MUSLIM’S ROLE IN PROMOTING
INTERFAITH DIALOGUE IN INDONESIA!

Musdah Mulia?

Islamic tradition of interfaith dialogue

Islamic tradition has a glorious history of interfaith dialogue. Prophet of
Islam, Muhammad (pbuh) has set many examples of dialogue, both verbal and
written. The prophet (pbuh) entered into a dialogue both with the followers of
revealed religions and idol worshippers.

The prophetic dialogue was also accompanied with the establishment of a
tradition of cooperation on common human grounds with followers of other
religions. To institutionalize this cooperation, the prophet (pbuh) concluded written
agreements with followers of different religions which can serve as models of
cooperation and coexistence for the pluralist societies of today. We witness the
first ever instance of the Prophet’s activism for cooperation with others in acts of
goodness and to undo excesses and injustice, in Mecca, when he was yet to be
bestowed with the prophethood. He (pbuh) became part of this agreement, called
‘Hilful Fudul’, and accorded so much importance to it that even after he was
granted prophethood.

After migrating to Madina, the Prophet (pbuh) in order to establish peace,
stability and a civil society based on human rights, concluded a deal with the
Christians, Jews and mushrikin (idol worshippers) which is recorded in history as
mithaq-e-Madina (Madina Pact). The most striking feature of the Pact that has a
very meaningful relevance to our own socio-political situation in this era of
globalization. He has accepted all the religious entities represented in the Pact as
forming one single Ummah (people). The Madina Pact accepts religious freedom
as a core value and right and guarantees equal rights and obligations of all the
participants in the Pact in matters of the State. This also establishes the principle
that the religious differences of a society or people do not put any obstacles in the
affairs of the state and its defense against any external enemy.

The Pact of Hudaibiyah also forms a great landmark in the Islamic tradition
of interfaith dialogue. This Pact which was concluded with the Muslims, doing it
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seemingly lying down, paved the way on one side for the suspension of hostilities
against Muslims and for opening interaction and negotiations with different
religious groups on the other. These negotiations facilitated the processes of
mutual understanding and coexistence becoming a reality as well as created
conditions for an unobstructed propagation of Islamic teachings.

The fourth most important initiative taken by the Prophet (pbuh) having
utmost relevance in the context of the present interfaith dialogue is his Last
Sermon which was addressed not only to the Muslims but also for all human
beings. It is very interesting to note that The Sermon is containing the basic
principles of human rights in Islam in the most lucid language. The Last Sermon,
the khutba hujjat al-wida, not only constitutes the first ‘Charter of Human Rights’
but also provides a firm ground for peaceful coexistence and promoting interfaith
dialogue.

All these four models of the Prophet’s (pbuh) acts of peacebuilding through
interfaith dialogue, Hilf ul-fudil, Madina Pact, Pact of Hudaibiyyah, the Last
Sermon, contain a very clear guidance that can help us in the process of initiating a
model of interfaith dialogue in the present day pluralist societies, a dialogue that
will have a set destination, clear principles and strategies, gentle and persuasive
language, leading to the establishment of a universal human fraternity where
human beings will be free from all form of discrimination and violence based on
creed, colors, race and religion.

The role of Indonesian Muslim in interfaith dialogue

There are many Islamic organizations which voice the importance of peace,
democracy, and human rights on behalf of Islamic teachings. Among other is the
two biggest Islamic organizations, namely Muhammadiyah (established 1912) and
Nahdhatul Ulama (established 1926), these two organizations are very actively in
promoting interfaith dialogue in Indonesia. In addition, the most prestigious thing
that progressive Muslim scholars have done is the efforts of reinterpreting Islamic
teachings, despite the fact that the attempts of those groups have often received
much opposition and resistance from radical groups or the groups who maintain
the conservative religious values that very often make no accommodation to the
reality of plurality in Indonesia.

In many cases, Muslim in Indonesia which is actively involved in promoting
interfaith dialogue and proposing religion for peace, demands that the government
eliminate all regulations and public policies which are discriminatory against
minority groups and cause ignorance of the civil rights of the citizen. Muslim



prominent figures always promote observance of civil rights, including the right of
religious freedom for all citizens and observance of human rights without taking
account of religion, ethnicity, nationality or gender differences.

The principles of interfaith dialogue

In my experience, promoting interfaith dialogue must begin from the
principle of acceptance of others. For me, this principle of acceptance of others is
very important in promoting interfaith dialogue and must be instilled in society,
particularly through education in its widest meaning. | do believe that interfaith
dialogue is an attempt to overcome all forms of prejudice in religious society.
Dialogue participants believe that up to a certain point, faith can be discussed by
human beings, among human beings and communicated by language. In short,
faith is dialogical. Faith is dialogical first, between God and human beings; and
second among human beings. In this context, | do believe that interfaith dialogue is
not only possible, but also necessary to engender an appropriate understanding of
other religions. Through dialogue, each side understands the problems faced by
other religions and so there emerges a feeling of sympathy and empathy which
motivates a desire to work together and to overcome their problems.

