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RIMA Youth Circle 

RIMA aims to foster Interfaith Awareness among youths in Singapore. 

 

Introduction. 

The Centre for Research on Islamic and Malay Affairs (RIMA) organised the RIMA Youth Circle or 

RYC at its premises on June 21-22, 2013.  

 

Mooted as an interfaith awareness initiative, the two-day programme was aimed at engaging youths 

of diverse races and religions in Singapore providing a platform for discussions focussing on the 

importance of interfaith relations. It served as a conduit bridging differences and highlighting common 

traits among youths which then enabled them to think of practical ideas and initiatives to foster 

interfaith relations within the community – which is in line with one of RIMA’s research foci.  

 

The RYC objectives were (i) to discover one’s faith and that of others; (ii) to discuss the challenges of 

a multi-faith society in the context of today’s world; and (iii) to reflect on the issues arising within the 

Singaporean context and subsequently how youths can contribute towards promoting interfaith 

relations.  

 

The participants were engaged in a range of activities during the programme. These included visits to 

two faith centres – the Baha’i Community of Singapore and the Sikh Centre. At the end of the two-day 

programme, participants shared ideas on meaningful pilot projects that can be implemented within the 

community. Mr Ameerali Abdeali, a community leader and interfaith activist, addressed these young 

participants in a closing message to inspire them to remain active in the upkeep of good interfaith 

relations.  

 

Generously supported by the Abdeali Tayebali Family Trust, this inaugural RYC was facilitated on the 

first day by Mr Joshua Woo, a youth pastor from the Presbyterian Church at Prinsep Street and co-

editor of the publication “The Bible and the Ballot: Reflections on Christian political engagement in 

Malaysia today” (2011). The facilitator for the second day was Ms Norani Abu Bakar, a lecturer at the 

Centre for Transcultural Studies of Temasek Polytechnic and the Asia Director of Pathways for Mutual 

Respect, a non-profitable organisation that runs interfaith leaders’ training in collaboration with Yale 

University’s Center for Faith and Culture.   

 

In terms of participant make-up, of the 11 selected youth participants in the programme, 6 

were males and 5 females with the youngest being 17 years and the oldest being 26 years old. 

In addition, these participants came from Muslim, Taoist, Hindu, Christian and Baha’i 

backgrounds.  
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Day 1. 

Being a Friday, the first day of the programme started at 6.00pm and ended at 9.00pm. The 

programme then comprised of three activities: the Human Face Mask (Objective: Integrating shared 

values and identities; Describing What You See (Objective: Understanding faiths and faces of 

multicultural Singapore; and I Don’t Get It Why….(Objective: Positioning the mind to welcome 

changes positively).  

 

Activity 1: Human Face Mask – Integrating Shared Values and Identities 

After Dr Shamsuri Juhari, RIMA’s Centre Director, welcomed the participants, the facilitator, Mr 

Joshua Woo, initiated the first activity by requesting that the participants introduce themselves and 

their religious beliefs. He then asked the participants to put on the human mask they were provided 

with at the start of the activity. The objective of the exercise was to enable participants to explore their 

own ‘selves’ which is then tied in with the concepts of faith, values and identities. Through this 

exercise, it was hoped that participants will be able to identify the common values they share with 

others, regardless of their faiths and ethnicities.  

 

The participants started to move around the room to write down their first impressions of the 

individuals that they bump into. The objective of this first round was to create awareness on the 

impressions that other people may have of. At the end of the round, participants were again made to 

walk around the room while at the same time write down the stereotypes they hear, read from family, 

friends, schoolmates, neighbours of each other’s faith. The objective this time is to create awareness 

of the labels that other people might hear about your faith or community.  

 

During the reflection exercise at the end of the activity, some Muslim participants shared on how their 

religious beliefs shaped their outlook and behaviour. One said he was a flexible and forgiving person 

because that’s what Islam was about. Another participant said she was clean and neat, because 

Islam taught her to do so. A participant of the Christian community has shared that contrary to the 

common stereotype, he was not comfortable with the act of evangelising. Another participant related 

how her trait as a very rational person helped her in pushing herself to find out more about her 

religion, Christianity. A participant who came from a Hindu background but declares himself an 

agnostic affirmed that all religions teach universal values. 

