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Working towards religious understanding
By: (Fri, 28 Jan 2005) 

RELIGION  is seen as a sensitive issue for Malaysians, cautiously highlighted in the media yet much 
discussed in the warongs, kopitiams and cafes of the nation. 

But, as the president of the Malaysian Consultative Council of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism and 
Sikhism, V Harcharan Singh explains to JOYCELYN LEE in a frank and no-punches-pulled interview, 
it's all about promoting understanding and awareness and highlighting the human element. 

theSun: What is the role of the Malaysian Consultative Council of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism 
and Sikhism (MCCBCHS) within Malaysian society? 
Harcharan Singh: The MCCBCHS was established for the purpose of maintaining harmony among the 
religions and bringing about understanding of religious and social issues. 

And if there are any matters that are likely to create some kind of fear or other negative feelings or 
attitudes in Malaysian society, then the Council will approach the appropriate authority or organisation. 

For the last 23 years, since we were established, we have been meeting with the government, the NGOs 
[non-government organisations], both Islamic and non-Islamic, and highlighting issues and collectively 
trying to find solutions to these issues. 

[The MCCBCHS president's post within the council is rotated every two years among the representatives 
of the member religions.] 

Why isn't Islam represented in the MCCBCHS? 
That is the question that everybody asks. But, according to the Federal Constitution, Islam is the religion 
of the country. So the government has taken the responsibility of looking after all Islamic affairs. 

When the government is in charge, nobody from an NGO can represent Islam. It is the government... the 
policies, the implementation... so we cannot have anybody who can speak authoritatively about the 
implementation of policies for the religion. 

The other religions are represented by their own denominations that can give their opinions, whereas 
there is no Muslim scholar or person who can speak on behalf of Islam. And the government does not 
want to join an NGO. 

Doesn't that make it somewhat difficult when it comes to formulating policies where issues of religious
freedom are concerned, especially since it is such a sensitive issue? 
That makes it very difficult, in fact [shakes his head]. This issue has come up at various levels of 
discussion and we sometimes do not know whom to approach when there are issues. 

Sometimes, we are asked to see JAKIM [Department of Islamic Development Malaysia] or IKIM 
[Institute of Islamic Understanding Malaysia]. Sometimes, we go and see government ministers who say 
they will do something. 

Sometimes, some of our suggestions are taken and acted upon. But still, the exclusion or staying away of 
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a Muslim NGO does not make it easy. 

The first thing is, it creates an impression that we are purposely excluding Islam. People ask, why is a 
major religion not included. But that is neither our intention nor within our power to include or exclude 
[sighs]. 

We have been trying to overcome it by writing, say, to the Prime Minister or to the Home Minister, when 
we have, for instance, matters relating to religious conversion and the problems arising from that. 

Conversion is one thing, but there are many problems arising from that. Family problems, religious 
problems, social problems. That is the one issue that we are unable to resolve. And that is one of the 
major issues. 

Where conversions are concerned, in cases where the judiciary is already involved, how does the 
MCCBCHS figure in helping to resolve these problems? 
The Consultative Council takes its position in two ways. Firstly, there are many individuals who have 
converted to Islam, for personal reasons like marriage. 
But later on, if the marriage has broken down, they come and see us. 

In many cases, we take up the issue, push the authorities, we have seen the Attorney-General on this issue.

We have said that such things create a lot of problems and we have given them actual, concrete examples 
of people converting and the problems it creates. 

The other thing is, like the Shamala case, where matters went to court, the Council appointed [a lawyer to
hold] a watching brief on its behalf. 

In this case, the judges allowed the lawyer to speak, realising the importance of the case and the position 
of the MCCBCHS as the major non-Islamic religious organisation representing a vast majority of 
non-Muslims. 

[Last year, Shamala Sathiyaseelan sued for custody of her two children, whom her estranged and now 
Muslim husband had converted to Islam without her consent. 

The court eventually gave her custody of the children, with a caveat that she would lose custody of them if
she influenced their present beliefs as Muslims.] 

We have intervened in other cases as well, and appointed lawyers for watching brief.

There has been a number of news reports lately of the Islamic religious department conducting raids 
and rounding up youths. There was also a recent story about the Malacca 4B Youth Movement, which 
intends to deploy snoops to spy on young people engaged in 'immoral activities'. In the news reports, 
the organisation said it would first focus on Muslim youths and later, non-Muslim youths. What is the 
MCCBCHS's stand on this and how will it handle this situation should it arise?
If non-Muslims are affected by these raids [by Islamic departments] and the Council gets to know of it, 
the MCCBCHS will definitely take some action and give our opinion on that kind of behaviour, of people 
with self-righteous attitudes and condemning others. 

