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When the sun set on colonial empires in the middle of the last century it left behind a post-colonial world that saw nations at odds with states.  Where before the boundaries of nations and states generally coincided, colonialism created new political configurations where nation and state often sat uneasily with one another.  From Africa to Asia states emerged that saw nations admixed within their boundaries or sliced by borders.
2.
Nations had to be built anew within nation-states and the management of ethnic and religious diversity became a paramount task for many independent countries.  For a time the Cold War masked severe internal contradictions in some of the states, but as the Cold War ebbed they reinstated themselves with a vengeance.  The sometimes violent contest between conflicting political and economic ideologies further aggravated the situation.
3.
Some countries managed to respond to the challenges well and emerged as increasingly cohesive and stable nation-states. Others plunged into turmoil and unrest that persist to this day.  A few succumbed and broke into parts.  The number of states grew.  The count at present is 192. 
4.
Malaysia is one of the fortunate countries that has been able to manage its religious and ethnic diversity relatively well.  Indeed, instead of breaking up it grew in size from a federation of eleven states to a federation of thirteen as well as three federal territories.  The challenges at independence in 1957 were enormous, and many observers thought that Malaya, and later Malaysia, was destined for the dustbin of history.  Ethnic and religious cleavages, recently immigrant communities with uncertain loyalties, poverty, insurgency and external threats combined to make the environment for nation building forbidding. 
5.
God willing however, the country pulled through.  It continues to grapple with many challenges, but they are of a largely different order.  Malaysia today is a peaceful and stable democracy.  The United Nations Development Programme classifies it as a High Human Development country.  The World Competitiveness Yearbook ranks Malaysia the tenth most competitive economy.
6.
How we got to where we are, is a story we could share.  Political wisdom, sound economic policy, a sense of social justice, effective security strategy and good public governance all combined to produce a successful development model that at the same time helped secure the foundations of a viable nation.  The story of Malaysia however is above all the story of its people.  Their rich and varied culture, moderate personal character, good values, strong work ethic and willingness to engage and compromise animated the spirit and substance of nation building.  They provided the critical valuational, emotional and psychological glue that helped bond the nation.
7.
The strategy for managing Malaysia’s religious diversity has to be seen in this larger political, social, economic and security context.  It must also be understood in the context of the country’s historical evolution.  Before the colonial powers arrived at the scene it was a largely homogeneous Malay-Muslim society governed by Malay-Muslim Sultans (nine in number).  When independence was gained the country had became a diverse community of ethnic and religious groups with large immigrant populations of Chinese and Indians plus a small number of Sikhs brought in by the British colonial power.  The Chinese were Buddhists or professed traditional Chinese faiths such as Confucianism and Taoism.  The Indians were mainly Hindu.  Significant numbers of Chinese and Indians were also Christians.  The people of Sabah and Sarawak which later became part of the new Federation of Malaysia were Iban, Kadazan, Melanau or of other indigenous groups.  They were Muslims or Christians or held other traditional beliefs.  Religious identity was therefore further defined by race and other cultural traits.  Income levels and economic functions also tended to follow ethnic lines. 

8.
Malaysia’s strategy for managing its religious diversity amidst other nation-building demands conforms substantially to the ideals and principles of the Alliance of Civilisations and UNESCO’s 2001 Declaration, 2005 Convention and 2006 Guidelines pertaining to cultural diversity and inter-culturalism.  Specifically it conforms to the principles of democracy, respect for human rights and freedom of religious and cultural expression. It also encourages inter-cultural education and citizenship and recognises the right of all groups, including religious groups, to organize themselves politically to protect and promote their legitimate interests.  The ideals and principles are applied pragmatically to suit the realities of the Malaysian environment, as understood and recognised by the UNESCO instruments.
9.
Malaysia’s policy on religious diversity is governed by the historical agreement forged among the leaders of the various communities and constituent states of the Federation at the time of independence in 1957.  This agreement on the respective rights and obligations of all parties is guaranteed and protected by the Constitution of the Federation.  The agreement was democratically arrived at and covers a wide range of subjects including citizenship, respect for fundamental rights, language, religion and race.  It has furnished the foundation upon which nation-building has taken place. 
10.
Religious freedom is guaranteed by the Federal Constitution. Article 11 recognises the right of every person to profess and practice his or her own religion and to propagate the same.  The article also declares Islam as the “religion of the Federation”, thereby giving it official status.  It was agreed by the leaders of all the communities that the propagation of other faiths may be controlled or restricted among Muslims.  This provision dates from the British colonial period. 
11.
Respect for religions and the freedom given to religious practices manifests itself in the many hundreds and thousands of mosques, churches and temples that dot the urban landscape and are scattered throughout the country.  It is common to see mosques, temples and other places of worship standing side by side throughout the country.  It also manifests itself in the fact that every major religious and cultural festival is a public holiday for all Malaysians irrespective of faith and culture.  Inter-religious understanding and engagement is also actively promoted through the teaching of subjects like Moral Education, Religious Education and Civic and Citizenship Education in schools.

