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FOREWORD

His Eminence Charles Cardinal Bo

It is indeed an honor and a privilege for me
to have an opportunity to write a foreword for the
Resource Guide on faith-based sources in support
of citizenship, fundamental freedoms and
vulnerable communities in South and South-FEast
Asia, compiled and produced by Religions for
Peace.

Since Religions for Peace works to
transform violent conflict, advance human
development, promote just and harmonious
societies, and protect the earth, it is very
appropriate for such an institution to publish this

resource guide, simply because in recent times
such noble ideals are being challenged and eroded by elements who are against these sublime
truths.

It has been rightly stated in the introduction of this Resource Guide that human
communities in all parts of the world have always had a variety of forms of social arrangements
to live together in tolerable peace. The need for some internationally accepted principles, values,
and agreements was deeply felt after the first and the second world wars. Theretore, the search
for commonly held principles and values became more and more vital and significant in this
modern age. It is an undeniable fact that there exist serious violations of rights and dignity of
human beings and the denial of the rights of communities in many parts of the world. Various
religious traditions like Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, Jainism and
religions of many tribal communities prevailing in this region have solutions to address these
issues.

In support of this concept, it is my honour to cite some endeavors made by Religions for
Peace -Myanmar (RfP-Myanmar) to find a way out of the above mentioned problems. In search
for a solution based upon human dignity and shared well-being, and from the perspective of
global responsibility sharing, series of Religions for Peace Forums have been held in the capital,
Nay Pyi Taw, with the view of addressing the critical issues facing Myanmar's transition from
dictatorship to democracy, from conflict to peace, and from closed to open economy. The




potential of the spiritual, moral, social and cultural contribution and responsibility of the rich
religious traditions in Myanmar have been also explored in these forums.

"All the religious traditions of Asia embrace non-violence and have placed love and compassion
at the center of their teachings. In recent years, however, there have been troubling
development within sections of religious communities, especially as they are co-opted by
political forces that use them for their selfish ends."

The above statement is quoted from the Resource Guide in the subtitle "Religions,
Ethnicity and Conflict", under the heading "Issues Facing South and Southeast Asian Nations."
The Resource Guide also highlights a very relevant fact when it mentions "a need to move away
from looking upon plurality as a problem and seek to discern the riches it brings into human
society."

In this regard, | would like to quote a passage from Bruce B. Lawrence's foreword for the
book entitled Against Extremisms.

"All religions, like all social, cultural, and political systems, have parameters and boundaries.
Boundaries provide markers, signaling who belongs and who does not. Not only are outsiders
demarcated from insiders, but even insiders have to be monitored and evaluated. Those
deemed worthy of inclusion carry both the title and privilege, unlike those others who may
claim the title but not worthy of its aura."

In other words, it is very important to differentiate between a person who claims to
belong to a certain religion but acts in ways that are entirely against the teachings of the religion
to which they claim to belong and a true believer who practices what they believe. There are
black sheep in every family. It would be unfair to paint a religion with one brush just because of
the evil deeds of the black sheep in that religion.

A very pertinent question was raised in the conclusion of this Resource Guide. The
query is as follows:

"There is an ongoing debate in many parts of the world on the future of religious traditions.
Will they survive the onslaught of the secular, materialistic culture prevalent in our day? Will
they continue to elicit the loyalty and support of future generations, or will they gradually
decline and perish? ... In the long history of humankind, many persons have predicted the
demise of religions, but they are still here with us."

We, as religious personalities, have to make sure that religion will never subside in the
inner most and deepest part of our hearts but survive, for the very clear reason that religion is
not a product of a human mind, but an essence of the Absolute Truth and Ultimate Reality.

Last but not least, on behalf of Nyein Chan Metta (RfP-Myanmar), I would like to thank
Daw Moe Moe San, U Aung Naing, U Patrick Loo Nee and Al-Haj Khalifah U Aye Lwin for
translating the Buddhist, Hindu, Christianity and Islam portions of this Resource Guide into




Myanmar language. Also, I would like to thank Religions for Peace-Myanmar secretariat team for
their dedicated efforts to complete this book.

May the Dhamma, The All-Mighty, the Personification of the Absolute Truth bestow on
us wisdom and strength to implement the teachings presented in this Resource Guide for the
betterment of this life and life hereafter.

¥ LX__,LM

+ Charles Cardinal Bo

Co-President, Religions for Peace International

Patron, Religions for Peace-Myanmar

Archbishop, Catholic Archdiocese of Yangon

President, Catholic Bishops” Conference of Myanmar (CBCM)
President, Federation of Asia Bishops” Conference (FABC)

=
 —



TABLE OF CONTENTS

T O IO v s 3 S NS Y48 R S35 1.1
HITTAU SOUTEES i sowsviaivomivitomisnset s i sohes doveriis fovssbat oms g sussnied s s svbn i fov b bV s s 17
i SUPPOTt Of CHAZENSIIP .ccviviviiicirc et sanas et es e serencsesssencs 17
iniSupport of Fundamental Breed 0misiu s mia s i s 21
inSupport of Vulnerable L on bt e s s s s s s mns siems s s 24
Resources within BuddRiSim .. ssesieieiesseses 287
BUAARISE SOUICES ..ttt ee st sa s b st em et eseseae 30
TITSUPDOLE OF CIl TG I wisssies e oomss csnssss s 1535510 0108 0 S5 S A A S A 30
in Support of Fundamental FrEEAOIMS ....cvvereierrireneressessssesesssessssssesessssessssssssssesssssssssssesesessssessess 32
in Support of Vulnerable CommuUnities. ... 33
Resorinrees Witk (R s iy s vossviossasssssss eness s s s s e s s s st e 38
CHTISTIATN SOUTFEOS: coveuiivoiniiiiimsnse st i e v eriis fovssbat oes i sosed s s sebe s o v o Vo e s s 39
i SUPPOrt Of CHHZENSIIP .ccovvviiiiiciriccrrcrcrcr st cesanas et es e serencsesesencs 39
in'Support of Fundamental. Fread 0misi o s v sessvive serservsivives svis i seasvins sessvavivscvvomiessoss 43
inSupport of Vulnerable L on bt e s s s s s s mns siems s s 46
TSLAITIIC SOLITCES 1.tvvniieiieietei ettt bbbt b bbb bbb bbb e b s bbb bataetsababasbabasos 53
11 SUPPOTL OF CHIZENSIID oottt 53
iSupport of Bundamentil Ereed 0mMSaememmmmmmmimmmom s o o s 39
1 Support of Vulimerab e o m i T nT e e e s 63
The Role of NGOs and Civil SOCIELY GIOUPS ..ot sem s sescsss s ecsessacons 66
The Role of Religious COMMUNITIES ..o v e sere e st e v sa s s s 68

WBg07000eREapeanIgnE0TD HCOIGIOBUP! +erimumimemem it aimissiamiiorisnss 80

s OCo N oc o O c < < N

* o < o g L L R R N N N N E N ]

e ?CC&)’J“@OE?&?CGT)GB’.)" Q(B’GOO’.)(TJCT%DO@ C)’.EI@“QIO’)G{IO“ G)J
- o C < oc s O < < < <

* %G@@CQU)COOS?GX?C&TDGSDS Q(B?GCO’JCTJCYE&)@ ()’.El@gqlmqu ................................. 6)(?
0 Q0 < < L Q _QcC s 0 C < < <

* CI)?(TJ(R(DGB(TJ’J(?(D@C\%GBOB%GO? o&?CETJ(?B’J?Q(BSGOODCDCTIJLCD o ()’.HGQQJCDQPQ ....... @0



93920000838 q0e300§06005 [GEIQIODGE - oerverrrrerriee et

GEDODGIDS < verrerrerrerrenreirenreirenreeree Ce
C ofe s OCs SON00DY CYOERIODGID% v vvevrevrnrees
< 8&&a0ns(ydesdCeapaan: $Bie000050ma0p 0yIésgody) .
c c -
S S6ab¢ 58:600005070009 08056t <.
< :6(gdogodcodeadepann: §Biecon0bonoopd oy g S -
¢ 5 331059/
5¢ 20980 epaant dBsecon0dmoopdoyigode)
< B80S gudmmnnapulecy memeoiodedEy 50 5
00l
B2R05GI02 v ures
s6du§o00000edEepeanogneord §(Gegrdep
CATB[QOG[D5 1vvvvverereererissenssee st 20
E:835E 30136\ E13(GOGDE covvrrrrrrrerrir e
< 9qdun§ononmaylsgaad motaea Cimgdy) @
GEDODGIDS +eveeveireereireeeeerereearraen e 20
C ofe s OCs SOND0DY CYOER[ODGYDS +evvvevrrrenennens
< 8&&a0ns(ydesdCeapaan: $Bie000050ma0p 0yIésgody) ”
c c c - Y
S S6ab¢ 2 08:600005002003 (9|O:RIODGPE .. .ceveee
< :6(gdogodcodeadepann: §Biecon0bonoopd oy g e >
Q -3 a
5¢ 20980 Eepaa0:dBraconndonoopS g Segodaps ...
< B80S gudammmnayudecy BmemeoiodedEaqnasnidd >
................... %)
SEQIODGIDE wrrrsrssssmsssssssssssssmsssssssssmssssmsens
2@aondontacnadEepeanngneod §géqundqp
¢ 5 D OYERRIODGS v o6
. OQ H é H :D e ¢ senrrnerare
< 8&&aons(ydesdCeapaan $Bie00005mzo) oy y
c c - Y
3¢ : O0: BON0DD OYO[ODGDE vveeeeerrieenne
< :6(gdogodcoduadepasn: §Bsacon0bmnoopd aydigodep

°$0’3cgcf>33mogcf>éco aaogaaeo:o%afﬁf:spm: Q)(%:Gooocﬁqgooéoqjﬁsqjcﬁqp: ...... 069
el 2lev}
a@&q@u;o%mm@omoésqo@@saqﬁwcﬁcgﬁaagomopésqp.aﬁ a@a@.oogp GG

IDDIDCEEIBPIDP.OVEN TDELMIED +1vrvererrerssmremrsmrmrsmrassiersmressmrsmasesnressnssresnss

10



Introduction

THE SEARCH FOR COMMONLY HELD PRINCIPLES AND VALUES

Although human communities in all parts of the world have always had a variety of forms of social
arrangements to live together in tolerable peace, the need for some internationally accepted principles,
values, and agreements was deeply felt after the First and the Second World Wars. These wars caused
the death of many millions of combatants and civilians and made millions of refugees who fled the wars
and the deprivations that followed. The Second World War also included the first use of the atom
bombs that killed between 90,000 and 146,000 in Hiroshima and between 39,000 and 80,000 in
Nagasaki. The conscience of the human community was deeply troubled by these devastations. There
was urgent need to try to prevent the recurrence of such events.

This concern resulted in the formation of the League of Nations, which eventually became the United
Nations {(UN) in 1945, The purpose was to bring together the world community to uphold some of the
basic human values and rights, and to reach agreements that will preserve peace and security of
individuals, communities, and states. [t was inaugurated with 29 countries, but today all the 195
countries of the word (with the exception of the Holy See and the State of Palestine) are members of the
UN.

It is not the intention here to recount all the good work that the UN has done, or to recall the many
agreements reached between nations, but to point out that the questions taken up in this Resource Book
- Citizenship, Freedom of Thought and Conscience, Freedom of Religious and other Beliefs, and the
Protection of Minorities and Vulnerable Communities are all matters on which there had been
discussions and agreements in pursuit of greater peace in the world.

What is troubling in our day is that despite these agreements there are serious violations of the rights
and dignity of human beings and denial of the rights of communities in many parts of the world. This
volume seeks to highlight some if these issues as manifested in South and South East Asia. Recognizing
that this region is also the home of four of the major religious traditions of the world, Hinduism,
Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam, what we hope to do is to point to the resources these religions
provide to help us discuss these issues and to make fresh commitments to advocate, and to work towards
peace and harmony in the region from the religious perspectives.

ISSUES FACING THE SOUTH AND SOUTHEAST ASIAN NATIONS

We should begin by looking at some of the issues faced in South and Southeast Asia on the concerns
expressed above. This is a vast region with numerous countries, rich diversity of cultures, a great variety
of religious beliefs and practices, and social norms developed over centuries. It is impossible to be
exhaustive in our discussion or to be even-handed in dealing with issues faced within the nations. What

11



is given below are illustrative of the realities that confront us that needs to be faced in the interest of
peace and harmony.

Religion, Ethnicity and Conflict

Although historically there had been brief periods of conflict between religious traditions of Asia, by
and large, Asian religious traditions have respected plurality and have lived in harmony with each other.
All the religious traditions of Asia embrace non-violence and have placed love and compassion at the
center of their teachings. In recent years, however, there had been troubling development within
sections of religious communities, especially as they are coopted by political forces that use them for
their selfish ends.

It is not the intention here to examine the causes, or to apportion blame on any community, but it is
public knowledge that in countries like India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and Thailand there are
accusations of violations that relate to questions of citizenship, freedom of conscience, the right to
practice one’s religion, etc. Thus, religion and violence, religion and state, rights to citizenship, and
freedom of conscience have become issues that are very much discussed in South and South East Asia
today. Even in countries not mentioned above, there are growing movements centered on ethnicity or
religion, as for instance in Malaysia and Indonesia, that hold the potential to undermine the various
forms of consensus that had kept multi-ethnic and multi-religious communities together. Thus, the
topics we address in this volume are very relevant and important to those of us who live in this region.
What then, we ask, are some of the issues we need to confront?

Approach to Plurality

Respect for plurality is one of the cardinal requirements in ethnically and religiously diverse
communities and nations. Plurality is the stuff of reality. Nature itself is profoundly diverse, and
humankind is made up of numerous racial, ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups. Whenever
humankind had lived in peace, it was only by negotiating their diversity and finding ways of holding
this diversity in healthy tension, by respecting the specificities of various groups, and yet tinding shared
common concerns and purposes that bound them together.

All societies exhibit their own localized, and often informal, methods of avoiding conflicts, and where
they arise, means by which they can be managed and resolved. Nations and communities begin to fall
apart when one ethnic or religious group refuses to accept plurality and begins to assert itself, It is
commonly agreed, for instance, that much of the decades of ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka could have been
avoided if the post-independent governments in Sri Lanka had taken the linguistic, religious and ethnic
plurality of Sri Lanka with the seriousness it deserved, and enacted laws that respected plurality. On the
contrary, the post independent Indonesia avoided the possibility of falling apart by developing the
concept of Pancasila, or the five basic principles, as its national philosophy, which took all forms of
plurality of the nation seriously. One needs to move away from looking upon plurality as a problem
and seek to discern the riches it brings into human life.

Majority-Minority Tensions

Most of the South and South East Asian countries have one religious or ethnic group in majority, with
number of minority groups living alongside them. Creating a peaceful society in such situations needs
to be the main burden of the majority group which wields power by their numbers. Judicial use of
power, establishing equitable justice for all citizens, and creating ways to deal with social and economic
inequalities are essential elements of living in peace. Some of the political and anti-social forces within
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majority communities, for instance, in Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand and others have
begun to use the strength of the majority religious and ethnic communities to undermine some of the
basic rights of the minorities. The extent and the seriousness of these violations vary from nation to
nation. And there are always reasonable disputes over the reasons for these developments. However,
it is the burden of the majority communities to act in ways that would not jeopardize social peace.
Similarly, the minority communities also hold responsibility to refrain from actions that provoke the
majority, and to join them towards maintaining a socio-economic and political system that serves all
people.