There are many forms of interfaith dialogue that can be carried out by
multifaith communities. | propose a form of dialogue in action where the actions of
supporters of interfaith ideologies are used to transform the community to become
a more just and humanitarian society. In other words, enlightenment and
transformation at a personal level is not enough. Dialogue participants have to
make social transformations and this transformation must be carried out across all
religions. Therefore, we can still rely on religions, as a vehicle to govern
someone’s individual spiritual relationship with God and social relationship with
other people, to use them as a force for transformation for individuals and
communities in order to gain common progress in all aspects of life, including
peace, justice and welfare.

There seem to be four fundamental principles that must be fulfilled in
establishing interfaith dialogue. First, the principle of humanity. Frankly speaking
as religious community we tend to take on the position of God, by acting arrogant
and being judgmental. In all honesty, we tend to judge and find fault in others
instead of devoting ourselves to each other and caring for each other. We always
claim to be in the right and others are always wrong, misguided and infidels. As a
result, religion-based wars and conflicts become the main stories in the media.



In living together, we must always maintain our position as human beings,
not as God. Our duty is to contend for goodness, and leave judgment on whether
our devotion is acceptable or not to God. So, our task as humans is only to try our
utmost to do good as much as we are able to do. And then we leave everything to
Him. We don’t know who among us will be saved, who among us will have our
devotion accepted, only God knows that.

Secondly, the principle of one family. As religious community we must
consider other people, of whatever faith, as our brothers and sisters, as part of one
family. We must realize that we all come from the same origin, namely from God,
although we call Him by different names. All of us come from the One and
because of it we are family. This affinity can become a force that has
unprecedented meaning in building peace among different human beings. This
kinship will give birth to love and affection among us, and in turn, eliminate hatred
and hostility. A sense of affinity will generate sincere respect and appreciation for
others. Because of this feeling of unity, there is a sense of caring and a desire to
help each other.

In my experience, this feeling of kinship and being of one family will
distance us from behaviors of violence and crime. If we feel pain when we are hit,
then we will not hit other people. This feeling of affinity will eventually lead us to
social solidarity. We don’t want to see other people in trouble or in pain.
Ultimately, we will realize that, as brothers and sisters, we have a common enemy.
The enemy of all religions is no other than injustice, oppression, greed, ignorance
and poverty. Once we have this awareness, as people of faith we can work together
to eradicate the common enemy. We can work together to rid the world of
injustice, we can cooperate to eliminate oppression, greed, ignorance and poverty.
Doesn’t cooperation and working hand in hand make our tasks much easier and
less arduous?

Thirdly, the principle of democracy. As religious community we should
actively promote the principle of democracy. Democracy stems from respect and
appreciation for other people. The essence of democracy is respect for the nature
and dignity of human beings as noble beings. In a society that upholds democracy,
all citizens are treated the same in the eyes of the law. The terms majority and
minority don’t exist. All communities have the same basic rights, which is to live
as human beings.

In a democratic nation, we must not be anarchic. Even if other people
commit sins, we should not take the law into our own hands. Leave it to the law



enforcers to punish them accordingly. In this context we should urge the state and
the government to enforce the law fairly and take a neutral stance. There should be
no public policies or legal decisions that are discriminative to any groups,
especially to minority groups. The fact is that in a country, the government is often
unable to be impartial and neutral, especially towards religious minority groups.
This discriminative attitude can be very dangerous and may well become the
starting point of numerous conflicts and humanitarian tragedies. In a nation with
such a heterogeneous population in regards to religion and culture, such as
Indonesia, the government should take a more prudent stance and apply the
principle of human rights regarding religious freedom. Religious leaders should
actively create and promote religious interpretations that are democratic, that
emphasize on the principles of tolerance and pluralism, and gender equality.

Forth, the principle of religious pluralism. One of the major problems faced
by religious community in this era of globalization is religion-based conflict and
violence, both internally as well as between different religious communities. Why
do conflicts happen? It is because religious community no longer lives in isolated
blocks, but interacts with each other so it is very possible that frictions happen with
the potential to cause conflict. The relationship between inter-religious groups is
not always peaceful. Religion-based conflicts and violence frequently occur in a
number of areas. Religion-based conflict and violence usually occur as a result of
growing politics of identity. In other words, it is the mobilization of religious
identity for the political interest of certain parties.

