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Living in Harmony Through Dialogue

I’d like to focus primarily today on the importance of dialogue between different ethnic groups with an emphasis on interfaith dialogue.  Interfaith has become a crucial component of any discussion on ethnic relations as a direct result of the September 11 terrorist attacks.  These events surged religion into the foreground as a source of identity and the challenge that lies ahead for us is how to promote harmony and minimise polarisation along religious lines.

I will speak briefly about the origins of ethnicity, how we identify ourselves ethnically and how we perceive others.  Also the importance of maintaining ethnic diversity without falling into the trap of separatist or exclusionist policies that serve only to divide.  I will address how September 11 thrust religion as an identity into the international spotlight and the responsibility that we have to ensure this does not lead down the path of prejudice, intolerance and fear.  The key to achieving peace in this new environment lies in intercultural dialogue that includes an element of interfaith.  Understanding the differences that exist and allowing these differences to exist without threat to any other individual or group.  The basis of interaction between people of different faiths should be the dignity of mankind, which itself is a basic premise of all world religions.

What then do we mean by “ethnic”?
When we hear the word ethnic we have a general understanding of what is meant.  A simple definition would be “of or relating to people grouped according to a common racial, national, tribal, religious, linguistic, or cultural origin”
.  There are two factors to consider in any discussion of ethnicity.  One is the way in which a person or group associates themselves with a particular ethnic identity and the second is how members of different ethnic groups perceive each other.

This is particularly relevant to Australia, where 6 million people have migrated since 1945.  As a result, about one-quarter of Australians is overseas-born, and a similar percentage has an overseas-born ancestor, ie he or she is a second-generation Australian.

Ethnic idenitiy in a child is formed by the collection of conceptual and emotional inputs from parents, family, school, peers, media, cultural organisations to name a few.  Apart from physical appearance and bodily functions affected by the genes, none of the factors that shape one’s identity is inherited.  The environment determines linguistic affiliation, values system, sense of belonging and other ethnic identity determinants (eid’s)
.  So the socio-cultural environment has a very real effect on the development or lack thereof of an ethnic identity.

The point I would like to make here is the significant degree to which our broader society influences ethnic identity.  The social environment can either stifle identities or it can serve to foster and encourage diversity, hopefully without dividing or segregating any ethnic community in society.  This is not just a challenge for government to achieve, but also for society as a whole, families, individuals, groups and organisations to work towards.

Sometimes we also assume that a person only belongs to one single ethnic group which is not always a valid assumption.  There are instances where people perceive themselves to belong to two or even more ethnic groups.  This could be the result of children of mixed marriages or second generation children raised in a different country of origin to their parents. For example, there are many individuals who see themselves as Australian Italian or Australian Egyptian. This is importnat as it means the emerging of new identities, identities that are different to the parents who may identfiy themselves as Italian only or Egyptian only. It is important that these individuals discover their unique identity and feel comfortable with it, even if it means being different in some ways to their loved ones. 

The need for interfaith dialogue 

But there is also another way of identification and that is through faith. In such cases, we hear people say I am an Australian Indonesian Muslim or I am an Austalian Chinese Hindu etc. This adds another dimension of identity that complicates the way we relate to society and how society relates to us. 

It would be impossible to deny that the events of September 11 did not impact on every corner of the world. Undoubtedly, one of the most significant impacts the terrorist attacks had on the world was the emergence of faith as a dominant source of identity.  Historically a person’s identity tended to be based on their ethnicity or cultural background, but in the post-September 11 period religion emerged to the foreground as an identity factor.  Today for example, more Muslims are identifying themselves by their faith over their ethnicity partly because of the black-and-white treatment of the Western world of Muslims. All of a sudden, it made no difference how religious one was, people were identified as Muslims because they looked like Muslims. It is due to this way of identifying that there was an increase in attacks on Arabic speaking Christians as there was an assumption that they were Muslim as well. There was also an increase in attacks on Sikh men  as they were being mistaken for being Muslim due to the wearing of the turban.  

For the most part, the increased identifying with faith has been a positive development as it has jolted many people into seeking a more solid understanding of their particular faith but it has also jolted many people to better understand the faiths of the people they share communities with.  

Unfortuantely, whilst faith as a source of identity is a positive development on the one hand, it has also produced a negative result - that being the use of faith to polarise and emphasise differences rather than similarities. 

Unfortunately, there are cases of extreme individuals and groups inciting hatred and animosity towards others based on their religious identity.  People who engage in this type of activity usually achieve their goals through fear of the “unknown”.  Often what we don’t understand or what we know little about causes us fear, apprehension, mistrust and inevitably conflict.  Muslim women have been the target of this hatred especially since they are so visible with the wearing of the hijab. There has been a report of increased verbal and physical abuse on Muslim women since September 11. The abuse has varied in its seriousness and types. There have been women who have been too scared to leave their homes because they did not want to risk being a victim of abuse. 