Deep Economic Disparities

There is an undeniable correlation between social unrest and economic disparities. When a community,
or sections within it, whether it belongs to the majority or minority, is economically depressed, it begins
to rebel against the tacitly agreed social contract that had held the nation together. It is common to come
across majority communities blaming immigrants, refugees or minority communities when their
economic situation worsens. Equally, the communities in minority begin to agitate when they are
economically pushed to severe hardships and blame the majority for the ills they face.

It is, of course, difficult to establish complete economic equalities or to prevent hardships from time to
time. However, it is important that no community is pushed to the edge to the point of considering
rebellion as the only course left to follow. In all societies, governments are expected to ensure that
economic arrangements are put in place that cater to the basic needs of all the citizens. Where
governments fail to shoulder this responsibility, unrest follows.

Denial of Justice to Women and Children

The denial of justice to women and children is a major issue facing the South and South East Asian
nations. Most of these nations have inherited social structures that had been passed down the centuries,
with well-defined place and role of women and children within the family and social structures. There
may have been good reasons why these structures were created and maintained in the past, but we are
aware that today they are looked upon as structures that are oppressive, denying to women some of the
basic rights and privileges enjoyed by men. Even more troubling are the many forms of violence
perpetrated on women within family and society. In a number of South and Southeast Asian countries
women are subjected to domestic violence, rape, and other forms of discrimination that receive little or
no attention of the state. Trafficking women for sex-trade industry is a monstrous and scandalous
reality to which many governments pay little attention. To make matters worse, some of the
discrimination against women are given religious legitimacy, and women have not been able to play a
meaningful role within religious life of the community.

Of equal concern is the problem faced by many millions of children of South and Southeast Asia. Apart
from having to grow in abject poverty, many of them, especially the girls, have no access to education.
Child abuse, child labor, child prostitution, child soldiers, child trafficking, etc. are phrases we hear
often to indicate the many forms of violence perpetrated against children, and in many countries the
governments do not take adequate steps to deal with them.

Women and children constitute a bulk of the “vulnerable” in South and South East Asia that calls for

our attention,

Place and Role of Religions
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It is unfortunate that religions have been implicated in many of the social conflicts in South and South
East Asia. We should first be aware of the many dimensions of what is generally referred to as ‘religion’.
All religions invariably have a spiritual dimension to them that seek to elevate the human spirit from
that which degrades human beings to those that enrich their lives. It is all too common to hear persons
representing different religious traditions claiming that their religious traditions are for love,
compassion, justice, and peace. If one were to delve into the teachings of the founders of these religions
one would say that these claims are justified. In so far as most of the scriptures were written to preserve
the teachings of the founders, the bulk of the teachings in the scriptures also promote noble ideas.

What is often forgotten, however, is that religions are not only spiritual realities but are also sociological
entities. Often the social expressions of religions do not correspond to their spiritual dimensions taught
by the founders and upheld in their scriptures. And when political interests get bound up with religions,
they move away from their original goal of enhancing the spiritual values that make human life more
humane. Some religions, like Islam, do not draw sharp distinction between the spiritual, social and
political dimensions of life and hold that all dimensions of human life should be governed by the basic
teachings of their faith. There is much to be said in favor of this notion. Then, it becomes the
responsibility of the religious community concerned to ensure that the political, economic and social
arrangements of the societies in which they are the majority in fact reflect the noble ideals taught in
their religion. Use, misuse, and abuse of religion and religious texts for political ends is a problem all
religious communities must contend with and find ways to deal with it.

It is unfortunate that groups within religious communities, or groups that claim to act based on religious
beliefs have been accused of destabilizing the social cohesion in a number of South and Southeast Asian
countries. In Pakistan, religious extremists are being blamed for abusing the blasphemy laws of Islam
to undermine the rights of Christians; in India sections within the Hindu community are accused of
perpetrating violence against Christians and Muslims; in Sri Lanka, wrongly directed Sinhala-Buddhist
ethno-nationalism is accused as the root of the decades of civil strife; in Thailand ethno-nationalism is
accused as the basis of the denial of the basic rights of the peoples who live in tribal regions; in Myanmar,
again, ethno-nationalism is accused as the root of the denial of the citizenship and other human and
religious rights of the Rohingya Muslims and the heart-wrenching refugee situation it has caused.

We have used the words the “accused of” in relation to all these conflicts to indicate that our intention
here is not to be in judgement on majority communities, and that we are not unaware of the ways in
which sections within minority communities act in ways that provoke adverse responses. In India, for
instance, the minority Christians and Muslims have been accused of abusing the religious freedom
granted in the constitution to use unethical methods to convert people to their respective folds.

All these conflicts need to be analyzed in depth to figure out the complex realities that are behind them.
The main point we wish to malke is that we are indeed facing many forms of social crises in South and
Southeast Asia because of the neglect of some of the basic principles that has held societies in cohesion.
These are complex and difficult issues to resolve, but religions, which are also accused of promoting
some of these tensions, do in fact have resources that can help religious communities themselves, and
the society as a whole, in the task of building harmonious societies.

It is for this reason, that this volume has requested some scholars and practitioners of Hinduism,
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam to highlight the resources within their respective religious traditions
that can help us discuss these crucial issues. At the end of the contribution of the resources from
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religions, we will also point to some of the ways in which non-governmental organizations {(NGOs) and
other groups within the civil society can contribute to the promotion of the rights of individuals and
communities towards the creation of societies that can live in peace.
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Chapter 1

HINDU
SOURCES

In Support of Citizenship, Fundamental

Freedoms & Vulnerable Communities



3’:9 Hindu Sources

in Support of Citizenship

INTRODUCTION

Although there have been many great historical teachers in Hinduism, the Hindu tradition is not
established around the life and teachings of a particular human founder. Hindus understand their
tradition to be based on a body of knowledge, known as the Vedas, that are regarded as originating in
the divine. The word, Veda, in fact, literally means knowledge and the four Vedas (Rg, Sama, Yajur and
Atharva) are viewed by most Hindus as the highest authoritative teachings of Hinduism. Modern
scholars consider the Vedas to be at least 2,500 years old. The Upanisads, that constitute the final
sections of the Vedas, are the earliest sources of theological and philosophical teachings in the Hindu
tradition.

The primary sources of ethical thinking in the Hindu tradition are the (i)Vedas, (ii) followed by
secondary texts such as the Ramayana, the Mahabharata (which includes the Bhagavadgita), and the
Dharma Shastras, collectively referred to smyrti, (iii) the teachings and examples of exemplary human
beings (sadacara) and finally, (iv) individual human conscience (atmasantosa).

The Hindu tradition reflects also the astonishing variation in geography, language and culture across
the Indian subcontinent and now across the world. It is helpful to think of Hinduism as an ancient,
large and many-branched family, recognizable through vital common features, but preserving also the
rich uniqueness of its individual members. Hindus affirm the existence of one divine being, named in
the Veds as brahman, who is the origin, support and destiny of all. This single reality is called by many
names, masculine and feminine, and represented in a variety of forms. It is both immanent (existing in
all beings) and transcendent (unlimited).

1 HUMAN EQALITY AND DIGNITY

The Vedas speak of the divine as “That from which all beings originate, by which they are sustained and
to which they return (Taittiriya Upanisad 3.1.1).” The Hindu tradition understands God to be source
of everyone and everything, The divine is not the national or tribal deity of a particular religious, or
ethnic community, but the source of all life and existence. The divine is not limited by our boundaries,
whatever these may be, and we should never assume that our community is favored or privileged above
all others.

In addition, Hindu traditions proclaim unequivocally, the equal existence of the divine in all beings. As
Bhagavadgita (13:28), states this teaching, “One who sees the Supreme God existing equally in all beings,
the imperishable in the perishable, truly sees.” The words “equally (samam)” and “in all beings (sarvesu
bhautesu) admit of no exclusions or distinctions. Put simply, God exists equally in all beings. The
Bhagavadgita (18:61) returns to this insight in the final chapter with the teaching that God abides in the
heart of all beings. The value that the Hindu tradition gives to this truth is obvious from the fact that
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understanding and living out the implications of this teaching is equated with liberation (moksa), the
highest goal of Hindu life.

The Hindu affirmation of a single divine source for all beings and the unifying presence of this being in
everyone imply that living beings constitute a single inclusive community. Although we belong to
distinctive communities on the basis of different religious, cultural, or national identities, we share a
more fundamental unity in our common origin and through the same divine reality that shines in each
heart. In the famous words of the Maha Upanisad (6:72), the world constitutes a single family
(vasudhaiva kutumbakam). It is the small-minded, according to this same text who construct exclusive
communities by distinguishing between those who belong and those who do not.

The equal presence of God in all beings is the source of the inherent dignity and equal worth of every
human being. The worth of human beings is not derived from the state and is not reducible to economic
or political considerations. Put simply, we cannot honor and value God and devalue and dishonor
human beings. Hindus cannot give our assent or support to any political, economic, social and cultural
systems, founded on human inequality and indignity.

2 IMPLICATIONS FOR CIVIL LIFE

When the implications of human dignity for life in the civic sphere are articulated, the emphasis is also
on equality. The Bhagavadgita (5:18; 6:29) speaks of seeing all equally (samadarsinah/samadarsanah).
The Hindu tradition provides a strong theological foundation and justification for equal justice and
rights in the civic sphere based on the equal dignity and worth of every human being.

Various sacred texts articulate the ethic of reciprocity. According to the Mahabharata (Anusasana
Parval13.8), “One should not behave towards others in a way which is disagreeable to oneself. This is
the essence of morality.” Put positively, as in Bhagavadgita 6:32, we are called to identify with others in
sorrow and happiness, learning to own their pains and joys as our own. In addition, there are general
obligations (samanya dharma) required of all human beings in relationships with each other. Although
lists vary in texts, these usually include non-injury, truthfulness, compassion and self-control.

The Hindu teaching about the sacred worth of all beings is the justification for the supreme value the
tradition gives to the practice of non-hurting {ahimsa). Belief in divine immanence requires that we
demonstrate reverence and consideration for life in all forms and that we strive assiduously to minimize
suffering. Every human life is valuable. For Mahatma Gandhi, the most famous advocate and exponent
of ahimsd in recent times, ahimsd means love and compassion for all. For Gandhi, ahimsa also implies
justice towards everyone and abstention from exploitation in any form. Depriving others of equal
citizenship rights, necessary for their flourishing and wellbeing, is a cause of suffering and harm and
thus a violation of the ethic of ahimsa.

3 INCLUSIVE COMMUNITY AND COMMITMENT TO THE COMMON GOOD

The Bhagavadgita, speaking on two occasions (3:20; 3:25) about the responsibilities of political
leadership uses the word, lokasamgraha. The teacher, Krishna, praises political leaders, like King Janaka
and others, who were committed to lokasamgraha. Loka, meaning world or community is inclusive. It
includes all human beings, but also the world of nature. Sarigraha, meaning wellbeing, points to the
necessity for leadership to be committed to policies and programs that aim for and ensure the

18



flourishing of all. Lokasariigraha is the ancient Hindu equivalent of a commitment to the common or
public good and this is the primary responsibility of the state. Lokasamgraha does not allow the state
or any other powerful entity to privilege unjustly the interests of a particular group, religion, ethnicity
or gender. It excludes the pursuit of personal and institutional interests in ways that violently impede
the flourishing of all. Tt excludes trying to lift oneself or one’s nation by crushing others.

In contrast, the Bhagavadgita (16:12-16), condemns leaders who gripped by greed, unjustly amass vast
wealth for their own enjoyment, without concern for the common good. Megalomaniacal and
egotistical, such leaders evince an obsession with their own power, wealth and dominance.

14

This has been obtained by me today; this desire I shall attain; this is mine and this wealth

also shall be mine (16:13}.”

1

That enemy has been slain by me, and I shall slay others too; I am a lord, I am the

enjover, I am successful powerful and happy (16: 14).”

Although the Bhagavadgita emphasizes the responsibility of leaders to serve the common good, the text
does not exempt us as citizens, The Hindu tradition emphasizes the interdependent nature of our
existence and describes us all as born into debt {rna). The tradition emphasizes our indebtedness,
among others, to the divine, to parents and ancestors, to teachers, to other human caregivers and to
nature. We exist and have the potential to flourish because we are a part of a generous and supportive
interdependent whole. The proper response to this understanding of our unity, indebtedness and
interdependence is commitment to the common good. If we selfishly receive and exploit without
generous self-giving, we deplete the resources of our world and become agents of suffering.

Bhagavdgita (3:12) describes those who benefit from others’ giving without responding with generosity
as thieves. The text (3:13} likens those who are not committed to the common good to persons who
selfishly cook only for themselves; virtuous persons committed to the common good cook both for
themselves and for others. The food of the selfish is impure; the food of the virtuous is pure. Mutual
commitment to the common good, teaches the Bhagavadgita (3:12), is the way ordained by the creator
for human prosperity. It is the kdmadhuk, that is the wish-fulfilling cow that provides for all human
needs. We attain the highest good by mutually caring for each other (3:11). Hinduism reminds us that
our rights are only possible and meaningful in a context where equal, if not greater, recognition is given
to our duties and obligations to each other.

The profound religious dignity and equality that the Hindu worldview commends become meaningful
when relationships in the civic sphere exemplify equal rights. In this regard, the Hindu tradition, like
other world religions reveals the disparity between religious ideal and lived practice. Practices
legitimized historically have not consistently reflected the principle of equal rights. The potential for
rights that apply equally to all human beings, was constrained by a hierarchical ordering of society into
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various castes that unequally distributed rights and privileges. In addition to caste, rights were also
unequally distributed on the basis of gender differences.

The Indian constitution, adopted when India became an independent nation in 1947, sought to address
some of these inequalities and actually guarantees more fundamental human rights than the provisions
of the American Bill of Rights. Among these are the “Right to Equality,” “Right to Freedom,” Right
Against Exploitation,” “Right of Freedom of Religion,” “Cultural and Educational Rights,” “Right to
Property and “Right to Constitutional Remedies.” Special laws, such as the Protection of Civil rights Act
(1976), have been enacted to give meaning to the provisions of the Indian constitution. Much progress
continues to address the inequities of caste and gender, but the road ahead is a long one. Religious
teachers must continue to challenge interpretations of texts and traditions that condone and justity
inequality.
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35 Hindu Sources

in Support of Fundamental Freedoms

1 FREEDOM AND MORAL AGENCY

The Hindu tradition regards the human being as a responsible moral agent capable of exercising choice.
Birth as a human being is considered a rare privilege because of the human capacity for knowledge and
choice.

The Hindu teaching that emphasizes human moral freedom and responsibility is karma. Through the
law of karma, Hindus see the world as a moral stage and understand human beings as living within the
operation of a moral law. The teaching emphasizes that every moral action produces an appropriate
outcome consistent with the intention and nature of the action. These outcomes are not always
immediate. The crucial point here is that choices are consequential and affect self and others into the
future. To avoid being agents of suffering to ourselves and others, we must be responsible in our choices.
As Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.5 reminds us, we are formed by our moral choices. “As it does and
acts, so it becomes; by doing good it becomes good, and by doing evil it becomes evil—it becomes
virtuous through good acts and vicious through evil acts.”

Any attempt to impede forcibly human choice and moral agency, including the freedom to choose and
practice one’s religion, is contrary to the assumptions of the Hindu teaching on karma. We cannot be
held accountable and responsible for our actions if we are not free to choose. Human choice must be
exercised, as noted earlier, with attentiveness to the common good (lokasamgraha). Human moral
integrity is violated if the state or any other agency seeks to enforce specific religious beliefs or forms of
worship and prohibit others.

