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I – INTRODUCTION

Religion was undoubtedly one of the motivating factors that drove the Western powers to explore the world and find new territories and markets. In the Southeast Asian past, religion was the wellspring of artistic expressions and political concepts. Religion has brought either power or downfall to individuals and countries, caused cleavages or cooperation, sown enmity or friendship as well as generated war or peace.  Relations between and among the religions have also been characterized by competition, apathy and amity demonstrated by their respective adherents. Among the major religions – Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity, the last two hold the record of having the longest-running discord. Differing theological interpretations, competing claims as to which is the “true” religion, and rivalry in winning converts constitute some of the underlying reasons for the discord.  Aggravating this conflict in more recent years were the 9/11 disaster and the pan-Islamic movement generally directed against the United States which has remained as the most dominant power in the world, especially among Christians. The clash of civilizations became a by-word in international relations and terrorism created panic and suspicion particularly among Christians.

 The Christian-Moslem (or Muslim) relations in Southeast Asia have been undergoing similar experience. Starting from the colonial period when the two religions met in the region, the Christian-Moslem conflict has become a lingering problem. It was downplayed towards the end of the colonial period as the Christians and Moslems were preoccupied with ousting their Western colonial masters, during WW II when they busied themselves fighting a common enemy, and after gaining independence as they focused more on nation-building and economic development. But differing perceptions of political and economic priorities coupled with socio-religious divergence reopened the scars in Christian-Moslem relations. This was heightened by the Christian-Moslem conflict situations that happened at the international scene. Lasting peace and harmony seemed to be just a dream.

However, some countries in the region have opted to make significant in-roads to peace and harmony despite their multi-religious societies. Christians and Moslems have generally treated each other with tolerance and even made a bolder step by conducting interfaith or inter-religious dialogues. Focusing on the Philippines, Indonesia and Singapore, this paper raises these questions: What factors have led them to observe religious tolerance and be open to interfaith dialogue? Who are primarily involved? How do they foresee the trajectory of their initiatives?


In order to address these questions, this paper seeks to attain the following objectives: 1) to know the circumstances that led Indonesia, the Philippines and Singapore to adopt the posture of religious tolerance, 2) to determine the forms of interfaith dialogue they have conducted and the religious underpinnings, legal framework or policies behind, c) to identify the leading personalities, institutions or groups  involved, and d) to assess whether or not their efforts are smoothly treading the trajectory toward peace and harmony. It is the contention of this paper that the Christian-Moslem relations in Indonesia, the Philippines and Singapore have manifested transformations that facilitate the attainment of peace and harmony in the region. The journey toward peace and harmony has not been smooth sailing, but the Christian and Moslem actors involved have demonstrated their determination to achieve these goals by means of interfaith dialogues, first and foremost. 
As mentioned earlier on, Christians and Moslems in SEA have been observing religious tolerance toward one another. The meaning of tolerance as used in this paper is taken from that of practical civic tolerance defined by Catholic Encyclopedia1 as consisting of an act of love shown to an erring person, the motive of which comes from the commandment of love for all men which has been elevated by Christianity to a “higher ideal of charity or love of neighbor for the sake of God.”  Religious tolerance or toleration is “the magnanimous indulgence which one shows towards a religion other than his own, accompanied by the moral determination to leave it and its adherents unmolested in private and public...” while still believing that his is the true religion.2 It refers to a relation that is based solely on love and emanates primarily from “respect for another’s religious conviction…,” thus the absence of religious persecution. For the Catholic Church, it is discerning the negative elements and taking cognizance of the existing goodness and faith; these goodness and faith can be utilized in the collaborative pursuit of peace.3 
A concept that evolved from the European wars of religion, religious tolerance can be better understood in the light of religious pluralism. Akin to the theology of pluralism which is a “deliberate theological stance recognizing the inherent value, equality and truth of every religious tradition,”4 religious pluralism is respecting the differences in faiths or the ‘otherness of others’ and recognizing the uniqueness endowed to each faith tradition. With religious pluralism, a country peopled by adherents to a variety of faiths can “exist without sectarian warfare or the persecution of religious minorities.” It is an attitude that focuses more on giving respect to convergences such as common beliefs rather than on immaterial divergences.5 Some pluralists are of the view that there may only be one single truth, but “no one has a monopoly on that truth.” Other pluralists though contend that “multiple truths may coexist simultaneously.”6 
Cognizant of the value that every body of faith possesses despite the variance, religious tolerance has been expressed in a variety of ways, one of which, if not the most popular, is through interfaith dialogue. A dialogue occurs when two or more people talk to each other; it is a communication process to comprehend the thoughts, worldviews, teachings, philosophies of life and belief systems of other people, individuals and communities.7 Interfaith or interreligious dialogue refers to “all positive and constructive interreligious relations with individuals and communities of other faiths which are directed at mutual understanding and enrichment in obedience to truth and respect for freedom.”8 It is a dialogue between members of various religions for the purpose of minimizing conflicts between their religions and to attain the mutually desirable goals. The purpose of the encounter is understanding each other and respecting religious freedom. The motivation comes from the recognition of a common humanity.9 