 

The Baha’i community was labelled as insignificant and unknown, but the Baha’i participant was not 

surprised, because she accepts that they are a small community in Singapore and that not a lot of 

people would know of the Baha’i faith. The Taoist was labelled as very traditional; interestingly the 

Taoist participant said it was true because of the old Taoist generation in Singapore. However, he 

made it know that the Taoist youth of today can be said to be far different from the former. The 

Christians were labelled as people who liked to cheat people with their money. Islam, on the other 
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hand, was not only labelled as sexist or practicing male superiority, it was also labelled as exclusive 

and a bad religion.  

 

Mr Woo agreed with the participants that one of the common values that they shared was 

compassion. He emphasized how religion teaches people to be compassionate. It also teaches us to 

be rational; such that in religion, there is a time to doubt, to question and to come up with an answer 

on the whys and hows in understanding the faith. Mr Joshua mentioned that one common question 

that appears all religions was the what question – what actually do you believe and how do you 

practice your faith?  

 

Activity 2: Describing What You See – Faiths and Faces of Multicultural Singapore 

The activity aimed to trigger the participants’ thoughts on leadership, compassion, ambition, cultural 

rootedness, acceptance and interaction, by flashing random pictures taken from the World Wide Web. 

These were photos of the Prime Minister Lee Hsie Loong, an auntie cleaning up, a Malay guy in a tie 

along with a Malay girl in hijab, Indian ladies wearing a sari inside the MRT, and a photo of a happy 

Western family in Singapore.  

 

Photo 1 

 

 

A participant loudly said it’s the Obama smile. He continued that by looking at the photo itself, the 

Prime Minister looks happy. Another participant said that he was seeing many sides to the picture; 

outwardly the picture showed the Prime Minister as a very warm and approachable person. However, 

if one were to look again, he also seemed worried. Most participants described the Prime Minister in 

the picture as a very diplomatic man, very professional and rational. In addition, two participants 

applauded on how he handled the haze issue with the Indonesian minister who called Singapore 

childish. According to one participant, the Prime Minister’s statement was very good when he 

addressed the Indonesian minister of the need to work together to end the haze, rather than give 

counterproductive statements.  

 

Mr Woo was surprised by the participants’ highly positive view of the Prime Minister, which was 

somewhat different from what the social media mostly say. A participant answered that while many 

people would say that the Prime Minister did bad things, he was quite sure that the Prime Minister did 

a lot of good things that not many people recognize. Another participant added that the Prime Minister 
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was someone who is confident and fluent; since he had to answer all criticisms and queries regarding 

government decisions and policies.  

 

Another participant acknowledged that it was not easy to balance a multi-cultural and multi-religious 

city-state, and he described the Prime Minister as a very tactful person, because he has to ensure 

that all views from different races and religion in Singapore were balanced. In fact, added by another 

participant, he was more sensitive than his father, Lee Kuan Yew.  

 

It was raised that the Prime Minister knew how to handle issues of racial discrimination in Singapore. 

Mr Woo asked the participants regarding their views on the issue of affinity that Singapore Malays 

have with Indonesians and Malaysians, especially in case of war; will the Singapore Malays side with 

the neighbouring countries rather than defend Singapore? A Malay participant said that this question 

had been raised many times at conferences but there was no confirmation or denial from the 

ministers whether the representations of Malays were frozen to the more sensitive parts in the Armed 

Forces. Another Malay participant shared that many of his Malay friends from Malaysia had the 

impression that Malays in Singapore were ostracized. But he corrected his friends, lecturing them 

about meritocracy in Singapore and told them that Malays in Singapore were actually happy people.  

 

Photo 2 

  

 

This time, the participants were in complete silence. Mr Woo asked if the photo is a reflection of 

Singapore where one cannot retire or even after retirement, one should keep working. A participant 

answered that elderly people are working because the living expenses in Singapore are high. She 

sharing feeling uneasy when seeing the elderly in fast-food restaurants, working in the kitchen and 

are expected to work fast. She added that it is not good for the elderly to actually work, and they are 

supposed to stay at home because they had already spent the past 30 or 40 years of their lives 

working. She believed that it should be their children’s responsibility to take care of them.  

 

On the contrary, one participant said that some elderly are living well in 3- or 4-room flats and are 

happy working outside because they rather work and do something than stay at home. Another 

participant expressed his opinion that there are elderly people who choose not to work outside 

because they are very valuable at home, but there are also others who still got the skills and who are 

very willing to work but lose the opportunities.   
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Mr Woo said that in this period of time, Singaporeans tend to live longer, and this trend is increasing 

every year. He gave a scenario: when you retire at the age of 60 and will live until the age of 80, what 

are you going to do with those 20 years? He also mentioned the downside of retirement – that there 

are people who really struggled to work but mismanaged their funds after getting their CPF; they 

ended up broke and had to work again. One participant responded that he preferred to die young. 