12.
Malaysia’s policy of welcoming and celebrating religious diversity instead of suppressing any religious group has contributed greatly to the building of a more peaceful and united nation.  It also explains the absence of faith-based insurgencies or insurgencies defined by religion in Malaysia.  Malaysia’s experience is that embracing religious diversity enriches rather than inhibits national unity in multicultural societies.
13.
Despite the considerable progress that Malaysia has made however, it continues to have to contend with various stresses and strains. Religious consciousness has increased amongst all communities in recent decades in common with similar developments elsewhere in the world.  Its comingling with other issues affecting ethnicity and economic inequities has occasionally complicated inter-religious harmony.  The high media publicity given to the admittedly rare instances of conversion by a spouse without the knowledge of the family has caused problems for cases of burial after death, child custody and inheritance of property.  Legal disputes concerning the jurisdiction of Muslim Shariah law and common or civil law have also affected sentiment among Muslim and non-Muslim communities when they occur.   
14.
A society in which religious, ethnic and economic fault lines often reinforce each other has made nation building in multicultural Malaysia a major and continuing challenge for the state.  Nation building and national unity based on integration and not assimilation has been the priority of the government and political leadership since independence more than fifty years ago.   Despite the impressive progress achieved thus far, nation-building is still a work-in-progress in Malaysia as in most other post-colonial states.  Our experience is that religious diversity and national unity are not incompatible with one another. Indeed, they nourish and enrich each other.
15.
Having said this, I think it would be a tragic omission if we failed to fully galvanise the potential that is in religion to serve the cause of peace and human development.  Religious leaders have great moral authority and religious force in their respective communities.  If leaders of every faith in every society could be mobilised to strengthen the fabric of peace and the conditions for development they would be a powerful force for the making of a better world.

16.
It would be pertinent to mention that the role of religious leaders change from time to time and from situation to situation depending on circumstances.  In today’s globalised world, the role of religious leaders is not confined to merely preaching to adherents the true teachings of a particular faith or religion.  Religious leaders today have greater responsibilities.  

17.
Through the effort of religious leaders, religious institutions in Malaysia have established vehicles to promote social integration for exchange of ideas and thoughts.  This can be seen by the role of the Allied Coordinating Committee of Islamic NGOs (ACCIN) and the Malaysian Consultative Council of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Sikhism and Taoism (MCCBCHST) in promoting better understanding and mutual cooperation among the various religious communities.  Some of the roles of these institutions include promoting inter-religious harmony, mediating conflicts between religious groups, helping the working committee on the guidelines for places of worships for non-Muslims, and organizing seminars and forums to promote goodwill, respect and understanding in partnership with the government as well as academic institutions.   

18.
While religious leaders have contributed positively to peace and stability in Malaysia, they are expected to do more today than what they have done in the past.  The power of the media, globalization and advancement in communication technology, accompanied by abstract concepts such as human rights, has brought renewed complexities in ethnic and religious relations in the country.  It is obvious that in this day and age, religious leaders have a very important role to shoulder in promoting interaction, understanding and tolerance between different communities.

19.
While it is expected that religious leaders encourage understanding and tolerance, we are equally aware, all too often some have chosen to speak in judgment of other communities and civilizations, as well as stigmatized and encouraged intolerance against other faiths.  There is a need for religious leaders to address religious issues in a rational manner while being mindful of the sensitive nature and all the ramifications that come with such issues.  There is also an equal need for religious leaders to refrain from propagating any form of extremism and instigating the people with the feeling of hatred, distrust and intolerance base on religious biasness.  It is therefore very important for religious leaders to restrain from politicizing sensitive issues.  

20.
Misguided religious leaders have sometimes not only been enemies and obstacles to peace; they also have been, unwittingly or deliberately, impediments to human development.  In this regard, it is regrettable that tradition is often confused with religion, and tradition is clothed as religion to justify intolerance, discrimination and denial of rights.  Religious leaders in communities still trapped in the past often interpret religion to suit and reinforce cultural traditions.  In so doing they contribute to keeping their communities mired in human under-development when the traditions inhibit healthy development.

21.
We call upon religious leaders to be supportive towards initiatives that can create awareness, promote understanding and encourage dialogue between different societies, faiths and cultures.  We recognise that religious leaders are often persuasive, inspirational and influential.  Thus religious leaders have a unique catalytic role to play in encouraging greater collaboration in support of noble objectives of maintaining peace so as to allow nations to develop and citizens to prosper.  Together they must promote peace and development, encourage dialogue and increase interaction. 

22.
Every religion and ancient philosophy holds to the principle that we should only do to others what we would like others to do to us.  The Mahabharata of Hinduism says, “This is the sum of duty: do naught to others which if done to thee would cause thee pain”.  The Udan-Varga of Buddhism says, “Hurt not others with that which pains yourself”.  The Talmud of the Jews says, “What is hateful to you, do not to your fellow men.  That is the entire law; all the rest is commentary”.  The Bible quotes Jesus as saying, “In everything, do to others what you would them to do to you.  This is what is written in the Law and in the Prophets.”  The Hadith (Words of Prophet Muhammad Sallallahu Alai Wassalam), quotes the Prophet Muhammad Sallallahu Alai Wassalam as saying, “That which you want for yourself, seek for mankind” and “None of you truly believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes for himself”.
23.
The world would be a much better place if those who cherish peace as well as those who contemplate war and violence abide by this rule.  Religious leaders can do much by openly and courageously urging their own leaders and others in their community who counsel violence, to observe this universal ethic.  There will then be less killing of innocent people, illegal invasion of foreign countries and illegal occupation of other people’s lands.  Resort to the use of force and arms should only be permissible in defence of territory and possessions after peaceful options have been exhausted.  This is the teaching of Islam and of many other faiths.  It is also a basic tenet of modern international law.

24.
For too long have good religious leaders remained in the background of national and global affairs.  It is time for them to come to the fore, for their voices to be heard, and for their influence to be felt.

Thank you.