We have seen actual cases where this kind of raids have produced very negative attitudes among the very 
people whom they are trying to correct and those people who think themselves self-righteous and appoint 
themselves the guardians of people's morals have also been involved in these kinds of things. 

This is a human problem. The Council is against this. Whatever education is to be given on this, should be
given in the schools, the madrasah, the temples and the mosques. 

If there is any infringement of any laws, the police are there. This is our view. No religious organisation 
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should take it upon itself to go and spy on people's behaviour. This is actually condemned in every 
religion. 

You do not go looking for the faults of others. If they are being immoral, they will suffer. If they are doing 
something illegal, the police and the proper authorities are there. 

Like what was reported in the Malay Mail the other day, how the youths were rounded up. If only you ask 
their feelings and their parents' feelings... the whole country feels bad about it. And it creates not only 
problems for the people involved, but also for society and for the government. 

But do the authorities listen to organisations like the MCCBCHS? 
When our Council speaks, it speaks with the authority and backing of many religions and people. They 
definitely do listen, but whether they actually implement what we suggest, that we are unable to monitor. 

When we have issues, we speak fearlessly on them, and we highlight whatever problems - religious or 
social or even political sometimes. Definitely, the government listens to us. We are represented on the 
National Unity Panel. 

We definitely do carry weight, but to what extent their implementation... that is something we are not so 
sure of. 

There has been much debate about this question, but it has to be asked. Is Malaysia an Islamic state? 
If it is, does it not violate the social contract enshrined in the Federal Constitution? 
The MCCBCHS's view is that Malaysia is NOT an Islamic state. Article 3 of the Federal Constitution 
states that 'Islam is the religion of the Federation but other religions may be practised in peace and 
harmony in any part of the Federation.' 
That's all. 

So from that simple assertion, the wrong interpretation has been placed, that Malaysia is an Islamic 
country. It is neither in law nor in form an Islamic country. 

At the time the social contract was agreed upon, the population was almost 50:50, Muslim and 
non-Muslim. Since then, the ratio has been shifting. 

Just because the ratio is now 60% Muslim and 40% non-Muslim, this cannot automatically go against the
provision agreed to by all parties in the Constitution.

Everybody has been deriving power from the Constitution, whether [it is] the federal or state 
governments or even NGOs. 

Article 11 of the Federal Constitution guarantees the right of every individual to profess and practise the 
religion of their choice. Religious freedom is in the Constitution. 

So, any violation of the actual agreement, that will not be for the long-term good of the country. 

Malaysia has been promoting itself as a moderate Islamic nation throughout the world... 
The current Prime Minister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi has said that he is the PM of ALL 
Malaysians, Muslims and non-Muslims.

And the authority of the government is derived from the Constitution, from the social contract, which says
freedom of religion. And their [treatment of] others' religions must be also fair and just. 

The Council has taken note of this, and we have been trying to make our people understand that... we are 
working on it. 

That's why nobody has got up on stage... made a hue and cry, although many people feel very unhappy, 
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both at our attitude of peaceful persuasion and the government for declaring that Malaysia is an Islamic 
country, for joining the OIC [Organisation of Islamic Countries, now known as Organisation of the 
Islamic Conference], which was done earlier and nobody objected then.

Why do you think Malaysia sees the need to define itself, especially over these last several years, as an 
Islamic nation? 
This is also our difficulty. We are unable to understand it, the actual factor that is driving Malaysia to 
stress so much on Islam in both the local and international arena. 

We definitely feel very uncomfortable that a government chosen by people of all religions should pursue 
just one religion. 

We are unable to say for sure... we can conjecture... we have our opinions, based on what's happening in 
the world and in the country but... I don't want to say any more. 

How do you think MCCBCHS and the government can work together at this point in time to promote 
greater religious tolerance and freedom in Malaysia?
The Council has taken the chance to see the top leadership. Within the last year, we have seen the former 
Governor of Malacca, the Yang DiPertua of Negri Sembilan, also the Sultans of Kedah and Pahang, the 
Regent of Perlis, and we have met the Mentris Besar [or Chief Ministers] of Sabah, Sarawak, Terengganu
and Negri Sembilan. 