Another participant seconded and explained that if he could not take care of himself, there would be 

no point in growing old.  

 

Photo 3 

  

 

A participant observed that the photo was a mix of progressive and conservative. He elaborated that 

they seem to be successful persons yet the girl especially was still rooted in her religion. Mr Woo 

affirmed that the modernity and religion need not clash with each other. The photo, he said, was an 

illustration that one can remain religious, at the same time, be advance and successful in the modern 

society.  

 

Another interesting observation from a participant was that the guy in the photo was of another race 

or could be a foreigner too. But, despite the differences, they still walk and talk together. In Singapore, 

he added that it is always Malays going out with fellow Malays, and the same goes for the Chinese 

and the Indians. For him, he would like to see more of mixed crowds in Singapore.  

 

Photo 4 

  

 

Mr Woo said that there should be a connection between values and family. One participant agreed, 

and added that tradition doesn’t die off; it transcends regardless of age. But an Indian participant said 

that the ladies in the photo don’t look like a family, but perhaps, friends. He explained that the way 

they dress, and their facial features were telling him that they came from different cultures – one is 

Punjabi, one is Tamil. He further explained that every State in India has its unique customs, festivities, 
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languages, dialects and sub-dialects. They may all seem identical to the other races in Singapore, but 

there are several cultures within the Indian community. Another participant expressed her adoration to 

see Indian ladies in their traditional clothing. She said that it was amazing to see a variety of Indian 

cultures in Singapore that come together as one community.  

 

Another participant has shared on how interesting it is to identify persons by looking at their facial 

features and the way they dress. He shared that most people especially Singaporeans overseas told 

him that he has the East-side kind of face. The general thought, according to them, was that people 

from the East side are friendlier, while those from the West are less so because they are nearer the 

industrial area. Some of the participants were surprised to hear this thought, while some of them 

confirmed that they heard about how Singaporeans could tell whether or not a person is coming from 

the East or the West side of Singapore. Another participant added that there were actually three 

features of Singaporeans – people from the East, the West and Bukit Timah. A participant from Bukit 

Timah agreed and shared her experience; when she would start talking, people would tell her she 

was from Bukit Timah, because of her accent.  

 

Photo 5 

 

 

Two participants observed that they could be an ideal family in Singapore – a mother, father, one son 

and one daughter. Two other participants shared that they could also be Singaporeans.  

 

Activity 3: “I don’t get it why…” – Positioning the mind to welcome changes positively 

After the break, during which participants shared more of their faith communities and spiritual 

journeys, Mr Woo again gathered them into a big circle for the next activity. This last activity for the 

night aimed to create awareness by examining the challenges of a multi-faith society as participants 

are made to apply their critical thinking skills by questioning their own religious traditions.  

 

Mr Woo asked the participants to think about their own faiths, and to think critically and to engage 

themselves with their own religion about an issue they disagree with, or something they find that 

needs to be improved or a practice that can be better discarded. Then, they have to pick up a balloon 

and write about it. 

 

Islamic Fundamentalism 
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A Muslim participant shared that he doesn’t get why fundamentalism in a sense means not being 

progressive. He felt that being fundamentalist doesn’t mean being actually exclusive, but rather that 

someone can hold on to what the religion teaches, yet still open and willing to embrace a new set of 

experiences. He felt that Islamic fundamentalism can work hand in hand with Western social and 

political values. He added that some Muslims mistakenly mix culture with religion and use the latter as 

an excuse to hold on to certain negative beliefs that they had. He reiterated that Muslims should be 

more accepting.  

 

A Christian participant shared that Christians should be more welcoming as well. She felt that some 

Christians are overly judgmental. As for her, she cannot force other Christians to do the things she 

does because she acknowledges the fact they all have different standards and sources of beliefs.  

 

Fasting to develop compassion 

A participant felt that the fasting in the month of Ramadan should not be institutionalised. He 

explained that Islam has five pillars, and fasting is one of the five compulsory pillars of the Muslim 

faith. He further explained that the rationale behind fasting is to develop a sense of empathy and 

compassion. However, he found it unnecessary to institutionalise fasting and making it compulsory in 

order to have a sense of empathy and compassion. But again, he said no one really can take fasting 

away from the five pillars, because that’s how Muslims are being taught - you need to fast so you can 

feel compassionate. 