2 RESPECT FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

One of the finest examples in the Hindu tradition of respect for human religious freedom occurs in the
final (18") chapter of the Bhagavadgita. The text is a lengthy dialogue between the teacher, Krishna, and
his warrior friend and disciple Arjuna, on the eve of a great battle. Arjuna is uncertain if engaging in
battle is the right choice. Krishna believes that Arjuna has a moral obligation to defend his community
against tyranny and injustice and their discussion ranges wide. The topics discussed cover the nature of
self and divine, liberation, right action in the world, and right worship. At various times, Krishna
explains his preference for Arjuna. At the end of it all (18: 63), however, he demonstrates his respect for
Arjuna’s moral integrity by requesting him to do as he wishes (yathecchsi tatha kuru). In a similar way,
Rama, in the Ramacaritamanasa of Tulasidasa, pretaces his teaching by acknowledging the freedom ot
his students to make their own moral choices based on their independent reflection (sunahu karahu jou
twmahi sohdi). He also invites their fearless criticism if they disagree with his views (tau mohi barajahu
bhaya bisarai),

21



The examples of Krishna and Rama reflect a context in which religious teaching is given only in response
to a request made by a student to a teacher. Generally speaking, students sought wisdom by approaching
teachers. It was always felt that such teaching spoke meaningfully to the person who had examined life’s
experience and discovered that finite or created ends such as power, fame, or pleasure are ultimately
unfulfilling. A religious need, in other words, must be established and not presumed. It is the function
of the teacher to validate this need and to impart wisdom through words and example, Compulsion, of
any kind, is contrary to the very nature of religious teaching and falsely represents the divine to be
tyrannical in nature. This is one of the reasons why Hindus, though willing to share religious teachings,
do not engage in proselytizing.

3 RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY

Religious diversity is not generally problematized by Hindu traditions or seen as a condition to be
overcome by homogenization. Religious diversity is thought of as reflecting the diversity of humanity.

The Hindu tradition reminds us constantly that the divine is always more than we could define,
describe, or understand with our finite languages and minds. A God whose nature and essence could be
captured fully in our words or who could be contained within the boundaries of the human mind will
not be the infinite One proclaimed in any of our traditions. Equating God completely with our words
and images would constitute idolatry. A famous verse from the Taittiriya Upanisad (2.9.1) speaks of
God as the one “from which all words, along with the mind, turn back, having failed to grasp.”

This recognition of the intrinsic human limitation in attaining or formulating a complete knowledge of
God means that no intellectual, theological or iconic representation is ever full and final. Each one
struggles to grasp and express that which is ultimately inexpressible and each attempt reflects and is
influenced by the cultural and historical conditions under which it occurs. Our traditions are darsanas,
ways of seeing and understanding, but in relation to the limitlessness of the One, we cannot claim
fullness of knowledge.

The Bhagavadgita acknowledges positively the varieties of ways of human worship and suggests that the
divine understands and accepts worship in diverse forms. “Howsoever people approach me,” says
Krishna in the Bhagavadgita (4:11), “so do I accept them; for the paths people take from every side are
mine.” In other words, God responds appropriately to the yearning of the human being wherever and
in whatever diverse forms this may be expressed. The freedom of God implies the freedom to respond
in different ways to human longing. The famous Hindu teacher, Sri Ramakrishna (1836-1886), spoke
of religious diversity as an expression of divine will. He likened the divine to a mother who prepares
different meals for her children based on their different needs. “The mother,” said Ramakrishna, “does
not give fish pilau to all of her children. All cannot digest it; so she prepares simple fish soup for some
children.”

4 INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE, HUMILITY AND PEACE

If our theologies cannot limit the limitless, we can all learn and be enriched by the ways in which others
have experienced and apprehended the absolute and by the values they have derived from such
encounters and experiences. The acknowledgement of the limits of our human understanding in
relation to God is a deep source and justification for humility, openness and dialogue in our
relationships with people of other faiths.
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When encountering the ancient religious traditions of our neighbors, we would do better to assume that
they endure because they speak wisely and meaningfully to the human predicament and ask how we
could learn from and be enriched by their distinctive ways of speaking. We will not learn, however,
unless our disposition to these traditions is humble and we cease condemning that which is different.
Humility is nurtured by the awareness that our ways of speaking are not exhaustive. Some of our deepest
religious insights are awakened through our encounter with wise voices radically different from ours.
We speak more wisely if we are open to the wisdom that flows from different sources.

All of our religious traditions, in addition to what they proclaim and teach about individual human
destiny and fulfillment, also imagine and include a social vision of the ideal human community
characterized by justice, peace, prosperity and freedom from violence, exploitation and fear. Any
religious tradition which is today concerned about the social order and its transformation is challenged
to reach across historical borders and frontiers, find common ground and values with people of other
faiths and strive together to confront and overcome the causes of human suffering and conflict.

Our hopes for just and peaceful communities will only be realized together or not at all. Interreligious
deliberations and actions are not a luxury for the starry-eyed among us, but have become a real and
practical civic necessity in our communities of diversity. In the task of overcoming suffering, we must
be ready to labor with women and men of every faith and with those who have none.

Every Hindu prayer ends with a threefold recitation of the word peace, (Sanfih). The repetition of the
word expresses the Hindu hope for peace in the natural world, in the human community and in one’s
own heart, while emphasizing the interrelatedness of all three spheres. We will not attain peace in a
world in which there is violence and injustice in human communities and in which nature is plundered
and recklessly exploited. At the same time, we cannot be effective agents of peace in the world if we lack
peace in our hearts.
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3’:9 Hindu Sources

in Support of Vulnerable Communities

1 MAY THE ENTIRE WORLD FLOURISH
(LOKAH SAMASTAH SUKHINO-BHAVANTU)

The sixteenth century poet-saint, Tulasidasa, in the Ramacaritamanasa, his retelling of the life-story of
Rama, describes a utopian community that he calls Ramarajya (the kingdom of Rama). Millions of
Hindus across the world regard Rama as an avatdra or embodiment of the divine. In this community
“there is no premature death or suffering of any kind; everyone enjoys beauty and health. No one is
poor, sorrowful or in want; no one is ignorant.” The community is free from hate and violence and
nature flourishes. “The trees in the forests,” wrote Tulasidasa, “bloom and bear fruit throughout the
year; the elephant and lion live together as friends; birds and beasts of every kind are no longer hostile
and live in harmony with one another.” Tulasidasa emphasizes caring for others as the highest
expression of the moral life and describes it as identifying with the other in suffering and happiness
(para duhkha duhkha sukha sukha). He equates the moral life with working for the wellbeing of others
and immorality with being an agent of oppression and suffering.

Tulasidasa’s Ramarajya was an inspiration for Mahatma Gandhi” work. For Gandhi, Ramarajva was
not a Hindu kingdom, but what he speaks of as “the kingdom of God,” in which all enjoy equal rights
and justice and where all faiths are respected.

A well-known Hindu praver, used often to conclude temple and home worship, expresses the

desirability and hope for freedom from suffering for all beings.
Sarve bhavantu sukhinah / Sarve santu niramayah
Sarve bhadrani pasyantu / Ma kascit duhkha bhagbhavet
May all be happy. May all be free from disease.
May all know that which is good. May no one suffer

In a similar way, Hindus pray daily for the flourishing of the entire world (lokah samastah sukhino-
bhavantu).

2 SERVING AS WORSHIP

We noted earlier that the equal presence of God in all beings is the source of the inherent dignity and
equal worth of every human being. This fundamental teaching is also the source, inspiration and
motivation for the Hindu concern and support for vulnerable communities. Every human encounter is
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also an encounter with God. We cannot claim to honor and value God and be indifferent or disdainful
towards suffering human beings in whom God exists.

Distinguished Hindu teachers remind us that support for the vulnerable is privilege that must be
exercised in humility as an act or worship. Sri Ramakrishna, the teacher of Swami Vivekananda,
explained they should see the service of others as the service of God. “No, no; it is not compassion to
jivas (living beings) but service to them as Shiva (God}.” Vivekananda echoed his teacher’s words in a
famous address at the Rameswaram Temple in southern India where he called for an engaged
spirituality in the service of the poor, the weak and the diseased. “He who sees Shiva in the poor,” said
Vivekananda, “in the weak and in the diseased, really worships Shiva; and if he sees Shiva only in the
image, his worship is but preliminary.” For Gandhi, the service of the poor was essential to his wish to
see God face to face.

3 THE NEED FOR STRUCTURAL TRANSFORMATION

The vulnerable are those in our communities and in the world who, because of their religious or cultural
identity, gender, ethnicity, age, caste, national status and economic condition, suffer marginalization,
violence, and diminished opportunities for flourishing. In many cases, they are also denied equal
citizenship rights, thus violating the principle of lokasariigraha or the inclusive pursuit of the wellbeing
of all. Our support for the vulnerable requires that we properly inquire into the causes of their suffering
with the aim of overcoming these. What we need is an expansive understanding of suffering and
liberation. We cannot ignore the suffering of human beings when they lack opportunities to attain the
necessities for dignified and decent living or when suffering is inflicted through oppression and injustice
based on gender, caste or ethnicity. Working to overcome suffering means identifying those political,
social and economic structures that cause and perpetuate suffering. We cannot be content only with
charity to the vulnerable.

4 HOSPITALITY TO THE STRANGER

Today, some of the most vulnerable people in our world are those who, because of violence, poverty,
climate change and environmental degradation, are forced to leave their homelands and to seek shelter
and sustenance elsewhere. A significantly high number of these migrants are children and youths. It is
estimated that one in every 200 children in the world today is a refugee.

The core Hindu moral values that must guide our response to refugees are compassion (daya), and
generosity (danam) and the expression of these values in public policies that address the reality of
suffering in their lives.

In a famous teaching in the Taittiriya Upanishad (1.11.1-2), the guru urges his disciples to “become one
for whom the stranger (atithi) is a deva.” In the Hindu tradition, a deva is a person deserving of welcome,
reverence, respect and generosity. A deva is accorded hospitality and offered gifts. The word, atithi,
literally means a person who comes to us without prior arrangements about time or place; one who
turns up unexpectedly. It describes well the contemporary migrants who are forced to flee their homes
and who arrive in desperation at our doors. Thinking of these persons as devas emphasizes their
inherent dignity and reminds us also of our moral obligations to treat them with reverence, respect and
generosity. The text does not qualify the stranger in any way by religion, ethnicity, place of origin, age,
or gender. The stranger is deserving of our hospitality by the fact of her humanity and dignity.
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The centrality of the obligation of hospitality in Hindu ethics is highlighted by the fact the primary
mode of Hindu worship (piija) is a ritual of hospitality to God. Worship begins with the welcoming of
the divine and includes life-sustaining offerings such as food, water, clothing, and shelter. When we
affirm a God, in the Hindu tradition, who exists in all beings, we are to understand that such hospitality
and generosity must be extended to all in need and constitutes a mode of divine service and worship.
Our understanding of God calls us to care and generosity for the vulnerable.

The universal divine being proclaimed in Hinduism implies a universal moral concern for the wellbeing
of all (lokasamgraha). Today, when narrow national and group concerns are asserting and privileging
themselves, Hindus have an urgent moral obligation to overcome such divisions and speak without
ambiguity for the universal common good. QOur moral voices cannot be limited by or equated with
narrow national interests, religious boundaries or ethnic identity. We are morally responsible to speal
for and act on behalf of those who are valnerable. We are morally obliged to speak for the innate dignity
and worth of every human being and to speak against structures and ideologies that fail to affirm this
dignity.

CONCLUSION

Human beings constitute a single community and each one has an inherent dignity that flows from the
indwelling divine presence. This truth provides a strong justification for equal justice and rights in the
civic sphere, In addition, we must extend to others the same freedom and rights that we wish for
ourselves. The cardinal ethic of non-injury {(ahimsa) is violated when we deprive others of the rights
necessary for their wellbeing.

The Hindu tradition calls upon the state and its leaders to promote the universal common good
(lokasargraha). Tt forbids the use of state power to privilege the interests of particular groups. It
condemns policies that cause suffering. We are all called upon to serve the common good by being
generous givers as acknowledgement for all that we continuously receive. Rights are meaningful in the
context of our commitment to our obligations.

The Hindu tradition regards the human being as a responsible moral agent capable of exercising choice.
It is contrary to Hindu teaching to impede forcibly human choice and moral agency, including the
choose one’s religion. There is no moral accountability (karma) without freedom of choice.

Religious diversity expresses the diversity of humanity and ought not to be represented negatively. The
divine exceeds all human understanding and expression. This calls us all to humility and openness to
learning and sharing in dialogue with persons of traditions. Dialogue is also necessary for finding
common ground and for working together to address the causes of suffering in our world.

The Hindu ideal is a human community in which violence is overcome, peace abides, and where no one
suffers from a lack of life’s necessities. It is a community in which all are devoted to the common good
and to each other’s wellbeing. The vulnerable are supported and cared for in service that constitutes
worship and that addresses the underlying structural causes of suffering. We have a religious and moral
obligation to treat migrants who are forced to flee their homes with reverence, respect and generosity.
It is immoral if, because of xenophobia, prejudice or calculation of our own economic benefits, we shut
our hearts and our doors to those who come to us in desperate need for protection and the sustenance
of life.
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Chapter 2

BUDDHIST
SOURCES

In Support of Citizenship, Fundamental

Freedoms & Vulnerable Communities



@ Resources within Buddhism

INTRODUCTION
Buddhism in the South Asia and South East Asia

Buddhism was born in India. In a short span of a few centuries, Buddhism travelled the east and west
of India and became civilizing force for many communities. It influenced arts, aesthetics, politics, and
culture wherever it went. Even Today Buddhism remains alive in the countries like Bhutan, Nepal,
Bangladesh, India, and Sri Lanka in South Asia. It is a dominant religion in South Asia except in
Malaysia and Indonesia where Buddhism is still popular among the Chinese ethnic minorities
(McMahan, 2012). Buddhism continues to play an important role in the contemporary world. In India,
where Buddhism was born, it is the main religion in the Himalayan region and it is resurging in the rest
of India after the great conversion movement inaugurated in 1956 {Omvedt, 2013). The Buddhist
communities all over the world have undergone a great change due to the scientific and political changes
taking place in the world.

Buddhism is rich in diversity and no two Buddhist communities are alike. The intersection of ethnicity,
language and culture has given rise to ditferent forms of Buddhism in different places. Buddhism is
known as a peaceful religion and wherever it went, it created great civilizations. In the recent times,
Buddhism is facing the complex challenges arising out of political boundaries and political ideclogies.
Some Buddhist groups in countries like Sri Lanka, Myanmar and Thailand have become aggressive and
they are termed as “militant Buddhists” (Lehr, 2019 and Tambiah, 1992). In this situation, it is essential
to understand Buddhist perspective on emerging issues facing humanity today. As forms of Buddhism
are diverse, it is futile to define Buddhism only on the basis of its cultural form to offer any perspective
on the universal problems faced by communities.

What is Buddhism?