In order to achieve peace and harmony in living together, all parties in
society should adopt a tolerant and pluralistic attitude. Tolerance is the ability to
constrain oneself and one’s emotions in order to minimize and eliminate potentials
of conflict. Meanwhile, pluralism is much more than tolerance. Pluralism is the
willingness to recognize differences and accept diversity as a natural force in life to
subsequently be committed to build solidarity and cooperation for the sake of
peace and harmony. Pluralism must be built upon a principle of love, caring,
equality and the recognition of human dignity. Pluralism urges for the fulfillment
of human rights, including women rights.

Pluralism is a process of active seeking of understanding across lines of
difference. To sum it up, pluralism does not mean that one has to shed one’s own
religious identity and disclaim one’s own commitment to the religion embraced,
and it also it doesn’t mean syncretism that one mixes teachings of different
religions. The core of pluralism is the strong commitment to build a synergic
relationship with each other in order to ensure peace and harmony. When one is a



pluralist, it does not mean that one does not recognize the existence of religious
differences, because such differences are natural, intrinsic, and given and can’t be
avoided. But such religious differences can become the source for a healthy inter-
religious relationship as a uniting force, and not as a divider that threatens certain
religious identity and culture. Pluralism is built upon a foundation of inter-religious
dialogue.

Pluralism can be achieved, at least through two activities: The first one is
that intensive dialogue. The problem is the dialogue between people of different
religions has been too frequently done but it is not effective. Why? Most dialogues
end at the level of elites, which means only among prominent religious leaders at
the national level. So, dialogue should not only be carried out among the elite, but
should be done at the “grass root” level. It must involve all elements of society,
namely youth, women, entrepreneurs, cultural and educator organizations.
Moreover, the process should involve marginalized groups.

And also, the topics of the dialogue should be based on the crucial issues in
our society such as eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; achieve universal
primary education; promote gender equality and empower women; reduce child
mortality; improve maternal health; combat HIV/Aids, malaria and other diseases;
ensure environmental sustainability; eliminate all form of violence and corruption,
and develop a global partnership for development. Through this dialogue, those
different religious communities learn more about each other, and this will
subsequently lead to a better understanding between them. Mutual understanding
ultimately leads them to seek common factors between the different religions to be
then rendered as the foundation for living together in peace and harmony.

The second form is participatory activities. This strategy must be carried out
following dialogue. Through participatory activities, religious leaders and religious
communities from different religions are able to experience living or working
together. This can be realized in the form of, for instance, a jamboree, or in
activities involving the provision of humanitarian aid or medical aid for victims of
disasters. The experience of living or working together will open the minds of
different people and encourage them to eliminate all forms of prejudice and to
eradicate all the tendency to stereo-type other groups.

Some barriers in the implementation of interfaith dialogue



There are at least four barriers in the implementation of interfaith dialogue in
Indonesia. First, the cultural barriers. A number of studies on interfaith dialogue in
Indonesia explain that the main obstacle in upholding interfaith dialogue is cultural
barriers. Indonesian people still holds firm the values of gender inequality,
feudalism and intolerance which are not conducive for the implementation of
interfaith dialogue.

Our society still holds firm the values of patriarchal culture, which are not
conducive for the principle of democracy. The indicators of such culture, among
others, are: Our society still adheres to beliefs that give preference according to
sex. In all matters men have the advantage over women, boys have priority over
girls. This culture is deeply interwoven in society and introduced into all aspects of
life, such as in education, economy, and politics.

The patriarchal culture obtaining in the society indoctrinate that husband is
the leader of the family. The man is the master, the boss of the household. As a
consequence to this is that woman is no one but a maid, a domestic servant whose
place of activity is never away from the kitchen. So, decision making at home also
places the right in the men’s hands. As a result, many women do not have the
liberty of choosing their leader or rather of taking part in making important
decisions in their life.

Secondly, the structural barriers. Structural obstacle in the form of
discriminative public policies and laws, particularly towards women, minority
groups and vulnerable people. The ICRP has recorded more less 147
discriminative regulations in regards to the implementation of interfaith dialogue.
As long as those laws are permitted to prevail, there is always a strong potential for
violence and conflict in society.

Let me elaborate some of discriminative regulations. First, the regulations on
the Citizenship states only six religions that are acknowledged by the state. So,
until now, the government only recognizes the fulfillment of civil rights for the
congregations of these six religions. Of course these regulations are absolutely in
contradiction to the principle of democracy. As a result, followers of religions
other than the mentioned six religions are not permitted to publicly declare their
religion in their Identity Cards, Marriage Certificates and other official documents.
So, in the social life the congregations of other religions like Baha’i, Sikhism, Tao,
and Jews, and also all indigenous religions, they have to choose one of these six
recognized religion in their identity cards. In general, the followers of the Baha’i
declare themselves as Muslims in their Identity Cards, as also is the case with the



Jews community. Secondly, the regulations on Indigenous Religions. In ICRP’s
report there are more than 10 million followers of indigenous religions, and they
are divided into more than 200 groups. Their religions have existed in this
archipelago long before the mentioned six religions. Thirdly, the regulations on the
minority Ahmadiyans. One of the articles therein states a prohibition for
Ahmadiyans to spread their teachings to the public. This is very discriminative.
Why? If the mainstream groups in Islam are allowed to do so, why not them? In
my opinion, the constitution and a number of human rights regulations, allow the
spread of religion providing as long as it does not employ violent means or
manipulation of poverty and ignorance of the citizens. Fourthly, the regulations
that discriminative against women. The last Report of the National Commission on
Violence against Women 2012 stated that there are at least 282 regional
regulations that considered discriminative against women. Generally, those
regional regulations discriminative against women can be divided into fourth
categories.