 

Pray only when help is needed 

A Taoist participant shared his disappointment when some Taoists only pray when they need help, 

like when they lose their money. Yet during normal days and when nothing has happened to them, 

they don’t go to the temple. He felt that in all religions in general, people only remember God when 

bad things happen. He clarified that in Taoism, one doesn’t really talk about God per se, but instead 

share stories behind certain gods like Confucius, on what values they practice and represent as most 

important. He added that the gods tell them that they are in everyone’s hearts rather than that they 

are there when something bad happens to you.  

 

Burning joss paper and incense on the floor 

The participant said that burning joss paper and incense on floors probably only happens in 

Singapore during the Hungry Ghost Festival. He doesn’t understand why it should be burnt on the 

floor when there are bins provided. According to him, there is no belief in Taoism that it should be 

done on the ground to make ancestors stay in the house.  

 

Taoists don’t pray together in the Temple 
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He also shared that Taoists don’t really get together in the Temple to pray together. As he observed, 

most of the time, people pray on their own in the Temple, rather than as a community praying 

together. 

 

Baha’is don’t engage themselves in the community 

A Baha’i participant said that while a lot of Bahai’s go to parties and social events, they don’t really 

engage themselves in the general community, such as during public outreach events. But she 

understands that Bahai’s religiously attend social events like the 19-Day Feast, because to them, it’s 

a duty and part of their spiritual journey.  

 

The 19-Day Feast, as she explained, was the breaking down of the 365 days first into blocks of 19 

months and further into blocks of 19 days. The Baha’i community will get together every 19 days and 

celebrate the feast of love and light, among others. She further explained that during such days of 

celebration, they participate in a study circle which is quite secular. In these meetings, they will study 

an aspect that caters to all religions such as the concept of life after death. Most importantly, she 

added that the Baha’i faith teaches world religions.  

 

She was asked by the participants to share three things about the Baha’is. She enumerated the 

following: first, Baha’i believes in the equality of men and women. Second, Baha’i believes in youth 

empowerment. She shared that a lot of their projects cater to youths. Third, the Baha’i community in 

Singapore comprise just around 800 people.  

 

A Christian participant also felt that Christians are less involved in their own community. This is 

because Christians, he said, are very preachy, and their concern is to evangelise and convert non-

Christians. For example, for him, Christianity is a very Sunday-weekend-thing. The participant thought 

that the Muslims in Singapore are more involved in their own religious community.  

 

Islam is too serious 

A Muslim participant felt that there are sects in Muslim communities that look into Islamic values and 

principles in a very strict manner. He cited his personal experience when during his madrasah 

schooling, boys were told not to talk to girls. For him, Muslims should know that Islam is actually a 

very flexible religion and that it is not supposed to be overly hard to whoever is embracing it. He 

concluded that the strictness and the seriousness of people practising Islam makes people from other 

faiths see Islam as a very strict religion.  

 

Another Muslim participant shared his view that one reason why Muslims are seen as not really fun 

loving people is because of the violent protests in the Middle East. He said that while the reasons 

behind the protests may be noble, and that most Muslims would think death as a result of the protests 
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is a jihad, such a violent form of protest however does not strike right with the rest of the world. He 

expressed hope that Muslims will go the peaceful way of conducting protests.  

 

Mr Woo explained that one problem is the misconception of jihad itself, because the way he 

understood the term, jihad does not necessarily equate to guns and violence. Mr Woo added that due 

to the misconception of the word ‘jihad’, people coined it to refer to terrorism which is not right. The 

Muslim participants believed that ‘jihad’ should be related to more productive kind of things, such as 

personal struggles, daily challenges, and how to overcome these.  

 

Muslim community not very encouraging towards Malay/Muslim youths 

Two things were pointed out by a participant. Firstly, he just did not get why the Muslim community is 

not very encouraging of Malay/Muslim youths being enterprising. Although he said that there are 

institutions which encourage them, it should nevertheless be the mosques and Malay leaders 

themselves who should be the pioneers in advocating entrepreneurship among the youths, following 

what had been done by the Prophet. 

 

Secondly, he did not get why the Muslim community is not advocating religious tolerance. He 

observed that the Muslim community does not encourage Muslim youths to engage with youths of the 

other religions. For him, it is important that Muslims to get to know those from other religions. As a 

Muslim who is educated in a madrasah, he observed that a lot of Muslim youths have no clue what 

Christianity or the other religions are about.  

 

Expected to donate when visiting Hindu temples 

The Hindu/agnostic participant observed that during pujaris, Hindu priests expect both Hindus and 

non-Hindus to donate money when visiting a temple. This irritates him. For him, individuals go to 

temples to pray for forgiveness and to receive blessings. Thus expecting people to offer money for a 

prayer is not good.  