It is difficult to define Buddhism as the rites and rituals of Buddhism change from country to country
and even within the country. Buddhism is a very diverse religion and it also eludes definition according
to western ways of defining religion. Though Buddhism has acquired different cultural forms, its basic
teachings are common in all the countries and they can be easily sketched. The Basic Buddhism includes
the Four Noble Truths, the teachings of dependent origination, the importance of the triple gems
(Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha), and Four Sublime abodes. Any classification of Buddhism will include
these basic teachings of the Buddha. The Buddha condensed his teachings into only two teachings:
suffering and end of suffering. This focus on understanding suffering, its cause, its end, and the path
leading to the end of suffering is the essential teaching of the Buddha (Wallis, 2007).

Engaging Buddhism with Contemporary Issues

Though Buddhism is the oldest religion in the world, it has been continuously engaging with the social,
political and cultural issues throughout its historical journey. In the modern times, Buddhism has
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engaged with social, political and economic issues. A new movement within Buddhism has begun in
the name of Socially Engaged Buddhism in several parts of world independently. Increasingly this
movement within Buddhism is gaining strength day by day. Some of the prominent Buddhists who
engaged with problems of the modern times include people like Tai Xu from China, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar
from India, Mahaghosanand from Cambodia, Thich Nhat Hahn from Vietnam, Sulak Sivaraksa from
Thailand (Queen and King, 1996). They draw their intellectual resources and experiences from their
deep engagement with the Buddhism itself and try to apply Buddhist resources to engage with the
contemporary problems.
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@ Buddhist Sources

in Support of Citizenship

1 CONCEPT OF STATE IN BUDDHISM

Buddhism is not an anarchist philosophy. It prescribes certain mode of relating with each other based
on equality, liberty and fraternity. The foundational values of any society must be based on bramha-
viharas: metta (loving kindness), karuna (compassion}, mudita (sympathetic love) and uppekha
(boundless love for all and all times). It does not prescribe any form of government. The ideal
government that the Buddha encourages is ethical democracy. The form of government based on ethics
is the ideal form of government. The Buddha encouraged the kings of his times to be ethical and seek
the welfare of his people. While describing the evolution of human societies, the Buddha showed how
the rulers were first chosen with the consent of people. The Buddha did not prescribe form of
government; he modelled his Sangha (the community of his followers) on the lines of principles of
democracy. Hazra (1998) discussed at length the constitution of the Buddhist Sangha and how they
contained the procedures to deliberate. Dr. B. R. Ambedkar (1891-1956) who drafted the constitution
of India and gave India a parliamentary democracy indicated that the Parliamentary democracy existed
in the Buddhist Sangha:

It is not that India did not know Parliaments or Parliamentary Procedure. A study of the Buddhist
Bhikshu Sanghas discloses that not only there were Parliaments—for the Sanghas were nothing
but Parliaments—but the Sanghas knew and observed all the rules of Parliamentary Procedure
known to modern times. They had rules regarding seating arrangements, rules regarding Motions,
Resolutions, Quorum, Whip, Counting of Votes, Voting by Ballot, Censure Motion,
Regularization, Res Judicata, etc. Although these rules of Parliamentary Procedure were applied
by the Buddha to the meetings of the Sanghas, he must have borrowed them from the rules of the
Political Assemblies functioning in the country in his time.

(Dr. B.R. Ambedkar in the Constituent Assembly of India on 25 November 1950)

2 BUDDHISM AND DEMOCRACY

After his great awakening under the Bodhi Tree, the Buddha understood the fundamental nature of
existence. The key insight into conditioned co-arising has a clear implication on understanding human
beings as interdependent beings and human societies as depending on each other for their very
existence. These two insights are technically termed as idappaccayata and paticca-samuppada. One of
the founders of socially- engaged Buddhism, Thich Nhat Hahn, termed this reality of dependent
existence as interbeing (Hahn, 1997). The Buddha taught that the human beings do not exist in the
atomised form, they co-arise depending on certain conditions. They do not have an immutable and
independent soul. Their existence depends on the environment and other human beings. The human
mind is a natural phenomenon that arises depending on the conditions. The evolution of human mind
is the historic process. It is not the evolution of individual mind, but human mind in general which
arises depending on human cultures and the societies in which an individual is born, The human mind
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is social mind. The formation of the identity consciousness is a social and cultural process. In the
technical Buddhist terminology, it is known as atta or atma. The Buddha taught anatta: the absence of
permanent soul. Garfield (2001) described intrinsic relationship between Buddhism and Democracy.

Any identity based on territory, membership of certain groups, gender, race, caste, and anything that
confines a human mind to restricted identity produces the conflict in the society and ultimately leads
to violence and suffering. From the Buddhist perspective, the awakening to reality of dependent
origination is to let go identity. All the identities are therefore tentative. The use of identities is only for
the pragmatic purpose and to serve the ultimate goal of welfare and the happiness of the humanity.
From the fact of dependent origination (or interdependence}), arises the fundamental value of fraternity
(or community). With the arising of fraternity, the equal opportunity to all follows and when the human
beings are free to actualize their potential, the liberty is materialized. Thus the foundational values of
democracy are in accordance with the basic teachings of the Buddha.There is no contradiction between
the teachings of the Buddha and democratic societies.

Dr. Ambedkar who was instrumental in providing India a democratic constitution based on liberty,
equality, and fraternity remarked in an All-India Radio broadcast speech on 3 October 1954 he declared:

Positively, my Social Philosophy, may be said to be enshrined in three words: Liberty, Equality
and Fraternity. Let no one, however, say that I have borrowed my philosophy from the French-
Revolution. I have not. My philosophy has roots in religion and not in political science. I have
derived them from the teachings of my Master, the Buddha. In his philosophy, liberty and equality
had a place. (...) He gave the highest place to fraternity as the only real safequard against the
denial of liberty or equality or fraternity which was another name for brotherhood or humanity,
which was again another name for religion.

3 ASOKA: WELFARE STATE AND CITIZENSHIP

Once the relationship between the individuals and the state is established, it is easy to define the nature
of citizenship. The model for welfare state is reflected in the way Emperor Ashoka ruled India. Based
on the Buddhist principles, Emperor Ashoka modeled his Kingdom. History has it that Ashoka created
the first welfare state in which he sought the welfare of all. His Royal edicts summarize the Buddhist
perspective on citizenship. Sen {1998) also explained how Ashoka ruled India ethically and was the
founder of welfare state in ancient India. Allen (2012) gave a detailed account of how Ashoka ruled
India based on the principles of a welfare state.

In the past, state business was not transacted nor were reports delivered to the king at all hours.
But now I have given this order, that at any time, whether I am eating, in the women’s quarlers,
the bed chamber, the chariot, the palanqguin, in the park or wherever, reporters are to be posted
with instructions to report to me the affairs of the people so that I might attend to these affairs
wherever Tam ... Truly, I consider the welfare of all to be my duty, and the root of this is exertion
and the prompt dispatch of business.

{Allen, 2012: Rock Edict 6)

Thus the Government is duty bound to strive all the time for the welfare of all. Emperor Ashoka did not
discriminate between the citizens of his state and strove for the welfare of all irrespective of their
religions and beliefs. In Buddhism, any formation of the political state should have an ethical basis and
it must seek welfare of all. The state in any form of government must ideally be a welfare state.
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@ Buddhist Sources

in Support of Fundamental Freedoms

1 BUDDHISM AND HUMAN RIGHTS

Keown (2013) described human rights can find their roots in the teachings of the Buddha. Buddhism
being a process philosophy lays stress on understanding cause-effect. Nothing is taken for granted as a
belief without examining the evidence of that belief. In Kalama Sutta (Bodhi 2012), which can he termed
as a charter of freedom and freethinking, the Buddha encouraged his followers to examine everything
vigorously and cautioned against believing anything that has been handed down by tradition or custom.
This freedom to think for oneself is the core practice of Buddhism. However, the freedom to think is
not unrestricted. It is subjected to two tests: if it leads to the wellbeing of self and that of other. Thus,
the Buddha cautioned against the speculative beliefs that ultimately lead to confusion and conflict in
the society. The method to persuade others is clearly laid down as the persuasions with love and based
on equal relationship between parties in dialogue. Instead of enforcing one's ideas on others, the Buddha
recommended dialogues and debates as a way to persuade others. This is the reason why Buddhism
spread all over the world peacefully and without causing conflicts in the society.

The great Buddhist rulers did not force their Buddhist beliefs on their citizens, instead promoted
diversity of opinions and dialogues. While the Buddhist path stresses importance of studying prevalent
views, both religious and non- religious, but it does not advocate prosecution of the people based on
their views or belief, Right view is the goal of the Buddhist practices and it is also the beginning of the
process of transformation.

2 BUDDHISM IS AN INTERPERSONAL PATH TO FREEDOM

Right view is the understanding of the Four Noble Truths: suffering, cause of suffering, end of suffering,
and the path towards the end of suffering. This framework is not only useful to understand the suffering
that we all encounter based on afflicted emotions, but also to understand structural sufferings that
emerge out of unjust social structures such as racism, patriarchy, nationalism, and hierarchical societies
like caste system in India. Buddhism does not only teach coexistence with others but also continuous
understanding of what is feared as other due to lack of knowledge about it.

The Buddha encouraged his disciples to understand causes and conditions of the emerged situations
and experiences. This methodology to understand the present state of the world is useful as without
understanding the conditions the situation cannot be understood and hence cannot be transformed for
better. The Buddhists seek conscious evolution instead of leaving it to chance or destiny. It does not
recommend violence as the method to transform individuals and societies.

The Buddha was the rare person to encourage the comparative study of the philosophies existing at his
time in India. The Buddhist texts are replete with discussions with people having different views and
opinions. Buddhism therefore favours freedom of thoughts, conscience, religion and belief.

Kramer (2007) described the Noble Eightfold Path taught by the Buddha as the interpersonal path to
freedom.
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@ Buddhist Sources

in Support of Vulnerable Communities

In the South-East Asia, Buddhism is the dominant religion. Majority of the countries in South Asia and
South-East Asia emerged after de-colonalisation, The colonisation shaped their political status and their
national boundaries. The new nation-states had to resolve the problem of the geographical boundaries.
This has manifested into boundary disputes and the status of citizenship. The national identity is
clashing with the religious identity and in some places with ethnic identity.

As interdependence is the nature of human existence, the Buddha taught that Metta is the foundation
of the human society. Metta is an attitude of respect and reverence for a fellow human being and it can
be summarised in the formula: As I am, so they are (Ambedkar, 1957). This identification with other
human beings is the foundation of ethics and ethical society. As a political value, it can be called
fraternity {or gender neutral term, community). When metta permeates a society, it creates equal
opportunities for all. The people who identify themselves with others vibrate with others. This vibration
based on metta gives all an equal chance to strive for their human development. This harmonious
relation with all that lives is defined in Buddhism as anukampa (being in resonance and harmony with
others). That is why the Buddha encourages his followers to love all human beings just like a mother
loves her only child. Buddhism always favored civic nationalism over ethnic and religious nationalism.
Hence the minorities of any background cannot be persecuted in the name of their religions or
ethnicities.

Hence in the teachings of the Buddha, there is no scope of treating minorities with contempt. The unit
of development is an individual, and their identities are not the unit for development. The persecution
of people based on ethnic identities is not in accordance with the teachings of the Buddha.

The heart of the Buddha’s teaching is summarized in the Karaniya Metta Sutta chanted by Buddhists all
over the Asia whenever they register their peaceful protest:

14

Let none deceive another,
Or despise any being in any state.

Let none through anger or ill-will
Wish harm upon another.

Even as a mother profects with her life
Her child, her only child,

So with a boundless heart

Should one cherish all living beings;
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Radiating kindness over the entire world:
Spreading upwards to the skies,

And downwards to the depths;
Outwards and unbounded,

Freed from hatred and ill-will.

Whether standing or walking, seated or lying down
Free from drowsiness,

One should sustain this recollection.

This is said to be the sublime abiding.

By not holding to fixed views,

The pure-hearted one, having clarity of vision,
Being freed from all sense desires,

Is not born again into this world.
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PALI TERMS
anatia: Not-self; ownerless.
anukampa: in harmony and resonance with other human beings

brahma-vihara: The four "sublime" or "divine" abodes that are attained through the development of
boundless metta (goodwill), karuna (compassion), mudita  (appreciative  joy), and upekkha
(equanimity).

idappaccayata: This/that conditionality. This name for the causal principle the Buddha discovered on
the night of his Awakening stresses the point that, for the purposes of ending suffering and stress, the
processes of causality can be understood entirely in terms of forces and conditions that are experienced
in the realm of direct experience, with no need to refer to forces operating outside of that realm.

karuna: Compassion; sympathy; the aspiration to find a way to be truly helpful to oneself and others.
One of the four "sublime abodes”

metta: Loving-kindness; goodwill. One of the ten perfections (paramis) and one of the four “sublime
abodes”

mudita: Appreciative/sympathetic joy. Taking delight in one’s own goodness and that of others. One
of the four "sublime abodes”

paticca-samuppada: Dependent co-arising; dependent origination. A map showing the way the
aggregates (khandha) and sense media (dyatana) interact with ignorance (avijja) and
craving (tanha) to bring about stress and suffering (dukkha}. As the interactions are complex, there are
several versions of paticca-samuppada given in the suttas. In the most common one, the map starts
with ignorance. In another common one, the map starts with the interrelation between
name (nama) and form (rapa) on the one hand, and sensory consciousness (vinfiana) on the other.

sangha: (lit. "group, assembly”) is usually used in one of two ways: it refers either to the community of
ordained monks and nuns (bhikkhu-sangha and bhikkhuni-sangha) or to the community of "noble
ones" (ariya-sangha) — persons who have attained at least stream-entry, the first stage of Awakening.

upekkha: Equanimity. One of the ten perfections (paramis) and one of the four "sublime abodes”
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Chapter 3

CHRISTIAN
SOURCES

In Support of Citizenship, Fundamental

Freedoms & Vulnerable Communities



.%. Resources within Christianity

INTRODUCTION

When one thinks about ‘Christian resources’ one is immediately tempted to think about scriptures. The
Christian scriptures, which also incorporates a bulk of Jewish Scriptures, which were adopted by
Christians as their own in the early stages of its history, however, are more than 2000 years old.
Although they still provide the primary spiritual inspiration for Christian life and conduct in our day,
they are written in language and images that are bound by the context in which they arose. It is not
surprising therefore, that issues they deal with are not expressed in language that we use in our day.

It is important to note this in the beginning, because the questions we are concerned with in this
resource book, such as ‘Citizenship’, ‘Freedom of Thought and Conscience’, and ‘Right to Hold One’s
Religious and other Beliefs’ are not issues directly addressed in the scriptures. In seeking scriptural
resources, therefore, we need to turn to the foundational values upheld in the scriptures and draw their
implications for the issues that concern us in this volume. It is of course possible to turn to Christian
teachings down the centuries, including those in our day, where these concerns are directly addressed,
but for the sake of brevity we will look primarily at scriptural resources and draw their consequences
for our thinking. We would primarily deal with some of the basic assumptions about the world and our
life in it, which Christianity received from its Jewish heritage, and then more specifically with Jesus and
his teachings.

PLACE OF CHRISTIANITY IN SOUTH AND SOUTHEAST ASIA

Since those of us who live and South and South East Asia would be using this volume, it is important to
recognize the place of Christianity in the region. With the exception of the Philippines, in all other
South and South Asian countries Christians are tiny minorities. Further, their relationship with other
religious communities like Hindus and Buddhists has been tarnished by the colonial history of which
they had been a part. The colonizing powers gave no thought to the citizenship rights of the peoples
and showed little interest on such issues like freedom of thought and conscience and the right to hold
on to one’s religious beliefs.