  Recent trends in interfaith dialogue show the dialogue participants “express and explain their own views in their own terms while respectfully and actively listening to the views of others.”10 The focus is no longer limited to theological convergence and divergence but more importantly  to “increasing mutual awareness, understanding and respect.” The primary aim is correcting “stereotypes and misinformation and to find ways to work together to solve problems of mutual concern, including social, political, economic and environmental issues.”11  
Christians and Moslems share a common ancestor in Abraham as well as similar beliefs and practices. But their long record of relations has been marked by negative encounters as experienced in Indonesia, the Philippines and Singapore which all have significant if not dominant Christian and Moslem populations. Nevertheless, the attainment of peace and harmony among religions including Christianity and Islam has become the popular discourse in recent years. This appears to be tied to the realization that peace among nations can be achieved when peace reigns among religions; that peace among religious can only be achieved through meaningful dialogues primarily meant to rectify misconceptions against one another.  
 This paper is not an impact study but rather a description of the forms, areas  and processes of as well as actors in the interfaith dialogues that Indonesia, the Philippines and Singapore have been conducting primarily in the 21st century. However, allusion to the past is made when necessitated.
 
II – CHRISTIAN-MOSLEM CONLFICT: A COLONIAL LEGACY

 SEA: A Cultural-Religious Tapestry  

Southeast Asia is home to generally middle-class peoples exhibiting colorful cultural variations and similarities, narrating common historical-colonial experiences and adhering to different religious persuasions. Its huge number of ethno-linguistic groups and diverse topography partly explain the variety of languages, dialects, fashion, lifestyles, economic growth , and religious traditions. Despite these variations, Southeast Asians have converging points in the language families, colonial history, syncretism, family orientation, respect for women, arts, economic bases, WW II experiences, and development goals, among others. Animism still exists either alongside or combined with the major religions - Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism and Christianity. Islam is the most widely practiced religion comprising 248 million or 40% of its over 620 million population in the region. Islam has huge followers in Brunei, Malaysia, southern Philippines and the largest number of which is in Indonesia. On the other hand, Christianity ranks third after Islam and Buddhism as the region’s predominant religion.   Its large groups of adherents are found in Eastern Indonesia, East Malaysia, East Timor and most of all in the Philippines (93%). With the presence of multiracial, multi-ethnic and multi-religious societies in SEA, it is not surprising that misunderstanding, discord, biases, indifference and other forms of conflict have emerged between and among the Southeast Asian peoples. The Southeast Asian governments have been facing the challenge of addressing the problems arising from their variegated and heterogeneous societies. 
Brief History of Christianity and Islam in 
Indonesia,  the Philippines and Singapore 


Christians were already settled in East Indies (Indonesia) as early as the 7th century until the 15th century particularly in Sumatra and Java during the Srivijayan period.12 They were called the “Eastern Christians of the Antiochian Syrian Tradition.” However, they were overpowered by Islam’s rise from the 13th to 15th centuries. In the 16th century, the Portuguese Jesuits and Dominicans introduced Catholicism in Malukus (Moluccas), southern Sulawesi and Timor. With the strong determination of Francis Xavier, a Roman Catholic missionary of the Jesuits order, missions were established in the eastern part of the archipelago. When the Dutch colonized the East Indies, the Protestant Dutch Reformed Church lorded it over the archipelago for about three centuries. It was only in the 19th century that other denominations including Catholicism were allowed to flourish in the islands again. The mass conversions done among the minority groups such as Minahasa, Bataks, Halmaheras, etc. led to the spread and growth of Christianity in Indonesia. Despite the persecutions that Christians suffered from 1960s to 1990s, Christianity stayed on and grew to become the second dominant religion in Indonesia. By 2012 Christianity constituted 15% (Protestant 10%; Catholics 5%) of Indonesia’s total population13 Islam arrived in Indonesia through traders coming from the West and East Asia in the 8th to 9th centuries.14 Conversion to Islam took place gradually as some areas such as Ambon, Halmahera and Nusa Tenggara had been converted earlier on to Christianity; others areas chose to remain Hindus or animists. By the 13th century, nevertheless, a significant number of Indonesians had embraced the Islamic faith. The number dramatically increased when the Islamic port city of Malacca controlled the Strait of Malacca. While it controlled the trade in the Strait, it also expedited the spread of Islam especially in the coastal areas. Islam became the dominant religion by the 16th century. At present, Indonesia is abode to the largest number of Muslim adherents in the world comprising over 86% of the country’s total population (237,434,363 in 2012).