 

Also, he felt that people are mostly herded like cattle when they come to visit the shrine of a deity, like 

the one at the Triupathi Temple in India, where people donate their hair to receive blessings.   

 

He also said that while some Hindu temples make big money, they really don’t do much to help the 

people. He believed that this is due to the presence of middlemen which should now be cut out. From 

what he understands, corruption is rampant in most parts of the world in the name of religion.  

 

Christians follow the messenger, not the message 

A Christian participant expressed his curiosity at why Christian leaders enjoy celebrity status, instead 

of focusing on promoting the message of God. In that regard, he also did not get why many Christians 

follow the messenger or the religious leader instead of the message itself. He added that many 
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Christians will only listen to their favourite preacher. He added that Christians should not judge the 

validity of the message based of the individual giving the message. For him, it doesn’t matter who the 

preacher is, as long as he is preaching from the source.  

 

On this point, a Muslim participant shared that this is also true among Muslims, especially during the 

tarawi prayers on Ramadan nights, where Muslims will usually flock to a mosque where the imam 

leads the prayer session in less than an hour compared to another mosque where the imam conducts 

a much longer session.  

 

Christians are overly aggressive in evangelising 

Another Christian participant observed that Christians are overly aggressive in evangelising. For her, 

a Christian should just do what she or he can to share the faith. Eventually it is God who will do the 

conversion, so there is no point in being aggressive in wanting to convert people.  

 

Confusion about the LGBT issue 

A Christian participant raised that she was still quite confused as to how Christianity is dealing with 

the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transsexual (LGBT) community. For her, Christianity teaches 

unconditional love, and she finds it confusing when some Christians deny them of their faith.  

 

A Muslim participant expressed his personal thoughts on the issue of LGBT. For him, it is also hard to 

talk about the LGBT, because in his understanding, they have no place in Islam. Yet he finds it 

conflicting when he has LGBT friends who are nice people and he takes them as his real friends. He 

finds it wrong when Muslims tell him not to befriend a gay person, or those who consider the LGBT 

community as not normal at all. Another Muslim participant shared that as a Muslim, it is his obligation 

to warn and advise his Muslim friends about his/her sexual preference. But it should be the latter’s 

decision that matters, and they will remain friends whatever the outcome. He acknowledges the fact 

there are still many Muslims who will really attack the LGBT community.  

 

A participant from the Baha’i Faith said that she believes in non-interference when it comes to the 

LGBT issue, because it is one’s personal journey. She expressed that Baha’i focuses more on the 

individual’s spiritual journey rather than personal issues. A Taoist participant added that Taoism as he 

understood it to be doesn’t really say much about the LGBT, because their doctrine does not really 

say that two individuals of the same sex cannot be together. The Hindu/agnostic participant 

expressed his personal view that there shouldn’t be an issue between faith and the LGBT because he 

believed that a person may do whatever she or he wants to do as long as she or he does not harm 

others.  

 

A Muslim participant firmly believes that to ostracize the LGBT community is not really a 

representation of one’s faith. He said that faith promotes love for everybody. 
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Mr Woo said that the LGBT issue is the current hot topic in Singapore and the whole issue is very 

complicated. He shared that there was a survey done when the issue of same sex marriages was 

brought up, and a majority of Singaporeans prefer to retain the understanding of a male and female 

marriage and parenting. However, Mr Woo added that if in the future, the majority of Singaporeans 

experience a shift in thinking, the policies and rules will certainly shift accordingly.  

 

Muslims’ preoccupation with Halal certification 

A Muslim participant shared that she does not understand the exclusive need for individuals of her 

community to only look for MUIS halal-certified signs when looking for a restaurant to have a meal. 

She added that she gets annoyed when people ask her what she is doing in a non-halal place, every 

time she drinks a beverage and sit in one. She also shared that a lot of restaurants in Singapore don’t 

want to apply for the halal certification because it is troublesome as they have to undertake the 

recleaning of the whole kitchen for a period of one month and to adhere to a lot of procedures before 

getting the certification.  

 

Terrorism is always related to Islam 

A Muslim participant felt that terrorism is always related to Islam, and she doesn’t get why that is so. 