Therefore, although Christian missions brought a number of social benefits to the region, like
education, health care, liberation of women and groups that had been suppressed for centuries, like the
Dalit in India; their interest in converting people to the Christian fold had been an alienating reality.
Therefore, Christians need to approach this subject with humility and repentance, recognizing that they
have themselves not always upheld or lived by the noble values that the Christian Scriptures teach.

With these introductory remarks we now turn to loock more specifically to discern what resources does
Christianity, as a religious tradition, offers to our concern for citizenship, the rights to freedom of
thought and conscience and to hold religious beliefs. We will then turn to look at the nature of the
support it gives to vulnerable communities.
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.%. Christian Sources

in Support of Citizenship

Religions differ in the way they look upon the world and life in the world. Throughout history there
had been religions that look upon the material world and the life in it as some kind of bondage from
which one should escape to enter a higher realm of spiritual life. During the period of the birth of
Christianity there were Gnostic religions, primarily inspired by some dimensions of Greek Philosophy,
that saw a basic dualism between the material and the spiritual, and understood human existence as a
struggle to overcome the hold of the material on the human spirit.

1 CHRISTIAN ATTITUDE TO THE WORLD

However, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, born in the Middle East, are word- affirming religions.
Christianity embraced the Hebrew Scriptures that saw creation as the work of God. The Genesis
narrative of creation says that God created the world by the power of God’s word and that God saw that
it was good:

14
And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their kinds: cattle and

creeping things and beasts of the earth according to their kinds.” And it was so. And God made
the beasts of the earth according to their kinds and the cattle according to their kinds, and
everything that creeps upon the ground according to its kind. And God saw that if was good.

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion
over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth,
and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” God created man in his own image,
in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. (Gen.1. 24 - 27}

At the end of this account of creation it is reaffirms that:

ic
God saw everything that he had made, and indeed it was very good (Gen. 1. 31)

There has been controversy over the statement that God gave to human beings the power to have
“dominion” over everything that has been made. Some argue that this is often understood as
“domination”, which has led to the human disregard for the wellbeing of the earth and its creatures.
Contemporary thinking, however, interpret “dominion” as “oversight” or “stewardship”, thereby
holding human beings responsible and accountable to the wellbeing of the creation.
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The main point, here, is that Christianity, following Judaism, takes life on earth seriously. There are
passages in the Christian Scriptures (the New Testament) that challenges human beings not to give
ultimate value to earthly life and pleasures of the world. John’s Gospel has this saying: “You are in the
world, but not of the world” (John 15.19). In Mark’s Gospel we read: “What does it profit a man if he
gains the whole world but loses his soul?” (Mk. 8.36).

Jesus ministry was centered on challenging people to accept the values of the Reign or the Kingdom of
God which are not necessarily the values that the world holds on to. These values were defined in terms
of love, compassion, forgiveness, self-giving, self-denial and loving one’s neighbor as one loves oneself.
A careful reading of the teachings of Jesus would show that he affirmed the word and the life in it, but
challenged people to espouse values that transcend the materialistic values that moves people away from
God and their neighbors.

2 THE SOCIAL DIMENSIONS OF THE TEN COMMANDMENTS

The other central theme in the Hebrew Scriptures is the giving of the Ten Commandments, and their
elaboration, in order to build a society that lives in justice and peace. In the Bible, good citizenship is
equated to living a righteous life following the commandments that were given to protect the wellbeing
of all who belong to the community. An analysis of the last seven of the ten commandments, which
relates specifically to life in a society, would show that they essentially constitute a “social contract” by
which people can be good citizens of a community or a nation:

1
Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy. Six days you shall labour and do all your work.

But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord vour God; you shall not do any work—you, your
son or your daughter, vour male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your
towns.

Honour your father and your mother.

You shall not murder.

You shall not commit adultery.

You shall not steal.

You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour.

You shall not covet your neighbour’s house; you shall not covet your neighbour’s wife, or male
or fermale slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.

{(Exodus 20. 8-17)

It would be an error to think that the ten commandments were given so that one can live a holy life. If
anything, it can only be seen as a secondary benefit. Calling people to live personal holy lives was not
Moses” main intention when he gave the ten commandments. e was attempting to make people, who
had known nothing other than living as slaves in Egypt, into a viable nation. Almost all the last seven
commandments have the force of defending the rights of one’s neighbors. “You shall not commit
murder”- so that your neighbor would have the right to his or her life. “You shall not steal”- so that your
neighbor shall have the right to his or her property. “You shall not commit adultery”- so that your
neighbor would have the right to peaceful family life. “You shall not bear false witness”- so that your
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neighbor can have the right to Justice. It is also of interest that in the commandment to observe the
sabbath, a required day of rest each week, one is demanded to give rest not only to oneself and one’s
family members but also to the male and female slaves that worked at home and in the fields, the animals
that worked the land, and even the aliens resident in one’s town.

When this is applied to our times, we should understand citizenship not only as something pertaining
to the individuals but mainly to the community as a whole. Citizenship is a corporate responsibility by
which the nation is governed on the basis of justice and righteousness, and one in which no one or any
section of the community feels excluded. This also means that within a nation, no ethnic or religious
group can claim to be the “true citizens” to the exclusion of others. All who are legitimately resident in
a nation are its citizens, and it is inconceivable that any group can be treated or considered as “second-
class citizens”. The word ‘citizen” has no ethnic or religious meaning; it only denotes a person who
belongs to and lives in a particular place.

3 RESPONSIBLE CITIZENSHIP MEANS RESPONSIBLE LOYALTY

There is general consensus that democracy is the best form of government because it enables the citizens
of a nation to decide the form of government thy wish to have, and to change it when they wish to do
so. No government owns its citizens and it cannot demand their uncritical loyalty. In Christian
understanding, loyalty of the citizens is to the nation and not to its government. There is a fascinating
incident in Jesus’ ministry when Jesus’ opponents attempted to trick him into saying or doing the wrong
thing. At that time, Palestine, where Jesus was ministering, was under Roman rule, and paying taxes to
Rome was a mark of loyalty to the emperor. Most Jews resented paying taxes as a mark of loyalty, but
they did, so that they are not arrested and punished for being disloyal to the Emperor. This is the
background for this incident:

14

So, they watched him and sent spies who pretended to be honest, in order to trap him by what

he said, so as to hand him over to the jurisdiction and authority of the (Roman) governor. So
they asked him, “Teacher, we know that you are right in what you say and teach, and you show
deference to no one, but teach the way of God in accordance with truth. Is it lawful for us to
pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” But he perceived their craftiness and said to them, “Show
me a denarius. Whose head and whose title does it bear?” They said, “The emperor’s.” He said
to them, “Then give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things
that are God’s.” And they were not able in the presence of the people to trap him by what he
said; and being amazed by his answer, they became silent. (Lk.20. 20-26)

There are a number of possible ways to interpret this passage. On the surface, it would appear to be a
clever tact by which Jesus avoided falling into the trap set by his opponents. There are others who
interpret the statement “Give to the emperor the things that are emperor’s and to God the things that
are God’s” as Jesus saying that citizens should be loyal to the governments on material things of life, and
to God in spiritual things in life. However, the Jewish people did not make such distinction between
material and spiritual things. Therefore, Jesus might perhaps be saying: “Under the circumstances you
may have to pay taxes to the emperor, but the emperor does not own you. Your life and ultimate loyalty
are to God.”
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This is an important distinction to make. The Christian faith does not support uncritical support of
any government as an obligation of the citizens. Under normal circumstances, Christians are, of course,
expected to be loyal citizens by supporting those who order the affairs of the nation and by contributing
to the wellbeing of the nation. Throughout the Christian history, however, there had been Christians
who had seen their primary duty as citizens is to stand up to the rulers when they are unjust and
oppressive. There are many stories of persons who had defended the cause of justice and were willing
to even die for it. The most celebrated story that illustrates this reality is that of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a
German theologian, who saw resisting Hitler and the Nazis as an exercise of obedience to the Gospel
and a duty as a citizen of Germany. He was put to death by the Nazis and is celebrated by Christians as

a martyr and a modern saint.

In South and South East Asia there are a number of democratically elected governments that rightly
expect loyalty and support of its citizens. It is the duty of the citizens to support the governments that
work for the wellbeing of the whole nation. There are other governments, even after being
democratically elected, that engage in exclusion, division, and engage in corrupt practices, and support
the suppression of sections of the community. The Bible is full of prophetic criticism of such rulers and
do not expect loyalty to them as part of one’s citizenship.
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.={II=. Christian Sources

in Support of Fundamental Freedoms

In Christian understanding, human beings were created in the image and likeness of God. Genesis
narrative of creation says that after creating the rest of the creatures, God paused and decided to do
something very special in his next act of creation.

1

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according fo our likeness.... So, God

created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he
created them. (Gen. 1, 26-27)

There has been considerable debate among biblical scholars on what the phrase “image and likeness™
means. Obviously, it does not refer to any physical characteristics. It has to do with something that
distinguishes human beings from the rest of the animal world. The general consensus is that the phrase
refers to human “free will”, the capacity to think and act freely, and especially to “conscience” which
enables human beings to distinguish between right and wrong and good and evil.

Thus, in Christian thinking, “freedom of thought” and “conscience”, which dictates the moral choices
that humans make, are innate rights given to them by God. Violating the freedom to think and
preventing persons from acting according to their conscience are against Christian teaching. This can
be illustrated through two stories in the Bible, one from the Old Testament and the other from the New
Testament. The first is from the Book of Daniel, commonly referred to as “Daniel in the Lions’ Den.”

1 DANIEL AND THE LIONS’ DEN

It is a story in which Daniel, who was a foreigner from Judea, was raised to a high position in the part
of the Babylonian kingdom ruled by Darius, the Mede. Those who were jealous of the king’s high regard
for Daniel, and Daniel’s high position in the kingdom, developed a plot to condemn Daniel to death.

The plot was to encourage Darius (the king) to set himself as the God and to throw anyone who did not
worship him into the lions” den. The king was pleased with the idea and decreed that anyone who
worshiped any other god for the next thirty days to follow would be thrown into the lions’ den. We pick
up the story from here as it is told in the Bible:

14

Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been published, he went home fo his upstairs

room where the windows opened toward Jerusalem. Three times a day he got down on his
knees and prayed, giving thanks to his God, just as he had done before. Then these men went
as a group and found Daniel praying and asking God for help. So they went to the king and
spoke to him about his royal decree: “Did you not publish a decree that during the next thirty
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days anyone who prays to any god or human being except to you, Your Majesty, would be
thrown into the lions” den?”

The king answered, “The decree stands—in accordance with the law of the Medes and Persians,
which cannot be repealed.” Then they said to the king, “Daniel, who is one of the exiles from
Judah, pays no attention to you, Your Majesty, or to the decree you put in writing. He still
prays three times a day.” When the king heard this, he was greatly distressed; he was
determined to rescue Daniel and made every effort until sundown to save him.

Then the men went as a group to King Darius and said to him, “Remember, Your Majesty,
that according to the law of the Medes and Persians no decree or edict that the king issues can
be changed.” So, the king gave the order, (much against his own will, because he knew that
Daniel was an honest and dedicated leader) and they brought Daniel and threw him into the
lions’ den. The king said to Daniel, “May your God, whom you serve continually, rescue you!”

A stone was brought and placed over the mouth of the den, and the king sealed it with his own
signet ring and with the rings of his nobles, so that Daniel’s situation might not be
changed. Then the king returned to his palace and spent the night without eating and without
any entertainment being brought to him. And he could not sleep.

At the first light of dawn, the king got up and hurried to the lions’ den. When he came near
the den, he called to Daniel in an anguished voice, “Daniel, servant of the living God, has your
God, whom vou serve continually, been able to rescue you from the lions?” Daniel answered,
“May the king live forever! My God sent his angel, and he shut the mouths of the lions. They
have not hurt me, because I was found innocent in his sight. Nor have I ever done any wrong
before you, Your Majesty.” The king was overjoyed and gave orders to lift Daniel out of the
den. And when Daniel was lifted from the den, no wound was found on him, because he had
trusted in his God. (Daniel. Ch. 6 gives a full account of the story)

The important feature of the story is that Daniel, who was in a high position in the kingdom, and had
much to lose by disobeving the king’s edict, decided to act accordance to the dictates of his conscience,
and to assert his right to practice his own religious belief. Fortunately, in his case there was a king who
looked favorably upon his religious beliefs and was happy with the overall outcome. Despite the
legendary trappings of the story, the main message of the Book of Daniel is that one should always act
according to one’s conscience and religious beliefs.

The second incident, from the New Testament, is found in the 4™ chapter of the Acts of the Apostles,
where one finds the story of two of Jesus’ disciples, Peter and John, resisting the attempt by some
sections of the religious authorities to force them to act against their conscience.

2 THE CONFRONTATION OF PETER AND JOHN
WITH THE TEMPLE AUTHORITIES

The story is centered on Peter, along with John, healing a man who had been crippled from birth, and
making it an occasion to preach what they believed about Jesus and his resurrection. Since some of the
Jewish temple authorities did not believe what the followers of Jesus were preaching, they decided to
silence them:
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i
While Peter and John were speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and

the Sadducees came to them, much annoyed because they were teaching the people and
proclaiming that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead. So they arrested them and put
them in custody until the next day, for it was already evening. Bul many of those who heard
the word believed; and they numbered about five thousand.

The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem.... When they had made
the prisonersstand in their midst, they inquired, “By what power or by what name did you do
this?” Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and elders, if
we are questioned today because of a good deed done to someone who was sick and are asked
how this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of Israel, that
this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom
you crucified, whom God raised from the dead. ...

Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John and realized that they were uneducated
and ordinary men, they were amazed and recognized them as companions of Jesus. When they
saw the man who had been cured standing beside them, they had nothing to say in opposition.
So, they ordered them to leave the council while they discussed the matter with one another
they said, “What will we do with them? For it is obvious fo all who live in Jerusalem that a
notable sign has been done through them; we cannot deny it. But to keep it from spreading
further among the people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.”

So, they called them and ordered them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. But
Peter and John answered them, “Whether it is right in God'’s sight to listen to you rather than
to God, vou must judge; for we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and
heard.” After threatening them again, they let them go, finding no way to punish them because
of the people, for all of them praised God for what had happened. For the man on whom this
sign of healing had been performed was more than forty years old. (Acts 4. 1-22)

This is a good illustration of what happens in many parts of the world, including in South and South
East Asia, where political or religious authorities press persons and groups to act against their
conscience and prevent them from believing what they freely believe and to curtail the freedom of
individuals and communities from sharing their beliefs with others. Note that Peter defends his freedom
as something given by God. He challenged his accusers with a question that must have troubled them:
“Whether it is right in God’s sight to listen to you rather than to God you must judge.” And then he
goes on to defend the freedom he should have to practice his faith in public: “We cannot keep from
speaking about what we have seen and heard.”

Both the story of Daniel and of Peter and John has a positive ending. However, there are many situations
in our region where persons and communities are paying a heavy price for acting according to their
conscience and because of their religious beliefs. It is important that these rights are defended as
fundamental human rights.
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._Jlk Christian Sources

in Support of Vulnerable Communities

1 THE PROPHETIC ADVOCACY FOR THE POOR AND YULNERABLE

One of the distinguishing features of Christianity as a religious tradition is its unwavering commitment
to social issues, and more particularly its deep concern for the poor, the oppressed and all valnerable
communities in society. This is part of the heritage that Christianity received from the Jewish tradition.
We already noted that Moses, when he knit the Hebrew slaves who had escaped from the oppression in
Egypt into a society, sought to build it on the foundations of justice and righteousness. In much of the
rest of the history of the Jewish people, prophets arose from time to time to remind them of their
obligation to care for and stand by the vulnerable in society.