And when we meet them, we actually report to them on what is happening on the ground, and how we can
help the state governments. Up to now, the Sultans are mostly taken as being the Sultans of Malays when 
they are actually the Sultans of all the citizens in the state. 

So, that is the kind of awareness we are trying to create, both among the royalty and among our people, 
that we must respect the royalty the same way the Malays do, as they are the fountainhead of the state. 

That is the approach the Council has been taking. And then, they also give instructions to their officers... 
to help. The Mentris Besar are also understanding and helpful. 

So, that is the way the Council has, all through the years, been trying to create understanding among the 
leadership and on the ground. 

The Council will discuss the issues and then the heads of the denominations will pass the word to their 
people. That is our stand always, until today. To create understanding and awareness. 

We are not happy about the word 'tolerance', because tolerance is only temporary and negative. You 
tolerate for some time... but you are not desiring it and do not want it. 

What we really need is religious understanding and acceptance. And our emphasis is that all religions 
give the same kind of guidance for proper living as an individual, as a member of society, as a member of 
your religion and as a citizen. All religions do this. And this is what we should promote. 

The human factor should be highlighted. Especially, for instance, the recent events - the tsunami. 

Everybody and anybody can be affected. [It] does not mean you would escape if you follow a certain 
religion. So, as human beings, we should take the human approach. Then, there will be great 
understanding. 

We should not emphasise that only one religion has all the tools. That only the people of that religion are 
faithful. 

The negative attitude to others of other religions... that those who are not of their religion are not faithful, 
not so good... that is the kind of understanding or attitude with which people are wrongly fed. Although 
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people try to emphasise this for good, it creates negativity. 

What we are saying is, please, at the government level, even on the religious levels, during the sermons, 
emphasise the values that religion teaches and how a person who holds the values can be good for 
society. 

If everyone follows the values, automatically, society will. But when emphasis in the media, any media, is 
only on one religion, the other citizens do feel either neglected or not equal. 

There are a lot of people unhappy with us for not openly expressing their fears. But if you openly express 
it... 

But we do have a leadership which is very understanding. They do take note of what the Council says. 
Slowly, there is some way of changing, be it through Islam Hadhari or something else... 

So what the Council is trying to do is work within the system...
Within the system, yes. That is the first thing... is how the Council has always worked and is still working 
this way. Everything must be done within the system. 

But even working within the system, when we meet people, we don't mince words. We tell them actual 
situations, how a conversion of a person from one faith to another creates social and family problems. 
And we give actual examples. 

And, in this country now, we have many examples, where a person changes their religion to become a 
Muslim for marriage. Some cases, when the marriage has not taken place, there is no way the person can 
come back to either their original religion or some other religion. 

There is no ruling provided for this problem. That is what the Council has been pushing for - a way must 
be found to overcome this growing problem. 

Until today, there is no law. But we have been told by Islamic scholars that there is no such prohibition in
Islam, where a Muslim cannot change his religion. 

What can the government do to resolve the current situation of, as you mentioned, uneasiness, within 
the non-Muslim community in terms of religious freedom?
We have written to the Prime Minister to see him. There is also a proposal to form an inter-religious 
council and that council should have members from all religions, including Islam, and government 
representation. 

Then, they should listen to people's problems and make appropriate recommendations to the government. 
And the government should regulate and resolve the problems. That is our approach. 

But there was a proposal to form an inter-religious council some time last year. The meeting was 
apparently boycotted by some Islamic NGOs. What happened? 
Yes, there was a boycott. But we are nevertheless pursuing it. And we have formulated a Bill... which will 
be discussed. Our steering committee has agreed with it. 

We are going to have a two-day seminar next month where we will talk about the need for the Bill, and 
the need for the government to take note and take action on the things we have discussed. 

After that, we will forward the proposal to the government. 

Religion in this country is also highly political as well, as for instance, in the case of PAS. Can such 
situations promote religious tolerance, understanding and awareness? What can the Council do to 
promote understanding in such situations? 
See, our approach has been this. We have seen the PAS leadership on this issue. We met with the former 
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Mentri Besar of Terengganu, Datuk Hadi Awang, and met with the PAS Committee, and we have 
highlighted this situation to them. 

So, frankly stating, the situation is this: religion is being used as a political form. PAS is using religion, 
saying that as Muslims, they are 'special', exclusive people, and must have exclusive rights for everything.
But they are all citizens of the country, all come under the Constitution. 

And, of course, the government is also looking for votes. And one of the easiest ways is to emphasise 
religion and religious factors. 