In the Philippines, Islam was brought to the archipelago between 10th and 13th century, much earlier than Christianity. Sharif Mahkdum introduced Islam in Sulu, where he built the first masjid or “great Mosque,” as well as in the neighboring islands of Tawi-Tawi, Sibutu and Simunol. Except for some isolated cases, conversion to Islam was generally smooth and gradual.15 Further conversions in Sulu were carried out by Rajah Baginda and Sharif Abu Bakr who built the first sultanate in 1450 – the Sulu. Sultanate.16 Sharif Kabungsuwan, also an Arab like Abu Bakr, propagated Islam in mainland Mindanao where he established the sultanate of Maguindanao and became its first sultan. The ethnic groups that have embraced the Islamic faith included the Maguindanao, Maranao, Iranun, Tausug, Yakan, Sama, Kagaan, Panimusan, Molbog, Kolibugan and Sangil who all became the bravest defenders of their land and faith against foreign invaders and colonialists.17 At present, there are 13 Moslem ethno-linguistic groups and at least 16 indigenous peoples with mixed religions. The Muslims used to predominate in Mindanao which made this 2nd largest island in the Philippines earn the title, “Muslim Mindanao.” Currently, Christians form the majority in Mindanao, comprising 63% of the island’s population and the Moslems 18-20%.  Moslems have migrated to various parts of the archipelago and together they compose only about 5% of the total Philippine population.

Christianity arrived in the archipelago in the 16th century together with the Spanish conquistadores headed by Ferdinand Magellan, a Portuguese explorer who journeyed in 1521 in the service of King Charles I of Spain. The first recorded conversion to Christianity was that of a datu or chief in the island of Cebu, Rajah Humabon, and his wife, purportedly as an act of gratitude after their son was healed of his disease by Magellan. The spread of Christianity was stunted due to Magellan’s early death in the hands of Datu Lapu-lapu and the strong resistance of the native Muslims. After almost 50 years of Spanish presence in the Visayas particularly Cebu island, another explorer, Miguel Lopez de Legaspi, ventured into the northern regions of the archipelago and conquered in 1570 a Muslim settlement in Manila18 where Christianity was also introduced. Outside Manila, the intensification of evangelization and baptism occurred toward mid-19th century. Both peaceful and forceful means were employed in the propagation of Christianity in the archipelago.19 At present, Christianity dominates the Philippine islands.   

Singapore, formerly called Temasik, was part of the Malacca Sultanate founded in 1414 by King Parameswara who converted to Islam. As mentioned earlier on, aside from controlling trade in the Strait of Malacca, the sultanate of Malacca also facilitated the spread of Islam throughout maritime Southeast Asia including Singapore.20 For the British colonial authorities, however, Islam’s history in Singapore started in 1915 with the creation the Mohammedan Advisory Board tasked to provide advice on matters involving or connected with the Islamic religion and customs. Singapore became part of Malaysia in 1963 but separated from it in 1965. That same year Singapore proclaimed its independence. By 2012 Muslims comprised 14.9% of Singapore’s 5.184 million population, second only to Buddhism.

Christianity was brought to Singapore along with the founding of modern Singapore by Stamford Raffles in 1819. Christian missionaries came a year after in order to propagate the faith and convert local believers. The Catholic missionaries made significant contributions to the rise of the Catholic Church in Singapore. Fr. Jean-Marie Beurel who arrived in the island in 1839 with the Paris Foreign Mission Society is considered the founder of Catholic Singapore.21 Aside from the Roman Catholics, Protestants also comprised the Christians in Singapore. Raffles contributed to the construction of the Protestant churches in Singapore by donating a parcel of land to the first Protestant missionaries who came to the island. They established the London Missionaries Society and later on in 1948, the National Council of Churches of Singapore. Most of the converts were native Chinese, with Malays and Indians in insignificant numbers. Currently, Christians constitute approximately 14.6% of Singapore’s population22 mostly of Chinese, Indian, Eurasian and Filipino origins. 
Background of the Christian-Moslem Conflict in SEA