In a strongly worded passage in the Book of Isaiah, the prophet insists that God would not listen to the
prayers of the people, or would accept their religious festivals and observances if they fail to do justice
to the poor and fail to care for the vulnerable in society:

14

What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?

says the LORD;
I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams
and the fat of fed beasts;
I do not delight in the blood of bulls,
or of lambs, or of goats.
When you come to appear before me,
who asked this from your hand?
Trample my courts no more;
bringing offerings is futile;
incense is an abomination to me.
New moon and sabbath and calling of convocation—
I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity.
new moons and your appointed festivals
my soul hates;
they have become a burden to me,
I am weary of bearing them.
When you stretch out your hands,
I will hide my eyes from you;
even though you make many prayers,
I will not listen;
your hands are full of blood.
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Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean;
remove the evil of your doings
from before my eyes;
cease to do evil,
learn to do good;
seek justice,
rescue the oppressed,
defend the orphan,
plead for the widow. (Is. 1. 11-17)

In this striking passage, God is presented as refusing to accept the sacrifices brought to the alter, and
refusing to listen to the prayers of those who do not do justice in the community. God’s displeasure has
to do with the people’s insensitivity to the needs of the vulnerable among them: “Seek justice, rescue the
oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.” {v.17). There are many passages in the scriptures
that carry this theme. Prophet Micah has a good summary of what God requires of those who claim to
worship him:

(14
He has told you, O mortal, what is good;

and what does the LORD require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6.8)

2 WARNING AGAINST EXPLOITING THE VULNERABLE

Prophet Amos goes a step further to criticize those who not only fail to care for the poor and the
vulnerable, but exploit them, primarily for their economic benefits:

1
Hear this, you that trample on the needy,

and bring to ruin the poor of the land,
saying, “When will the new moon be over

so that we may sell grain;
and the sabbath,

so that we may offer wheat for sale?
We will make the ephah small and the shekel great,

and practice deceit with false balances,
buying the poor for silver

and the needy for a pair of sandals,

and selling the sweepings of the wheat.”
The LORD has sworn by the pride of Jacob:
Surely, I will never forget any of their deeds.
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Shall not the land tremble on this account,
and everyone mourn who lives in jt... (Amos. 8, 4-8)

Biblical scholars insist that in the Old Testament the concept of “sin” has to do with injustice and the
unwillingness to advocate the case of the vulnerable and marginalized. Some maintain that in the Bible,
God appears to have made a “preferential option for the poor” and judge people and nations on how
they treat the poor, the oppressed, the marginalized and the vulnerable.

3 SOLIDARITY WITH THE VULNERABLE IN JESUS’ TEACHING

The New Testament continues this theme of sclidarity with those who have become vulnerable by being
pushed to the margins of society. Jesus” ministry was directed to those whom the society had excluded
from the mainstream of life. In fact, at the very beginning of his ministry Jesus used a passage from
prophet Isaiah to indicate the nature of the ministry he would pursue:

14
When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the

sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was
given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me
to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the
synagogue were fixed on him. Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been
fulfilled in your hearing.” (Lk. 4. 16-21)

Jesus reconfirms his intention to be in solidarity with the poor and the marginalized when John the
Baptist wondered whether Jesus was indeed the promised Messiah:

1
When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word by his disciples and said

to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” Jesus answered them,
“Go and tell John what vou hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers
are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.
(Matt. 11. 2-5)

Jesus also insisted that each and every person is precious in the sight of God, and exclusion of anyone is
not consistent with God’s love:
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i
What do you think? If a shepherd has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does

he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search of the one that went astray?
And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never
went astray. So it is not the will of vour Father in heaven that one of these little ones should be
lost. (Matt. 18. 12-14)

Much of Jesus’ teachings were in parables and images taken from nature or daily life so that the message
he brought was understood by the masses. Among his parables there are two that have very strong
message about our attitude to the poor and the vulnerable in society:

The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus

Jesus said the following parable to help us understand the nature of the relationship that should exists
between those who for one reason or other are rich, and those, again for one reason or other have
become vulnerable:

14

There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously

every day. And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, longed to satisfy
his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table; even the dogs would come and lick his
sores. The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham. The rich
man also died and was buried. In Hades, where he was being tormented, he looked up and
saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. He called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy
on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in
agony in these flames.” But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that during your lifetime you
received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted
here, and you are in agony. Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has been fixed,
so that those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can cross from
there to us.” He said, “Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s house— for I have five
brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not also come into this place of
torment.” Abraham replied, “They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to
them.” He said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will
repent.” He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be
convinced even if someone rises from the dead.” (Lk.16. 19-31)

This is a rather disturbing parable in that it seeks to convey the thought that the destiny of a person’s
life may be tied to his or her attitude and approach to the poor and the vulnerable. Note that the rich
man in the story did no harm to the poor Lazarus who was languishing at his gates. In fact, there had
been no interaction between the two that called for the rich man’s condemnation. But this is precisely
the point that Jesus is seeking to make, The rich man was so engulfed in his riches and in the sumptuous
feasts that he had with his other rich friends, that he was blind to the reality that there is a person at his
gate who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from his table.
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This reality is all too common all over the world. In South and South East Asia too, there are many with
means who live in luxury who fail to see the wretchedness in which their fellow human beings live in
their own city, town, or even on their street. In the Christian Scriptures one is accountable to God for
the plight of the vulnerable among whom they live. To Cain’s ancient question, “Am I my brother’s
keeper?” the answer in terms of the Gospel is “Yes.” Our ultimate destiny is tied up with the
disadvantaged who live among us.

The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats

Jesus told another parable that develops this notion even further. It is set up as a story of the last
judgement where people are judged according to the way they lived their earthly life:

c
When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the

throne of his glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one
from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his
right hand and the goats at the left. Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come,
you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation
of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something
to drink, 1 was a stranger and you welcomed me, [ was naked and you gave me clothing, I was
sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.” Then the righteous will
answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave
you something to drink? And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or
naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited
yvou?” And the king will answer them, Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of
these who are members of my family, you did it to me.” Then he will say to those at his left
hand, You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and
his angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing
to drink, T was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me
clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.” Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when
was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did
not take care of you? Then he will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to
one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.” And these will go away into eternal
punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” (Matt. 25)

What is significant about this parable is that it shows that our concern for the poor, the vulnerable, and
the marginalized has to do with our spirituality. In the parable, those who are called to account for not
caring for the weak and the vulnerable are surprised to learn that their inaction in responding to their
plight had direct consequences to their own destiny. It is even more interesting that those who did
respond positively were unaware that they are performing a religious duty but did so because they were
compassionate people. In other words, responding to those at the margins of society is ultimately a
spiritual question; the care for the vulnerable for them was a natural response and did not come out of
any desire to acquire merit or to fulfill a religious duty. They were surprised to learn that in serving the
vulnerable, they were in fact serving God.

The Body and its Parts: An Image of Life in Community
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It would be appropriate to end this section with a vision of a society that Paul expresses in his first letter
to the church in Corinth:

e
Indeed, the body does not consist of one member (part or organ) but of many. If the foot would

say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a
part of the body. And if the ear would say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the
body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where
would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be? But
as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If all were a
single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are many members, yet one body. The
eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “T have no
need of you.” On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are
indispensable, and those members of the body that we think less honourable we clothe with
greater honour, and our less respectable members are treated with greater respect; whereas our
more respectable members do not need this. But God has so arranged the body, giving the
greater honour to the inferior member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but
the members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together
with it; if one member is honoured, all rejoice together with it. (1 Cor. 12. 14-26)

This image of the body is used by Paul not so much to talk about society in general, but about the church.
And the issue that he is addressing here has to do with controversy within the Corinthian church over
inferiority and superiority of spiritual gifts. Yet, the image of the body can be safely applied to our
concern for the vulnerable in society. Paul insists that one member or part of the body cannot say to
another, you do not belong to the body because you are not who T am. He goes further to insists that
all parts of the body are equally important for the body to function, and that the most vulnerable parts
of the body need to be protected and honored.

When applied to the larger issue of society, Christian concern for the vulnerable in society does not arise
primarily out of compassion, or even as a religious duty. Rather it is based on the conviction that we all
belong to the one human community, and that God has created us with many differences but as equal
to one another; we all share the worth and dignity given to all human beings. Paul says that if one part
of the body suffers, all suffer, and if one part of the bodyv is honored all are honored. In other words,
our concern for the vulnerable is based on the conviction that they are part of us, knit together by God
into a human community.

The concern for the weak, vulnerable, the poor and the marginalized in South and South East Asia needs
to arise from a vision of unity of the human community where we are responsible for one another. This
would be the elaboration of the basic commandment Jesus gave to his followers: Love your neighbor as
yourself. We do not want anyone to be in a plight where we do not want to be. Therefore, we dare not
be silent or inactive about the vulnerable among us.
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Islamic Sources

in Support of Citizenship

INTRODUCTION

Within the context of the historic transformation witnessed by the Middle East and North Africa region,
and because pluralism has become a defining reality of public life within the globalized world and in
individual societies, it has become incumbent upon the fugaha (Muslim jurists) to partake in clarifying
the concept of citizenship with its inclusive relation to diverse affiliations, through a sound
understanding and comprehension of the jurisprudential legacy, the historical practices and the changes
that have taken place in the world. Thus the fugaha are called upon to be aware of the problems of their
homelands, and conscious of their causes and their nature so as to interact with all and also elaborate
jointly the new concepts of coexistence within the framework of citizenship and its values. This actually
demands transcending of the self, and recognition of cultural and religious diversity and respect for the
other, to guarantee freedoms, and to partake in administering political, economic and social life in a
manner removed from all forms of violence.

1 DEFINITION OF CITIZENSHIP

Citizenship has assumed various manifestations in history, and has settled in our times on a principle
of an interactive relationship between the individual and the state, based essentially on a system of rights
and responsibilities involving two parties, where the state, is the cornerstone of safety for the individual,
and the arena of his political allegiance, and a departure point for his voluntary connections which go
belong the ties of kinship and ascriptive affiliations in terms of religion or race, and a vital ground for
his effectiveness and self-fulfillments, and a field of his freedom and self-expression.

In this sense citizenship assumes the attribute of connection to a human group that inhabits a single
land, which does not necessarily belong to a single ancestor or a collective memory or a single religion.
It is rather joined together by a common system of values that is anchored in a total legal foundation,
through which societal life is underpinned by a constitution, regulations and laws, on the basis of rights
of rights, obligations, common values, principles of exercising authority, the management of public
affairs and decision making, where the individuals partake in all of this. It is akin then to a cooperative
society to which its members belong in a voluntary and contractual sense, where the person joining it
today enjoys the same rights that the oldest member enjoys. We are speaking then of a citizenship that
is only actualized inside and through the state. Moreover, the modern state does not emerge except
through a citizen in the individual and societal sphere. Thus each is actualized through the other. The
value of citizenship in the modern concept is opposite to the historical context that is rooted in race or
religion or commeon history. Thus diversity itself is today considered a principal value, and through it
harmony is achieved through interaction between the various particularities to attain the overriding
interests of the group, by effectuating the common humanity and neutralizing the element of exclusion,
while also excluding the element of racial purity which leads to classifying the citizens into levels as was
the case with the Romans or Arabs in the pre-Islamic age of ignorance.
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The environment of citizenship today is represented in two covenants which govern the new citizenship
contract. The first is an internal covenant which is the constitution of the country which represents a
contract between all the citizens, for it assures justice and the rights of individuals and groups on the
basis of the principle “no damage inflicted, no damage sustained.” The second is a universal covenant,
which is the United Nations Charter and its annexes such as the Human Rights Declaration and
international conventions, which are presumed to be based on a humanitarian and values dimension,
rationally validated and commended, and are not in conflict with religion.

2 ISLAM AND CITIZENSHIP

The formation of the horizon of modern citizenship was actualized as a result of a gradual
transformation of consciousness related to the reality of governance, authority, society and the
individual in the history of societies. This means that the current concept of citizenship constitutes an
expression of a special moment of time, which we arrived at due to the influence of previous events and
will continue on the journey so as to develop to respond to the horizon of another age. Citizenship is a
concept that grew in history, not independent from it, but to be defined by it and to be one of its
manifestations at the same time.

Even though the founding historical moment of Islam does not include this concept in its current form,
this does not mean that Islam opposes this form of political definition of the individual and his
relationship to the homeland, nor does it conflict with the advancement of his being so as to be highly
effective and strongly present in public life. In fact, it may be said that Islam, as a Divine revelation
addressing Man, and urging him to shoulder the responsibilities associated with determining his future,
bears a discourse that goes beyond its initial founding moment, and unleashes signs pertaining to the
particularities of the reasons for revelation, which leads us to believe, that contemporary citizenship lies
at the heart of the purpose of Islamic Jurisprudence as expressed in the Quranic revelation, and the
discourse of the Prophet. This is something that we can construe in more than one Quranic or Prophetic
proof.

The first Muslim society is known to have been a mixed society, as attested by historical narrations.
Hence, there is Qays Bin Shammas - a companion of the Prophet — whose Christian mother died,
whereupon the Prophet, Peace be upon him, permitted him to attend her funeral mounting a beast in
front of her. And there is Abu Wael whose Christian mother dies, whereupon he asked Umar Ibn Al-
Khattab who tells him the same thing. Also there is the story of the mother of the faithful Safiyyah God
be pleased with her, who bequeaths some of her wealth to her Jewish brother. Hence, the constitution
of Medina expressed the contractual concept of citizenship, governed by a pact or constitution, and
establishes the unity of the nation and solidarity and respect of diversity and equality in rights and
duties. The said Constitution refers to the Jews of Bani "Awf as “a nation jointly with the believers,” and
that for the Jews is their religion and the Muslims theirs; that the Jews must defray the costs of their life
and the same applies to the Muslims; and that they are in alliance against those against the Constitution.
This explains why leading Muslim Ulema have defended the citizens and their rights despite their
different religious affiliations. Hence, Imam Awza’i defended, in the second century Hijri the Christians
in Lebanon, and the same was done by Imam Zarouq regarding the Jewish minority in Morocco, and
Imam ‘Iz Bin Abdel Salam defended the Copts of Egypt during the Crusade wars,

Today, we are in need of a modern reading of the concept of citizenship in the context of reality and in
light of Islamic Law to remind ourselves of the general principles that constituted the building blocks of

54



deduction of principles. This process takes place by connecting individual principles and precepts with
general precepts, which are based on contemporary truths based on contemporary realities or the
exigencies of place and time. In addition, in order to elucidate the general principles that were
ambiguous or absent underneath the sands of time. Thus old jurisprudential deductions were sound in
their particular time, and some continue to be so, while the new deductions based on a sound basis are
valid as well; for they are to an extent like old mathematics which used to provide correct solutions for
their time. While modern science today provides sound solutions that are suitable for the age. Reaching
the aim based on the jurisprudential apprehension of reality and expectation is merely a renewal or
modernization of figh, and contextualization rooted in time connotes a review of numerous legal rules
across time to render them suitable for the age.