The third barrier is in line with political aspect. In many cases, the
government, especially the police, judges and prosecutors are too weak to ensure
protection of the people’s human rights, particularly in regards to religious
freedom for minority groups. A number of cases, such as the closing of churches,
the ban of the Ahmadiyah, anarchic acts towards the Syi’ite group, prohibition to
build houses of worship for those not included in the six acknowledged religions.

And last but not least, the theological barriers in the form of patriarchal
misinterpretations of Islamic teachings. In general, Islamic interpretations widely
disseminated in our society are still exclusive, unsympathetic towards non-Muslim
congregations and also still discriminative against women and minority groups and
SO on.

There is a belief in many mainstream Muslim societies that Islamic law is
God's law and is, therefore, infallible and unchangeable, rendering any effort at
reform to be regarded as un-Islamic. Many Muslims absolutely believe that men
and women do not have equal rights in Islam generally, such that demands for
equal rights men and women are portrayed as against God's law. And also many
Muslims still believe that only the ulama (Muslim man religious scholars or
jurists) have the authority to speak on Islam. Thus, women's groups in Muslim
societies face difficulties advocating for reform when they do not have the support
of government or those perceived to have religious authority.



It is not surprising that many Muslims are afraid to speak out on Islamic
Issues in public, especially if their views are contrary to majority. They fear
controversy or being labeled as anti-Islam. This fear extends to progressive
scholars who have the knowledge and credibility to speak out, but choose to
remain silent for fear of jeopardizing their jobs and livelihoods, invoking
community hostility, or facing threats to their safety. Those are the real barriers in
upholding interfaith dialogue in Indonesia.

Conclusion

It can be concluded that Indonesia is unique. Indonesian Muslim
communities are intensely influenced by Indonesian local culture which is tolerant,
open and inclusive, as well as respecting humanity. The Indonesian Muslim
women are so different to those of other areas, especially the Middle East. The
Indonesian Muslim community has a long experience of living together, side by
side, with people with different religions. The founding fathers and mothers of this
country respected humanity and were active in interfaith dialogue efforts to
overcome prejudice and campaign for justice and peace.

Indonesian Muslim had played many important roles in empowering
Muslim society and they have the courage to voice Islamic teachings that are more
rational and also more accommodative towards humanitarian values. That kind of
Islamic teachings will be able to respond to contemporary issues of modern
society, such as interfaith dialogue, gender equality, women empowerment,
democracy and human rights. Indonesian Muslim organizations are actually at the
forefront in promoting interfaith dialogue and campaigning for humanistic, rational
and progress Islamic interpretations that are able to liberate Muslims from
ignorance, poverty, and injustice.

Finally, 1 would like to elaborate the real efforts of Indonesian Muslim in
promoting interfaith dialogue in Indonesia. Firstly, Cultural reconstruction efforts
through education in its wide sense, from education in family life to formal
education in school then non formal education in society life. To reconstruct the
culture, particularly the culture of peace, the culture of respect, and the culture of
dialogue is very important. Why? Respect for different culture and religion should
be incorporated into education curriculum at various levels, whether in state of
private education institutions. These efforts are absolutely very much needed
because culture of peace, tolerant and inclusive can not emerge naturally and
spontaneously in society, instead it must be arranged in such way through
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education system, particularly in family education. | believe that interfaith dialogue
must be begun from home, from family life.

Secondly, Islamic reinterpretations. Some efforts have been done regarding
promoting humanistic, inclusive and progressive Islamic interpretations which are
more conducive for the fulfillment democracy and the principles of human rights
and also more compatible with the improving of interfaith dialogue.

Last but not least, law reform efforts. Many efforts have been done in line
with amending and revision of some important laws and public policies which are
not conducive to the establishment of interfaith dialogue. As a consequence, we
need to encourage awareness and sensitivity to variety and diversity. In this
context, rules and regulations in Indonesia must take into account such diversity.
Hence, it is hoped that a model of pluralism society which is inclusive, open,
guarantees freedom of religion can really emerge.

In uridu illa al-ishlah mastatha 'tu. Wa ma tawfiqiy illa billah.
Wallahu a'lam bi al-shawab
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