The Hindu/agnostic participant clarified that there is actually a lot of media hype which puts Muslims 

and Islam in the spotlight. He shared that Christian terrorists also exist. Another Muslim participant 

agreed and said that there is a lot of violence in the US not by Muslims, but these are not highlighted 

by the media as acts of terrorism preferring instead to label it as a domestic issue. Mr Woo added that 

there can also be self-radicalised persons, which basically does not directly link terrorism with religion. 

He shared that while Islam is always made the scapegoat, he pointed out that radicalisation occurs in 

every single religion. He explained that as long as there are radicalised persons, terrorism will always 

be there regardless of any particular religion.  

 

A Muslim participant expressed that he did not get why many Muslims react harshly when confronted 

with the stereotype that Muslims are terrorists. He thinks that such occasions can actually be a good 

opportunity for them to explain what they believe in, and to let others understand Islam.   

 

Male Muslims justify polygamy 

A Muslim participant expressed his disagreement on why some Muslims try to justify the practice of 

polygamy based on the life of the Prophet and thereby reasoning that that marrying four wives in 

today’s context is legal in Islam. He explained that the Prophet actually took on one wife at a time, 

and the reason was to help either the underprivileged, the one finding difficulty getting a husband or 

widowed women. However, nowadays, he observed that those of practice polygamy do it for pleasure 

rather than to help people. As a result, most men with several wives have found it hard to maintain 

financial equality among their wives and inevitably, an unhealthy relationship develops with and 
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between his wives. Another Muslim participant viewed such outcomes as the reason why people 

develop stereotypes that Islam really does not respect women.  

 

At the end of the activity, Mr Woo expressed his gratitude to the participants for sharing their views on 

religion. He said that in multi-faith and multi-cultural Singapore, it is a good step to recognize that 

religion is complex, very dynamic and very organic. He confirmed that for every generation, every 

individual has struggles, theologically and practically, with their own religions.  

 

He concluded that the heart of interfaith relations is to see that “you and I are walking a path called 

‘life’ and trying to make sense of whatever that comes along the way,” and that for him is the common 

understanding amongst followers of the different religions. 

 

After the activity, the participants popped the balloons as a symbol of change towards a better 

understanding of their own religion and that of others. 

 

End of Day One. 

 

Day 2. 

The second day of the programme started at 8.00am and ended at 7.00pm. The morning of the 

second day comprised of visits to two faith centres followed by a discussion/sharing session in the 

afternoon on what Singapore youths can do to promote the interfaith message. In the process, they 

have shared ideas on possible meaningful pilot projects that can be implemented within the 

community. 

 

Participants first visited the Bahaí Faith Community Centre where they have learned about the Bahaí 

beliefs as well as programmes catering to their youths. The participants were brought to a quick tour 

of the community office, and to subsequently engage members of the Bahaí community in Singapore 

while being served breakfast. The participants then visited the Sikh Centre where they were briefed 

on Sikhism and their community programmes in Singapore. Participants were also taken for a quick 

tour around the temple where they later joined the rest of the Sikh community for lunch in the 

communal hall.  

 

The afternoon session began around 2.30pm. The facilitator, Ms Norani Abu Bakar, a lecturer at the 

Centre for Transcultural Studies of Temasek Polytechnic is also the Asia Director of Pathways for 

Mutual Respect, a non-profitable organisation that runs an interfaith leaders’ training programme in 

collaboration with the Yale University’s Center for Faith and Culture.   
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Ice-breaking – Writing values of others on balloons 

 

Why Interfaith Dialogue? What’s your vision? 

She started by sharing the reason why she became interested in interfaith dialogue. She went to Solo, 

Indonesia in 1997 during the post-ethnic conflict period. The city was almost burnt down as a result of 

the civil strife which occurred when a militant group fought for independence. During an interfaith 

dialogue which she attended, she witnessed the leader of the militant group crying and asking for 

forgiveness from the religious leaders for the loss of lives of his fellow Indonesians. From there, Ms 

Abu Bakar decided to pursue programmes on peace building and interfaith dialogue.  

 

The majority of the participants expressed the view that it is always good to explore religion.  

 

A participant shared on how he was interested to learn about interfaith engagements because people 

from her church doesn’t really get together to explore the issue. Two other participants seconded and 

shared the same view that nobody really talks about inter religious issues deeply, unless people have 

to express their opinions about religions or the stereotypes of certain religions. A participant said that 

she wanted more Christians to get to know other religions better, as she observed that many of her 

fellow Christians can be quite exclusive and don’t attempt to engage people of other faiths.  