3 GUIDELINES TO THE PUBLIC AFFAIRS
ARE A COLLABORATIVE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

1

The Quranic verse: “You are the best of peoples ever raised up for mankind; You enjoin what

is right and forbid what is wrong and believe in Allah.” (Quran 3:110)

The verse refers to a virtue specific to the community of believers from among the followers of the
Prophet, not due to attributes inherent to them, but due to their cooperation on the commanding of
good and the forbidding of evil within the ambit of human community. And good is not confined to
the pure moral act, but is rather related to all that accomplishes the interests of society and which spreads
civilization and development in it. Moreover, evil is related to all that engenders the corruption and
destruction of society. This means that the trajectory of governing the affairs of society is not confined
to political authority, but is rather a societal affair that is actualized in the form of the cooperation and
mutual support of the members of society, and their right according to the Quran to intervene in case
the ruling authority is deerelict in performing its duties, or its causing corruption or the forfeiture of
the public interest.

1

The Quranic verse: “And those who have responded to their lord and established prayer and

whose affair is [determined by| consultation among themselves, and from what We have
provided them, they spend.” (Quran 42:38)

The verse describes the situation of the believers, where the performance of all their affairs, including
governance and public affairs takes place based on consultation between them. And shura
(consultation), in its most fundamental connotations, is a practical measure to effect voluntary
agreement between the will of the individuals that is free and voluntary, to manage and implement
public affairs. This indicates that governance and the various administrative and public affairs are a
subset of shura between Muslims, in their capacity as citizens, This emanates from their wills and their
right to express their opinion and partake in all that relates to managing public affairs. Hence, shura
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here is not restricted to determining the ruler, but also includes the exercise of authority itself, and the
necessity for the decisions of authority to be inspired by the spirit of shura, which connotes laying down
an effective mechanism for involving all members of society in decision making.

1

The Quranic verse: “So by mercy from Allah, [O Muhammad], you were lenient with them.

And if you had been rude [in speech] and harsh in heart, they would have disbanded from
about you. So pardon them and ask forgiveness for them and consult them in the matter. And
when you have decided, then rely upon Allah. Indeed, Allah loves those who rely [upon Him].”
(Quran 3:159)

The verse emerges within the context of the command to the Prophet to consult the believers in all
public affairs. And notwithstanding the fact that the Prophet is in the belief of the Muslims infallible
and is perfectly guided by God, the Divine Revelation asked the Prophet to involve his followers to
dispose of the affairs which affect their life. This embodies an indication of a God given right for every
person to express his opinion in all that relates to public affairs, and this represents a right that is not
amenable to nullification or alienation or restriction. This was manifest in the conduct of the Prophet
and his words to his companions on more than one occasion “advise me” and his words “you are more
knowledgeable than me in the affairs of your world,” and this is indicative of the Islamic tendency to
deepen the involvement of the members of society in disposing and management of public affairs. And
while the right to express an opinion in front of the Prophet is legitimate and required, according to
Quranic logic, then giving due regard to this right is obligatory for other than the Prophet from among
rulers and those vested with authority.

e
The Prophetic saving repeated by all Muslims: “All of you are shepherds and all are

responsible for their flock.”

The mentioned hadith underscores the necessity for each person to shoulder his responsibility, as if he
were a shepherd or ruler managing all the affairs of society, even if he were not a ruler or possessor of
the jurisdiction to issue orders. This reflects the extent to which Islam goes to involve the individual in
public affairs, and the necessity for his shouldering the responsibility, and to consider them a vital arena
of his life activity.

1

The hadith unanimously accepted is: “The example of the believers in their affection, mercy,

and compassion for each other is that of a body. When any limb aches, the whole body reacts
with sleeplessness and fever.”

The hadith shows that managing the affairs of society is not a process undertaken from above by an
authority that is separate from society and the will of its members. Rather, it essentially involves the
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participation of all persons, and unconditional and unrestricted partaking in public affairs, alongside
mutual solidarity with a view to achieving the public interests and good of all the citizens. Thus, public
affairs are not the responsibility or a right confined to political authority, but are rather a societal matter,
which ought to be engaged in through the cooperation and mutual support of all members of society.

14
The Prophetic hadith: *The best Jihad is fo speak a word of truth fo a tyrant ruler.”

The Prophetic hadith indicates the importance for the individual to be a part of the political process,
and the necessity of intervening to prevent any disturbance or malfunction to which society may be
exposed, even if such necessitates engaging in a verbal confrontation and debate with the unjust ruler.
In the hadith there is a powerful reference to an acquired right of the individual, which is not just
confined to engagement in public affairs, but also encompasses opposing deviation that may be
perceived in the regime and the ruler. This confirms that society is the point of reference for authority,
and that governance is a societal affair that may be changed and modified for the better.

1

There is the saying of Imam Ali Bin AbiTaelb: “It is necessary for people to have a commander,

whether righteous or corrupt, who rules the believer and is enjoyed by the unbeliever, who
collects taxes and fights the enemy, and through whom roads are secured, and the weak are
defended against the strong.”

This saying reflects the understanding entrenched in the minds of the companions of the Prophet that
a state is a necessity, and that a society without a state leads to anarchy and disintegration, The
foundation of this state is justice, the safeguarding of rights, and order. And while the state is necessary
in all the conditions of society, authority is not absolute or contingent and restricted by tasks and
functions, which represent the basis and source for any legitimate political action.

CONCLUSION

Based on the foregoing, it would be possible to emphasize that the Islamic approach to citizenship
underlines the following:

First: The activity of the individual and his exercise of responsibilities are not outside of the realm of
the public arena. Hence, there is no meaning to individual freedom that is divorced from the interests
of society, and that is outside of the public sphere which brings together the individual with other

people.

Second: The management of public affairs is a subset of public consultation which opens the way to all
to express their opinion and grants the right to each individual to partake in decision making.

Third: Consulting people is obligatory for authority, and the latter should give due regard to the results
of such consultation. This underscores the fact that the right of obeying authority is secondary after
fulfilling the condition of shura (consultation} and is nullified by its absence. Hence, there is no value
to an arbitrary political decision, or an impulsive ruling, and actually, the soundness and the politically
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binding decision is predicated on the consent of the people that emanates from consulting and involving
them in decision making.

Fourth: The necessity of the state and its continuity, and that a society without a state is a society of
anarchy and disintegration.

Fifth: The state must safeguard the interests of society and the rights of individuals and achieve justice,
Those are purposes which render the state subject to the standards, norms and values of society, and
the points of agreement reached between its individuals. This is what renders the powers emanating
from them, powers that are contingent and limited by the achievement of these aims.

These principles in combination constitute a framework that is an incubator of the contemporary
concept of citizenship, and an impetus for Muslims to adopt and innovate best procedures and practices
for involving individuals in public life, and to provide means for enhancing their effectiveness and
presence in the public arena. This is completely harmonious with the overall purposes of Islam.
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Islamic Sources

in Support of Fundamental Freedoms

INTRODUCTION

The fundamental freedoms such as the freedom of belief, religion and expression represent the
cornerstone of the modern societal structure and civilizational development that is based on respecting
the dignity of each individual and his uniqueness within the context of citizenship and equality of all.
Those freedoms do not become an actual value in human life except upon the completeness of
consciousness of them, and the social, political and when cultural conditions are present which are
consonant with their requisites, and provide to them the causes of their actualization and rooting in the
conduct of people and the system of their relationships. Hence, it would not be possible to visualize
those freedoms separately from the system of societal values and the religious teachings reinforcing
them. Therefore, that freedom cannot be envisaged as separate from societal norms and the religious
teachings which reinforce them. Hence, this freedom has no meaning when the individual is hostage to
a closed societal environment that is governed by fanaticism and prejudice and is devoid of a margin of
diversity of personal choices. Or when the individual exists within a political system restricted by a
system of doctrines of discrimination between citizens.

The Quranic text and the Prophetic discourse, carry indicative signs, and fertile dialogues, concerning

the existential choices of Man and the major wagers of his life, in addition to supplications which touch
the deep question of his being. And revelation does not expropriate the responsibility of Man, in his
individual and collective striving, to produce his existence, and does not release him of his mission to
build his reality. This is why the Quran evokes the major human bets in life, and places on people the
burden of the responsibility for forming their destiny, and indeed it places on Man the burden of

shouldering the trust of the world in its entirety, as stated in the Quranic verse: “Indeed, we offered the
Trust to the heavens and the earth and the mountains, and they declined to bear it and feared it; but
man [undertook to] bear it. Indeed, he was unjust and ignorant.” (Quran 33:72), Bearing the trust here,

does not signify the adoption of a previously defined external trajectory, but is rather an intrinsic
attribute of Man, and an inner creative capability, and a spiritual energy that pivots around the twofold
choice of good and evil. This is what was affirmed by the Quranic revelation when it considered human

existence on earth as a vicegerency granted by God: “And [mention, O Muhammad], when your Lord
said to the angels, Tndeed, I will make upon the earth a successive authority.” They said, ‘Will You place
upon it one who causes corruption therein and sheds blood, while we declare Your praise and sanctify
You? Allah said, Tndeed, I know that which you do not know.” (Quran 2:30)

1 FREEDOM OF BELIEF AND RELIGION

If we look at the way the Quran has dealt with the details of the relationship of the Prophet with non-
Muslims and non-believers, we would find that the emphasis on non-compulsion is the hallmark of this

discourse. The Quran states: “And had your Lord willed, those on earth would have believed — all of
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them entirely, Then, {O Muhammad], would you compel the people in order that they become
believers? ” (Quran 10:99), and this clearly indicates that the act of compulsion in faith is abhorrent,
irregular and contrary to human nature and the religious message. And to become a believer, even if
the religion is extremely clear, it has to be voluntary and by choice, and should not occur contrary to
nature and the logical requisite of faith, which would not be genuine except by virtue of a deep inner
yearning.

As for the Quranic verse: “There shall be no compulsion in [acceptance of] the religion. The right course

has become clear from the wrong. "(Quran 2:256), we find that it establishes a general principle that is
not amenable to negation or exclusion or restriction, namely that embracing any religion must be
voluntary and out of free choice. Thus this verse is considered the governing principle and the point of
reference for defining the position of Islam towards anything connected to personal conscience. In this
context, the negation of compulsion in religion, is not confined to physical coercion, but includes all
facets of moral and psychological pressures, through restricting earning a living, or the practices of
social ostracization which are produced by religious fanaticism in facing another religious fanaticism,
or moral pursuit of individuals who decided not to embrace the faith of the majority in society, through
harassing on grounds of being misguided or even treason, and based on sectarian or religious
discrimination in public life. All of these are considered as facets of compulsion which drive a particular
person to embrace a particular religion or faith, not by virtue of religiosity or entering a religious trial,
but by virtue of preventing damage or achieving particular interests.

As for the Quranic verse: “And say, The truth is from your Lord, so whoever wills —let him believe; and

1

whoever wills —let him disbelieve. " (Quran 18:29), it contains a reference that the call to faith, is valid

to the extent that it does not exceed the limits of communication and dialogue aiming to persuade and
influence, and it is impermissible to coerce and pursue non-believers, otherwise faith would be external
and based on inward hypocrisy. Thus the Divine Revelation explains that the message of the Prophet is

confined to notification and apprising: “But if they turn away — then We have not sent you, [O

Muhammad], over them as a guardian; upon you is only [the duty of] notification. " (Quran 42:48).
Thus, the Quran defines the role of the Prophet as a reminder and warner, rather than a person who

imposes upon people what they should believe. “So remind, [O Muhammad]; you are only a reminder.

You are not over them a controller. "(Quran 88:21-22). In fact, the Declaration of Azhar on freedoms'
affirmed freedom of belief based on the true teachings of Islam, and it added that in view of this principle
coercion to embrace religion is prohibited, as is persecution or discrimination, for each person in society
is entitled to embrace the ideas that he wishes,

Thus, freedom of belief and conscience complements the freedom of worship and the practice of
religious rituals, It is for this reason that religious freedom is not guaranteed by merely recognizing
freedom of belief, but it also necessitates respecting the right to worship in accordance with the
teachings and doctrines of the religion of a person. This implicitly recognizes the right to establish places
of worship and all that is associated with them and the engagement in religious rituals in an individual
or collective manner, and to maintain them to fulfill the needs of the group and to assure harmony and
mutual respect between all communities, and to assure public order. In this connection the Holy Quran
warns of destroying places of worship, and this particularly includes monasteries, churches, temples

! |ssued on 8 January 2012.
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and mosques. This implicitly means the duty of respecting and protecting all places of worship, as
regards all the sects without discrimination. The Quran says: “[They are] those who have been evicted
from their homes without right - only because they say, ‘Our Lord is Allah.” And were it not that Allah
checks the people, some by means of others, there would have been demolished monasteries, churches,
synagogues, and mosques in which the name of Allah is much mentioned. And Allah will surely support
those who support Him. Indeed, Allah is Powerful and Exalted in Might.” (Quran 22:40).

Whatever is said about the harsh actions perpetrated between the Islamic schools of thought, or against
non-Muslims, it is necessary that those actions be placed within their particular historical framework,
and to be understood as expressive of the mentality prevailing in those particular times, rather than
being an expression of the spirit and values of Islam. Actually, Islam in its total and general discourse
unleashed human freedom, while concurrently placing a trust and responsibility commensurate with
the freedom. “And had your Lord willed, those on earth would have believed - all of them entirely. Then,
[O Muhammad], would you compel the people in order that they become believers?” (Quran 10:99).

2 FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

Responsible freedom of expression, from an Islamic perspective, constitutes one of the requisites of
achieving human dignity. And according to the Holy Quran freedom of expression is one of the
blessings bestowed by God on humankind, as stated at the outset of Surat Al-Rahman: “The Most
Merciful, Taught the Qur'an, Created man, [And] Taught him eloquence.” (Quran 55:1-4) Azhar
declaration on freedoms states that “freedom of opinion is the mother of all freedoms, and it is manifested
in free expression of opinion using all means of expression such as writing, verbal communication, artistic
production and digital communication, and they are an aspect of social freedoms which go beyond
individual freedom to include the formation of political parties and civil society organizations, and also
include freedom of the press and audiovisual and digital media, and the freedom to access the information
necessary for expressing an opinion.” And the concept of freedom of expression also entails the ability to
criticize constructively, while also respecting religions, their symbols and rituals. Ience, it is not
anybody’s right to stir sectarian animosities or bigotry in the name of freedom of expression, even
though the right to academic opinion underpinned by evidence, and within specialized circles, and
distant from sensationalism is guaranteed under the aegis of academic freedom.

The Azhar Declaration also refers to and affirms the freedom of expression in the context of literary and
artistic creativity. Hence, in addition to creativity in academic research, there is literary and artistic
creativity represented in the various literary genres such as poetic and dramatic singing, story narratives,
theatre, autobiography, visual and plastic arts, cinematic, television and musical arts, and other forms
that are created in all those arenas, which demand a margin of freedom and independence to grow and
flourish. Actually, the humanities and arts all aim to develop an awareness of reality, the stimulation of
imagination, and the refinement of the aesthetic sense and the human feelings while expanding their
horizons and to deepen the human experience of life and society. Moreover, they sometimes criticize
society and visualize what is of a higher order, and all actually enrich language and culture while
energizing imagination and developing thought, while giving due regard to higher religious values and
moral virtues.
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3 DIALOGUE AND RESPECTING DIFFERENCE

The freedom of belief, religion, opinion and expression are the true manifestation of democracy, and
requires raising the new generations according to the culture of freedom and the right to difference and
respect for the other, These represent the responsibility of those working in the field of religious, cultural
and political and media activity, with a view to forming a public opinion that is characterized by
tolerance, broad horizons, and which relies on dialogue and the negation of fanaticism. To achieve this
it is necessary to evoke the civilized traditions of tolerant Islamic thought about which a leading Muslim
jurist says: “My opinion is correct that may entail error, and the opinion of others is wrong which may
entail correctness.”