The important objective here is to eliminate misunderstandings, work to eliminate racism and encourage interaction and dialogue within society. If we remove the “unknown” then we go a long way towards achieving understanding and eventually peace and harmony.

Interfaith dialogue is the ideal vehicle for removing fear of the “unknown”.  It provides opportunities for representatives of different faiths to see each other as human beings, discuss their own and each other’s beliefs and practices and in doing so foster understanding and relationships.  The major advantages of interfaith dialogue include:-

· demonstrating how different faiths can live together harmoniously

· enhancing understanding, good will and a sense of community between people of different faiths

· exploring and learning about each other and our faith traditions

· sharing knowledge and insights with others

· working together to achieve common goals

· supporting each other in times of difficulty

and more importantly to provide a frame reference to shape one’s identity. This was noticable in the Youth Encounters project which Affinity Intercultural Foundation was part of. The high school students who participated in this project, improved their self identification once they knew students of other faiths. They began to see what they had in common and what they did not have in common, which is an imprtant analysis that needs to be done, to crytallise ones  identity in their mind.

People who engage in interfaith dialogue are then in a position to inform their respective communities about the beliefs and practices of other religions.  They can share knowledge and awareness of the issues people of different faiths may experience.  They are in a position to encourage shared projects in the commuity and address issues as they arise.  They can help other people better understand their neighbours.  Eventually this will help lead us back to the ideal of the dignity of mankind that I mentioned earlier, where every individual has the right to dignity, respect, tolerance and understanding.

Rather than drawing battle lines and excluding people of different faiths from events, activities and forums, we can achieve so much more from speaking to each other and including rather than segregating.

In Australia both the federal and state governments are supporting interfaith dialogue to different degrees.  It was encouraging to see the Interfaith Dialogue held in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, on 6-7 December last year co-hosted by Australia.  Foreign Minister Alexander Downer said at the time 

“I think we are setting an example...to the world that it is possible to get representatives of all of the major religions together and for them to sit down and to talk about common values that they share, which all of those faiths have, and then to transmit their positive values to the people who follow those different faiths around the region.”

President Yudhoyono of Indonesia stressed that the solution to world conflict was not to deny the reality of our differences, but to affirm a deeper, greater and more important reality, which is our common humanity.  This is perhaps the greatest goal and potential acheivement of interfaith dialogue.

The challenge now is to see committments like this followed through on.

There is no doubt that Islam and Muslim’s have been under the spot light over the last few years whether it be because of September 11, the Taliban, Iraq or other events that have been captured by the media. This has lead a number of Muslim organisations such as Affinity Intercultural Foundation, AFIC, MWNNA, Al-Ghazzali Centre, FAIR Australia to become active in eliminating misunderstandings. Such organisations are committed to interfaith dialogue, enabling thousands of people to better understand one another. These organisations need continuous support to be able to continue the good work they do. 

The future of interfaith dialogue

When looking at the future of interfaith dialogue a Christian colleague of mine commented,  “Interfaith dialogue presumes some understanding of one’s own faith and I am not sure many people in the wider Australian community, outside regular church attendees, would have sufficient knowledge of their Christian (nominal only) faith traditions.” The same argument could most definitely be put forward for individuals of all faiths. This ‘dilemma’ will mean that projects which focus on issues of common concern such as environmental and social issues, will grow in number as one does not need to be ‘religious’ to have interest and concern in these areas, since theology and principles of faith do not need to be explained and discussed.

Nevertheless the request for wanting to understand different faiths are growing

in the Australian society. Therefore, it seems that the panels, forums,

conferences and talks will continue to grow in number and size. But it may also

mean that interfaith subjects will be taught at schools and be popular university

subjects. It would be natural for the government to show further interest and

support in this area.

The government would benefit from these initiatives because it will ideally

mean a harmonious society, which will resolve a lot of the problems that are

experienced within society such as racism and discrimination. There is concern

for the longevity of the interfaith movement due to the nature of people

involved who are all volunteers initiating and running the projects. For

interfaith activities to have real long-term benefit there is a need for funding

support on a long-term basis. The continuous availabitlity of grants to

implement such positive projects is also essential.

In conclusion, the future seems to hold great projects and initiatives in the area

of interfaith dialogue, as the organisations of different faiths, continue to make

their plans and set new short-term and long-term goals. A consensus is

emerging in the world at the moment. This concensus is the conviction that

interfaith dialogue is an essential human activity now and in the foreseeable

future. Peace and social harmony depends on our mutual understanding of

diversity and acceptence of diversity in a globalised world where people of

diverse religious and racial backgounds interact with each other on a daily basis.
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