 

One participant was looking for more mature opinions about religion. She shared that her vision is for 

everyone to accept each other’s religion and to reject all stereotypes. Another participant said that he 

came to the session as he wants to learn from the other religions. He confessed that till then, he did 

not know much about the other religion. He believed that education and learning which includes 

interfaith dialogues is one way of creating community support. 

 

Another participant shared that since the country is multiracial, a Singaporean must learn about the 

religion of others. Another participant liked the idea of getting together to get to know people of 

different faiths, and he said that RIMA Youth Circle is an important activity which will serve to maintain 

Singapore’s racial harmony. He added that he started having the interest in engaging in interfaith 

dialogue when he took a class in university about the Palestine-Israel conflict. He confessed that as a 

Muslim, the normal way is for him to take sides with the Muslims in Palestine, to the extent he saw the 

Israelis as aggressors. However, he explained that the class made him try to look things from the 

Israeli perspective and that opened his mind to learning about the other side. He is firmly of the 

opinion that both sides believed in religion, but when becoming too strong and extremist of their 

beliefs, both sides did not hesitate to destroy each other. He wanted to see Palestine at peace. He 

truly believed that the ordinary people of Israel and Palestine seriously want to achieve peace, but 

they were prevented from doing so by politicians and extremists. He thus wanted to do something 

about peace building and to contribute in the restoration of conflicts.  
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Another participant shared that he came because he wanted to learn about interreligious discussion. 

He shared that he once organised an interreligious amazing race, where participants get to go to 

different faith centres. However, he said that the objective wasn’t really to learn deeper about 

religions. Nevertheless, it is very interesting to learn about religions that are lesser known to 

Singaporeans like the Baha’i Faith and Sikhism.  

 

Understanding the term Interfaith Dialogue 

Participants were asked to enumerate their thoughts on the term interfaith dialogue. They shared that 

to them, interfaith dialogues comprise the following: 1) people from various faiths comparing 

differences; 2) finding common grounds by way of conversation; 3) gathering of people to work 

together at a social level like through education; and 4) a discussion – and not arguing – about what is 

right and what is wrong.  

 

A participant shared that Singapore is multiracial, yet he acknowledges that there are still discomfort 

when talking about the differences. He added that Singaporeans acknowledge that they are different 

but prefer not to talk about it nor engage in sensitive discussions. Another participant agreed but felt it 

is more convenient to search the internet for an answer than asking people about religion. A Muslim 

participant shared that all his close friends are Christians, and they discuss religion very often. But 

because they are close friends, he thinks that his friends will not be judgemental and this makes him 

appreciate his Christian friends even more.  

 

Love and Tolerance 

The participants were asked if they have a family member who is of a different faith. All the 

participants, except for one, said that they have extended family member or members who are of a 

different faith though they don’t put effort to know what they believe in. The lone participant whose 

family members are of different faiths said that they don’t really talk about religion, because they don’t 

really practise much of their own religion. However she said that there is respect and each member of 

the family acknowledges that they are from different faiths.  

 

Another participant said none in his family including the extended family members talk about religion, 

or if they talk about differences, it was never intentional, just as part of a relaxed conversation. The 

participant added that a discussion on religion can be very intense and someone might not be happy 

with your opinions.  

 

A participant explained that engaging another person and acknowledging differences signify 

tolerance, as each of them is aware of their boundaries. In that case, another participant added that 

tolerating may not be accepting, but loving is both accepting and tolerating. Ms Norani applauded the 

participants because they have each decided that they have to learn about others and engage them. 

This, she explained, that is beyond tolerance.  
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But why are there still wars? 

Everyone agreed that all religions teach positive values. However, Ms Norani raised questions as to 

why religious tensions and wars still happen. A participant responded that when religion plays a huge 

role in a person’s life, s/he can see differences in faith beliefs and will tend to be more tolerant, 

accepting and loving towards others. But, when a person is a religious, fundamental fanatic, the 

participant said, that person will not be able to see the difference, seeing one aspect, one belief, one 

religion – as the only right. That for him is the main problem involving religious ethnic and racial 

tensions. The participant reiterated what sociologists were saying that humans tend to always want 

whatever they desire - we are selfish people who seek survival. 

 

Ms Norani reminded the participants that in a tense environment, we need to do more than just 

converse. She introduced the concept of ‘3Hs’ which results in a holistic and best approach to 

dialogue. This is the use of the Head, Heart and Hand. She explained that out of such verbal 

interactions, there should be the will to come up with something. This can be anything like simple 

initiatives or projects but will have great impact on the community.  