Hence, the only way to fortify those freedoms is to educate people in dialogue and its ethos. Moreover,
respecting those freedoms entails extirpating the impulses of exclusion and considering others as
apostates, while rejecting the orientations that condemn the beliefs of others and attempt to inquisition
the consciences of the believers in those beliefs. In reality, the Holy Quran calls for a dialogue with all
that is open, ethical, and that is based on respect: “Say, "Who provides for you from the heavens and the
earth? Say, ‘Allah. And indeed, we or you are either upon guidance or in clear error.” Say, You will not
be asked about what we committed, and we will not be asked about what you do.” Say, ‘Our Lord will
bring us together; then He will judge between us in truth. And He is the Knowing judge.”™ (Quran 34:24-
26) And also to desist from attacking what others worship: “And do not insult those they invoke other
than Allah, lest they insult Allah in enmity without knowledge. Thus We have made pleasing to every
community their deeds. Then to their Lord is their return, and He will inform them about what they used
to do.” (Quran 6:108) And for a person to communicate his message with wisdom and good and sound
argument, as the verse states: “And do not argue with the People of the Scripture except in a way that is
best, except for those who commit injustice among them, and say, ‘We believe in that which has been
revealed to us and revealed to you. And our God and your God is one; and we are Muslims [in submission]
to Him.”

of other religions, especially the People of the Book, that is the Jews and Christians: “Say, ‘O People of

{Quran 29:46). Moreover, the Quran calls for finding a common ground with the adherents
the Scripture, come to a word that is equitable between us and you — that we will not worship except Allah

and not associate anything with Him and not take one another as lords instead of Allah.” But if they turn
away, then say, ‘Bear witness that we are Muslims [submitting to Him].”” (Quran 3:64).
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Islamic Sources

in Support of Vulnerable Communities

INTRODUCTION

The twin concepts of minority and majority branch out from the special concept of the political system
in terms of managing public affairs, coexistence and assuming authority, and the means of exercising
and sharing power. Actually, the political quarter, whether an individual or a political party, which
obtains majority support in accordance with the various means for achieving this through shura
consultation and the elections which produce representatives of the people, attains power, and exercises
its decisions and options in a manner responsive to the desire and inclinations of the majority in serving
the public interest. However, political tension emerges, when the exercise of power in its procedural
form, turns into the despotism of the majority over the minority, whereby it dictates to it its decisions
and preferences, and exposes its interests to peril, and excludes it from partaking in public decisions.
This is precisely what drove political thought to lay down additional parameters for the management of
public life in a manner fostering social cohesion, civil peace and coexistence, which are not confined to
the means for reaching authority, but also include the methods of its exercise, and to formulate the
necessary guarantees for involving all segments of society in the decision making process including the
minority irrespective of the smallness of its numbers. In reality, authority within the context of
citizenship and the management of public affairs is not the possession of, or the control over a party or
a portion of society, but is rather a public arena in which its benefits and interests are distributed among
all the members of society equally.

The issue of majority and minority assumes a critical and tense status, when it assumes a cultural
signification or a religious classification that is sharp, whereby the social solidarities are formed on a
political basis, but in accordance with religious or sectarian, or ethnic or familial affiliations, which
narrow the space of common and unifying values, and convert politics from competition, interaction
and discussion inside the public sphere, into an arena of conflict and a field of ascendancy and
hegemony strategies between the manifold affiliations, and an action of subjugation by the numerically
superior groups of the other minorities.

Hence, the relationship between the majority and the minority, or between the manifold affiliations
inside society, is defined in accordance with the principles of political organization, and the prevailing
system of rights. Thus to the extent that those principles and system reflect the manifestations of the
various groups inside society, and express a general societal agreement around it, to the extent that the
identity of society is a complex identity that intrinsically recognizes the particular identities and assures
their continuance, and the political arena is an interactive and complementary sphere between the
various components of society.

The pattern of imperial rule (empire} predominated in the political entities that preceded the model of
the nation-state, where the state has a specific religious identity, where dispensing the affairs of this
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religion is a part of the responsibilities and functions of the state. This renders the religious ideclogy a
necessary part of the terms of belonging to the nation and availing of all the rights of citizenship, which
means that the holders of the beliefs that differ from the official state religion have diminished
citizenship rights, and do not avail of rights equal with others from among the citizens. This is a situation
which was according to the mentality of those ages natural and does not require explanation or
justification. This necessitates for us to understand the political arrangements in the founding age of
Islam and the periods of political rule that ensued, and it would not be possible to evaluate the past in
accordance with modern political standards and norms, or the current legal principles, given that they
express a modern and contemporary level of consciousness, most of those material elements were
absent, and their intellectual frameworks missing.

Therefore, it is imperative for us to differentiate between the logic of the religious discourse, and the
particular political system which was current and followed in a particular historical period. That is, we
must differentiate between the actual rule which can only emerge harmonious with the mentality of the
age of its application and that of the people of that age and their consciousness on the one hand, and
the distant horizon of the religious stipulations and the logic of the deep discourse which it bears. That
is why we are helped by an approach that differentiates between the religious authority practiced in a
particular age, and the horizon of the Quran which is open to all ages, to understand and conceptualize
the issue of minorities according to an Islamic perspective.

1 CONSTITUTION OF MEDINA AND THE
COMPREHENSIVE SOCIAL CONTRACT

The document ot Medina, which was merely a contract akin to a social contract concluded by the
Prophet, with manifold segments of society in Medina. Those segments consist of various tribes and are
of manifold religious creeds. The constitution stipulated that all the inhabitants of Medina constitute a
single nation or Umma and are obligated to defend each other against any outside aggression.

The significance of the document lies in its recognizing the importance of all the constituents of society,
including those groups which have a religious belief that is different from or competitive with Islam at
the time, namely, the Jewish groups. Moreover, it departs from the premise that the general consensus
is a frame of reference for the legitimacy of the authority and its jurisdiction to issue commands. In this
is a significant indication that the political authority derives its reality and nature from society, and its
legitimacy is not consummated except upon garnering comprehensive social support. Hence, the
religious minorities are not any more extraneous components of the political system, but are rather
indigenous components, where it is not just sufficient to give due regard to their religious rights, but
actually, their political right to being a partner in managing public affairs should be recognized.

Besides, the Constitution provides a concept of the nation that goes beyond the religious identity, and
considers it the product of internal voluntary agreement between all the elements of society, which
means that the document establishes a palpable differentiation between political affiliation, which is the
foundation of belonging to the Urmmma, and religious affiliation which pertains to the individual quest
for salvation pivoting around the relationship between Man and His Maker.
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Chapter 5

NGOs &
CIVIL SOCIETY



The Role of NGOs and Civil Society Groups

NGOs and Civil Society organizations are non-profit, voluntary organizations of concerned citizens,
who come together and act independently of government influence. They move away from political
and institutional goals and embrace only the cause of the people. Although governments contribute to
their budgets, they act mainly with the support of donations from those who wish to participate in their
mission. Almost exclusively, the NGOs and Civil Society groups work towards relief and rehabilitation
of the refugees, displaced persons, and the upliftment of the poor, and the vulnerable. They engage in
advocacy work on a number of issues such as human rights, concern for the environment, the rights of
children etc.

Most religious traditions qualify the definition of an NGO. In fact, the World Council of Churches,
representing more than 350 churches in over 100 countries is the largest registered NGO with the
United Nations working closely on most of the humanitarian issues. Religions for Peace (WCRP), in
which most of the religious traditions participate, is also a significant NGO with the United Nations
and carry out considerable amount of advocacy work on peace and disarmament, environmental issues,
and on behalf of the vulnerable in different parts of the world.

1 THE ROLE OF NGOs AND CIVIL SOCIETY IN
SOUTH AND SOUTHEAST ASIA

There are numerous NGOs and Civil Society groups already working in most parts of the South and
Southeast Asia bringing relief to people, and advocating the cause of people who had been denied their
rights, who had been made refugees and displaced persons. There are also groups advocating the cause
of women, children and minority groups that are oppressed.

If you are a person or a group that is dedicated to the issues we have discussed, you should seek to join
one of the NGOs or a Civil Society group. It is not possible to be involved in all the issues that we face;
therefore, you should choose the one about which you feel strongly. You should also financially support
the NGOs and other groups that volunteer their time and energy to help the vulnerable.

2 THE IMPORTANCE OF NGOs AND THEIR ROLE IN
SOUTH AND SOUTHEAST ASIA

Among many others, one might highlight five major reasons why the NGOs and Civil Society groups
need to play a major role in the South and Southeast Asian Region:

1. Most of the South and Southeast Asian countries have large populations, and governments of
these countries do not have sufficient resources to cater adequately to all the needs of the people,
like housing, health care, education and so on. Most people and communities have to find ways
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to fend for themselves and supporting them to cater to their own needs is a vital role the NGOs
can play.

2. There are many communities in the region that have become vulnerable because of their status
within the caste system, tribe to which they belong, religion they embrace, or because of their
gender etc. The governments are not adequately equipped to deal with these issues, or vested
interests prevent governments from taking adequate actions. Advocacy for justice in all these
situations need to be the role of the NGOs and the Civil Society groups.

3. In some countries, it is the governments and their policies that discriminate and marginalize
groups of people because of their ethnicity, religion etc. These groups have no hope of looking
to the governments to provide remedied. Their only hope for help, and advocacy on their
behalf, is in the NGOs and Civil Society groups.

4. Almost all communities are often uninformed about the situation around them or are unaware
of the injustices suffered by some of the communities within the nation. Raising the
consciousness of the people to the realities around them, bringing some measure of education
for justice, peace and fairness is a role that the NGOs and Civil Society groups should undertake.

5. One of the strengths of the NGOs and Civil Society groups is that they are not only beyond
government control but are also not affiliated to any political ideology or religious belief. The
only condition to play a role in an NGO is that one must volunteer oneself to work for an
identified cause and is willing to work with people who may not belong to their particular ethnic
group, religion, or political persuasion. Therefore, they provide the opportunity for people
belonging to different religions and ideological persuasions to work together for the well-being
of the whole community. Participation in these endeavors based only on one’s love,
compassion and concern for those in need of help is perhaps one of the ways in which one can
grow and mature in one’s own spirituality.

In the Christian Scriptures there is a statement attributed to Jesus, when he saw the crowds and felt that
“they were harassed and helpless like sheep without a shepherd.” The text says that he “was moved with
compassion for them” and said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful. But the laborers are few;
therefore, ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into the harvest” (Matt. 9. 36 -37).

Qur situation is South and Southeast Asia is not dissimilar. There are many who are harassed and
helpless and need help, but the laborers in the field of compassion and justice are not sufficient to meet
the needs. More of us needs to join the effort to make life more humane in our region.
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The Role of Religious Communities

We have discussed above the resources available in four of the major religious traditions prevalent in
South and South East Asia to deal with some of the fundamental human rights and other related issues
faced in the region. It is important to note that other smaller religious traditions of the region, like
Jainism, Sikhism and the spiritual traditions of the tribal communities also hold values that can enable

the process.

However, the religious resources available in the teachings and scriptures of the religious traditions are
of no value unless they are expressed in the life of the individuals and communities that belong to these
traditions. In fact, religious teachings are not end in themselves; they have been given in order to shape
the lives of individuals and communities so that the society as a whole would have the benefit of living
in justice, peace and harmony. One of the major problems we face in our day is the enormous gap
between what is taught in the religious traditions and what is seen in the life of persons and communities

that claim to belong to them.

Therefore, enormous responsibility rests on religious traditions to find ways to reclaim their
responsibility as those that foster spiritual values in their adherents. Fortunately, South and South East
Asia are among the regions of the world where religious traditions have a firm hold on most of their
followers. Religious institutions and leaders still have the respect and support of the people, and hold
the possibility of making a significant impact on their lives and conduct. Therefore, in this concluding
section we need to turn to the role religious traditions can play in making South and South East Asia a
more just, compassionate, and peaceful region. Among many others, here we highlight seven areas

where religious traditions can play a significant role.

First, all the religious traditions have formal and informal ways of teaching its followers. Religions look
upon teaching the vision or visions of the original founders as one of their main responsibilities. In
view of the issues we have discussed, religious traditions need to examine the nature of the formation
they bring about in their followers through their teachings. Do they uphold values that promote justice,
compassion, peace and harmony or do they fall short of these ideals? Do they help the community to
have in inclusive, open and hospitable approach to others or do they make them exclusive, sectarian,
and judgmental? What do they teach to their followers about those that are disadvantaged and become

vulnerable for different reasons?

Second, recognizing that religious teachings and scriptures can be twisted and interpreted to promote
hatred and violence, how far are the religious leadership willing to strongly and openly reject the misuse

and abuse of their religious traditions for narrow political, social or economic advantage.

Third, serving those in specific needs, pushed to the margins of the society, and in poverty has been
encourage in most religious traditions. Often these are taught as compassionate actions that are
meritorious in their personal religious search. Religious traditions need to go much further to interpret
their concern for, and support of the poor, needy, vulnerable, and the marginalized as acts of solidarity,

that is based on the affirmation of the oneness of the human community.
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Fourth, where a community or a government treats another community unjustly, or deny its rights,
freedom of conscience, the right to practice one’s belief, religious traditions, as institutions, should
protest and act to bring about justice. In other words, religions should recover their role as the
conscience of the nation and the guardian of the noble values that should govern the common life of

the nation.

Fifth, religious traditions need to make special efforts to instill in the minds of its adherence a positive
approach to plurality. They need to teach that ‘different’ does not mean “wrong’, but different; that the
existence of different races, ethnic groups, religious persuasions and cultures is not a threat, but a reality,
and can enrich the life of the community. In so doing, they should enable their followers to stand up

for those whose rights are violated on the basis of ethnicity or religious beliefs.

Sixth, religious traditions today need to be in conversations and dialogue with each other. Overt, visible
and sustained relationship between leaders of different religious traditions, and where possible, between
people of different traditions, give opportunity to know each other, to understand the issues faced by
different religious communities, to discern the possible areas were conflicts might occur, to speak with
one voice where injustices are perpetrated by a particular community or by the state against the
vulnerable, Where possible they should engage in common action to seek to alleviate the suffering of

those subjected to the injustices discussed in this volume.

Seventh, recognizing that the institutional dimension of religion is unavoidable and may be necessary,
religious traditions still need to re-present themselves as spiritual forces that uphold, support, and seek

to foster spiritual values that militates against all forms of violations of human life, rights and dignity.
Conclusion

There is an on-going debate in many parts of the world on the future of religious traditions.
Will they survive the onslaught of the secular, materialistic culture prevalent in our day? Will they
continue to elicit the loyalty and support of future generations, or will gradually decline and perish? In
the long history of humankind, many persons have predicted the demise of religions, but they are still

here with us.

The real question, however, is not whether religions will continue to exist, but whether they will
continue to be relevant. This the more serious question. It would perhaps be right to say that the
relevance of religious traditions would depend on whether they are able to provide the resources needed
to confront the vexing questions of our day. This volume seeks to show that there are indeed resources
within the religious traditions to address the pressing issues we have discussed above. Lifting up these
resources and applying them to the problems we confront is the challenge facing every religious person

and all religious institutions.
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