Contrary to the common belief that the Christian-Moslem conflict in Southeast Asia emanated from the personal interactions between the native Christians and Moslems, the long-standing conflict between the two religious communities was among the pieces of baggage brought to SEA during the colonial period. Prior to the dawning of Western colonialism in the region, wars were being waged between Christianity and Islam in the international arena: the military religious wars of the Crusades from the 11th century; the Turks hating the gavur (non-believer) Christians; and Henry the Navigator’s successful recovery of the city of Ceuta from captivity by the Moors, to mention a few.
The early Western colonialists in Southeast Asia were labeled as Firinggi (Franks or French who were staunch Crusaders) and enemies of Islam. Their divide and rule strategy of conquest and administration involved the engagement of Christians in the fight against the rebels including the Moslems. The Spanish colonialists in the Philippines inscribed in the hearts and minds of the natives their prejudices against the Muslims whom they labeled as “traitors, dirty and enemies of the Church.”23 Adherents to what the Dutch labeled as “fanatic” Islam many times rebelled against the Dutch colonial government in the East Indies (Indonesia), resulting to a policy of containment against their spread at a certain period of Dutch rule. This also happened in the Northern and Central parts of the Philippines where the Spaniards prohibited the propagation of Islam which was viewed as a threat to the colonial power. In the southern Philippine island of Mindanao, the Moslems resisted the colonizing Catholic Spaniards whom they witnessed converting their fellow Moslems to the new religion. During the American colonial Philippines, the rift between Christians and Moslems was aggravated by the subjugation and pacification conducted against the Muslim rebels in Mindanao. The Protestant American colonialists even manufactured a rifle as a weapon primarily for fighting the Muslim rebels. Thus, the conflict between Christians and Moslems in SEA had its beginnings from the colonial period. Not only did it facilitate subjugation but strengthened the colonialists’ rule and administration of the region, too.
III –  REALIZATIONS AND TRANSFORMATIONS 
Independence placed the Southeast Asian governments in direct involvement with the problems of nation-building, economic development and peace-building. One of the realizations at the national level was that ethnic and religious differences should be downplayed, if not settled, for the advancement of nation-building, progress, unity and peace. Highlighting differences in beliefs and practices serves as an obstacle for cooperative endeavors toward the advancement of society. This realization is said to have dawned from the community level where residents with ethnic, religious, political, educational and economic variations altogether dwell especially in the urban areas. This appears to be in line with the adage that peacemaking literally begins at home. Progress and peace could not be possible among religiously war-torn neighbors and communities. Peaceful coexistence and religious tolerance were necessary ingredients in the concoction of a formula for peaceful and harmonious neighborhood, community and nation.
A More Open Attitude of Learning and Listening
Religious tolerance and peaceful coexistence became the observable attitudes in the interactions between the Christians and Moslems and other faiths in Southeast Asia. Instead of focusing on religious competitions wherein “each religion attempted to explain why it was superior to the others, portraying others religions according to their purported errors when compared to one’s own,” and “presenting their own arguments, rather than listening to what others had to say,”24 focus was shifted to an open attitude of learning about and listening to the other. In Indonesia, this is exemplified by the conferences jointly organized by the Indonesia-based International Conference of Islamic Scholars (ICIS), the Indonesian Bishops Conference (KWI) and the Indonesian Church Association (PGI) with the support of other Christian organizations in order to promote solidarity and collaboration and explore new perspectives  in Christian-Muslim relations. Manado has established the Inter-religious Harmony Center as a hub for the religious leaders of six religions including Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, and Buddhism. The Center conducts workshops and dialogues of theological importance as the invited religious speakers would explain their own religions and the relationship between and among humanity, among other matters. In the Philippines, it has become common that a Catholic priest, a Protestant pastor and a Muslim imam recite their respective prayers in succession so as to begin an activity or a program. The Muslim feast day, Eid’il Fitr, is observed as a national holiday by Christians and Muslims alike. In Singapore, the Community Engagement Programme (CEP) launched in 2006 has created the National Steering Committee on Racial and Religious Harmony. One of the goals for its establishment is “for the religious leaders to come together, strengthen their bonds of friendship and deepen mutual trust and understanding.” It is thus an avenue for building harmonious relations between and among people from different faith traditions. Singapore PM Lee Hsien Loong himself enjoined the religious leaders to participate in the activities under the CEP and encouraged them to transcend their religious boundaries to be able to know those of other faiths. 
Creating Constructive Avenues for Cooperative Work