Somehow, religion in this country has been made into an emotional issue. It is very unfortunate. The 
Council has taken note of this and we have been trying to detach this... how to detach? 

Very difficult. But, do not, please, do not use religion as a political tool. 

If you use that, if you have to emphasise one religion, anything negative about the religion creates lots of 
negative feelings among people. 

Use the religious practices and the rules and the values for proper administration, for proper personal 
conduct, for proper social conduct. Don't just use religion... there are so many things... it is so 
emotional... 

So, our Council tries to balance things. There was a booklet out a few years ago on Malaysia Sebuah 
Negara Islam, [and] the Council took a very strong stand on it. The book was withdrawn. But... we view 
these things with great dismay.

In your opinion, does Malaysia have a religious divide of Muslims and non-Muslims? 
If you go by perceptions... the government has always been emphasising one religion only. If some other 
religions are mentioned, it is only a justification... 
'We are really tolerant, we allow others their religion... '

The question of 'allowing' others, that does not arise. If you hold power, the power given to you is given 
under the Constitution, given by all the people to you. 

So the question of whether Malaysia is a model Islamic country and 'allows' others... is very negative and 
should not be used. 

All that should be said is that 'We are a constitutional country, a constitutional monarchy, and everything 
- rights, duties, responsibilities, obligations - are all enshrined in the Constitution. And we are following 
the Constitution.' 

That is what should be told. Once you emphasise one religion, automatically, there is a perception that... 
all the people are following the religion. 

And the thing is, in any true actual Islamic state, non-Muslims can never be equal to Muslims in their 
rights and privileges. And as Malaysia has equal rights enshrined in its Constitution, it is not an Islamic 
state. Nor should it be. 

With all these negative perceptions - of religion being used as a political tool, religious issues being 
brought up in secular courts - where do you see Malaysia going in terms of religious freedom? Are we 
on the right path or do we have problems? 
We are having problems. And the Council views this with dismay, that the future does not look as bright 
as we had hoped. And, with the judiciary, we have not been able to get justice based on law. 

Our Council is very fearful that if perceptions are not corrected, then the future... [sighs, looks down] I 
do not know what it will be like. 
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But the present government, and the present Prime Minister... the administration is taking a positive 
attitude towards all Malaysians. 

And we are hoping that, with his authority as a Muslim scholar and as Prime Minister, and with justice, 
Malaysia will find some way of overcoming this. 

How bad do you see the problems to be? 
At the moment, it's very bad because we are facing a wall! Because we don't know where to go. Because 
when it is a conversion, nobody seems to take responsibility. 

All we are told is, once you have converted, that's the end of it. When you converted, you were told this. 

Our issue is, this is an inter-religious kind of problem. They said, no, no, no. Once the person becomes a 
Muslim, it is an intra-religious issue. So you should not interfere. 

So, that was also the attitude of the people who boycotted the inter-religious conference. Any issue 
relating to any Muslim, whether born or converted, it is between the Muslims. 

We say, it is not so. Because they have previous lives... and families.

I give you an example. See, like Shamala's case. Husband converts. Wife doesn't convert. Children are 
automatically converted.  So, that creates an inter-religious problem.

We have a person, girl or boy. Converts for the purpose of marriage. The marriage doesn't take place. 
And he or she then wants to marry someone else, cannot! So, where do we go to resolve this? 

What they are doing, most other people are going to other countries and converting now. If they can 
convert in other countries, why can't they convert here? It's not a religious requirement.

What we are saying is, this is a growing problem. 

If you want people to inter-mingle, if you want better integration of the people, then you must allow a 
two-way street. If someone wants to become Muslim, welcome. 

But if someone wants to leave Islam voluntarily, there shouldn't be any impediment. There should not be 
one-way traffic. 

Sardar Singh, the views you have expressed are very strong. But do you think people, Malaysians, 
really want to hear what you've spoken about? 
There are many Malaysians who want to hear that. There are more Malaysians who are asking 'Why are 
you not openly expressing this situation'. Politicians? Their perception is based on how their votes will be
affected. 

Definitely, people want to hear. This is not something that is hidden. It is not anything secret. Everybody 
knows. Everybody talks about it. The only thing is, we don't shout it from the rooftops. 

The view is, that any conversion is against Islam. The Council's view is we are neither against Islam, nor 
for or against any other religion.

It is simply religious freedom, and we are saying one should be free to practice one's religion, whichever 
religion that is, and follow those values for personal living.

--- end ---


