rights to their own faith,
others too rmust accept and respect the rights of Muslins as
Musl i ms.

29. This is in line with verse 48 of Surah Al -M'idah of the
Holy Quran translated thus, "To thee (O Mihanmad) W sent the
scripture in truth, confirmng the scripture that came before
it, and guarding it in safety. So judge between them by what
CGod has reveal ed, and follow not their vain desires, diverging
fromthe truth that has come to thee. To each anong you, W
have prescribed a set of rules of practical conduct and a
spiritual way and an open way. If Allah had so willed, He would
have nade you a single people, but Hs plan is to test you in
what He has given you, so strive as in a race in all virtues.
The goal of you all is to Allah; it is He that will show you
the truth of the matters in which you dispute”

30. The young generation should be the target of a consistent
effort to protect and preserve religious tol erance. Young
children are usually free of biases and prejudices. Pupils at
t he ki ndergarten | evel have no qual ns about studying and

pl ayi ng together. They often wal k hand in hand wi thout the
slightest feeling of distrust and insecurity. They provide the
best exanmpl e of tol erance and peaceful co-existence.

31. However, nore often than not this splendid and cordia

relationship will cool off as they grow up. Parental input and
ot her environnental influences may start to shape their m nds.
And this will result in prejudices they had not known before.

The rel evant religious authorities should | ook into ways of
halting the | oosening of the bondage of friendship of these
young chil dren. They can be made known of each other's
simlarities and differences, as far as religion is concerned.



And it rmust be inpressed on themthat if they could respect one
another, then living together as a comunity, even while
professing different faiths, would not be an inmpossible task at
all.

32. The other vital role of religion in this post-nodern age

i s ensuring harnony in society by not knowi ngly and blatantly
sowi ng the seed of discord. It is true that it is the nature of
some religious denom nations that propagation of their faith is
obligatory. But we should be careful that we don't propagate
religions at the cost of conflicts and viol ence. Such

conflicts can only bring about an environnent where religions
cannot thrive.

33. W nust be careful when undertaking matters involving
religion. The sensitivity of others of different religious
prescriptions rmust be given due considerations.

34. Let us hope that the 21st century will once again give
religions arole inthe |life of mankind, a role which can be
good and constructive provi ded we do not deviate fromthe
teachings in our attenpts to establish the righteousness of our
own faiths.
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