 

The second concept that she introduced was the 3Rs, i.e. Recognize, Respect and Reconcile. The 

first one involves recognizing one’s own values and those of others. It also includes cultural or 

religious elements - respecting the differences in them, and reconciling their gaps by focusing on 

commonalities. She also emphasized that while a diversified community enriches its engagement 

through the recognition of common values, it was also important to have respectful discourse on each 

other’s differences. Such respect can be cultivated through a deeper understanding on the 

uniqueness of others’ culture and religion.   

 

Initiatives to fulfil the vision 

Ms Norani introduced different approaches to effective peace building initiatives. First in her list was 

the Pathways for Mutual Respect, a non-profit organization based in New Haven, Connecticut USA 

where they conduct conferences, lectures and community discussions at an intellectual and academic 

level. This is an interfaith platform designed for scholars, sociologists, peace activists, students and 

clerics. The programme was conducted in Singapore and named Singapore Institute last January 

2013. It was attended by scholars and activists in Southeast Asia. The second was the remarkable 

reconciliation measures initiated in Nigeria by former enemies, Imam Mohammad Ashafa and Pastor 

James Wuye. The third was an initiative called the Peace Generation by a group of American 

expatriates and local Indonesian community and religious leaders in breaking the stereotypes by 

creating active learning workshops on 12 common peace values, and conducting sports festival and 

cultural performances between estranged communities.  
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Based on her presentation, Norani asked participants to come up with their own thinking based on 

their respective communities. Below are the proposed interfaith initiatives they want to pursue in 

Singapore: 

1. Interfaith camps.  

The group felt the need to tap into the existing camps in Singapore especially in schools because the 

structures are already in place. This group suggested providing a new platform for the school camps 

by way of interfaith engagement exercises. The emphasis of such an interfaith camp should be on 

bonding and strength finding. They also believed in the sustainability of an interfaith camp through 

sports and gathering. 

 

2. Simple gathering. 

The participants also suggested that they conduct post-interfaith camp weekly activities. They 

believed in simple gatherings like a potluck or a barbeque get-together because Singaporeans like 

food and that will bring everyone together. They added that by just bringing simple foods to these get-

togethers, building of trust among people of different faith can be sustained. They believed that they 

can open up a little more when they have established trust in one another.  

 

3. Sports. 

They also wanted to conduct a sports competition, because the group thinks that it is good to get to 

know people through such activities. They believe that sports, especially soccer, can unite a country, 

as in the case of Africa and Iraq.  

 

The group believes that playing sports engages everyone. It is seen as a reason to gather, and during 

the gathering, engage in dialogue. It should be reminded that in sports, there is no need to bring up 

the issue of religion. One just needs to play and have fun, and build friendships among people of 

different faiths. 

4. Community Service 

The group proposed that the meetings be organised at churches, temples and mosques as they can 

also then volunteer to give free tuition classes to children, or to teach basic computers to adults. The 

group truly believed that compassion is something that everyone shares.  

 

5. Creative Arts Fest 

The proposed creative arts festival will create a platform for dialogue through the arts. The group truly 

believes in the power of youths who can express their faiths and their selves through artistic activities 

like music and dance, drama and visual arts. However, the group added that they may not want to talk 

directly about religion. Singaporean youths are very artistic because they have a strong sense of their 

culture, and they could express themselves in a way that connects with everyone’s religion.  
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After the participants presented the initiatives, Ms Norani asked if they see if all the proposed 

initiatives they have presented are within their capacity. Everyone answered in the affirmative. 

 

Ms Norani reminded them that since all these wonderful initiatives are within their capacities, they 

must not forget to practice the 3Hs - the head, heart and hand and the 3Rs – recognize, respect and 

reconcile. She added that it is important to ensure that their endeavours remain sustainable. She said 

that all participants must act in a way that they are a blessing to others because they have attended 

an interfaith activity and this makes them a step ahead of the rest. Each one of us is created with 

something special that can be used to help others. Finally, she told them to recognize who they really 

are and not what other people say. Sometimes we never realise that we can actually do something 

which will make a change.  

 

After the activity, Mr Ameerali Abdeali, a Justice of the Peace who is also an interfaith activist involved 

in numerous social, community and charitable activities, addressed the participants wit a closing 

message to inspire them to upkeep good interfaith relations in Singapore.  

 

The 2-day programme was concluded with a dinner hosted by Mr Ameerali Abdeali and family, joined 

by Dr Ameen Talib, RIMA’s Chairman of the Board of Directors, and Dr Mohammad Shamsuri Juhari, 

RIMA’s Centre Director. 

 

End. 

 

 

 