Parallel transformation occurred at the international level. This shift in Christian-Moslem attitude reflects an alternative approach to interreligious associations worldwide brought about by twin factors:25 1) the series of missionary and faith towards the late 19th century which sparked “interest in formal person-to-person encounters with religious others at the theological”, and 2) globalization which facilitated migration of peoples and ideas brought about increased interfaith associations at the informal level. Attention has been shifted to building constructive avenues for people of varying religious persuasions and cultures in order “to work cooperatively and collectively for the broader good.” Related illustrations are further presented in the course of the discussion.
Respect for Other’s Creed: Inter-religious Dialogue
Furthermore, instead of claiming one’s faith as superior and the only truth while demonizing others, increased respect for other’s creeds was highlighted for the purpose of avoiding conflict and encouraging peaceful encounters between and among religions.  This attitude of religious tolerance was better concretized by interreligious dialogue movement beginning in the 1950s when the Vatican and the  World Council of Churches initiated a series of meetings between Christian and non-Christian leaders. New institutions including Vatican’s Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (formerly Secretariat for Non-Christian Religions) were formed to study religious traditions and promote interfaith dialogue through education. During the papacy of Pope John Paul II, a number of important documents on interreligious relations were produced by Vatican II. Pope John Paul II stressed “mutual respect and encouraging each other to engage in good works and to pursue the path of righteousness.’26 Other leading organizations followed through such as the Muslim World League, the World Muslim Congress and the Middle East Council of Churches.  
In recent years, two major interreligious dialogue initiatives have caught the interest of the international community and adopted by groups, institutions and governments as well: 1) A Common Word initiated by His Royal Highness Prince Ghazi bin Muhammad of Jordan, and 2) King Abdullah’s Interfaith Initiative. 
“A Common Word between Us and You” promotes the practice of twin love of loving God and loving thy neighbor as commanded by God. The Holy Quran’s command: “… O People of the Scripture! Come to a Common word between us and you: that we shall worship none but God, and we shall ascribe no partner unto Him, and that none of us shall take others for lords beside God.” (3:64)  The Holy Quran also says: “O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female and made you into nations and tribes that you may know and honor each other (not that you may despise one another)…” Similarly, the Holy Bible states: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One. And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your mind, and with all your strength. This is the first commandment. And the second commandment is this: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. There is no other commandment greater than these.”27 HRH Prince Ghazi bin Mohammad started the movement through an open letter dated 13 October 2007 he and 138 other Muslim leaders and scholars from all over the world signed, circulated and sent to Christian churches and communities in the various parts of the globe. In the time since its release, "A Common Word" opened an interfaith dialogue between Christians and Muslims. The letter sounded a call for Christians and Muslims alike to achieve a higher level of mutual peace and understanding based on two commandments central to both religious traditions: love of God and love of one’s neighbor. This initiative has snowballed and gained the support of academic institutions as well as governmental and nongovernmental organizations.  In 2008 the initiative earned the "Eugen Biser Award", and the "Building Bridges Award" from the UK's Association of Muslim Social Scientists.28 The aim includes identifying the challenges besetting religious pluralism in the present century and creating the “framework for addressing religious, historical, social and practical issues between the two world communities.”29 Moreover, a website for a joint religious reading list resource is made available.   
On the other hand, King Abdullah’s Interfaith Initiative, launched  during the World Conference on Dialogue in Madrid in July 200830 “seeks to bring humanity together on the basis of shared values, the good teachings of all religions, and joint efforts to resolve problems and challenges common to all peoples regardless of religion, culture or country.”31 The problems referred to include poverty, family disintegration, moral degradation, human rights violations, drug abuse, terrorism, protection of the environment, and exploitation of conflicts and wars by weapons manufacturers.  The goal is to achieve world peace by 2015 by utilizing religious diplomacy alongside political leadership in the resolution of global issues.    King Abdullah, Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, was commended for his historic initiative to convene adherents to various religions and cultures to understand each other more profoundly to remove their misgivings. Supporters said the King’s interfaith initiative “heralded a new era of dialogue that contributed substantially in strengthening the spirit of cohesion and promoting peaceful coexistence among people of various cultures across the world.”32 Meetings attended by representatives of various faiths have been held in various continents “to discuss coexistence among various societies,  the role of religion and culture in promoting dialogue, the impact of religious various in reforming societies, and the role of the media in strengthening dialogue and human values.”33  It should be noted that conversion is not the utmost goal of this initiative. Rather, it is to build respect and prevent the so-called clash of civilizations. The focus is therefore shifted from “ritual correctness and judgmentalism” to “leaving judgment to God so that attention can be focused on shared moral values and better understanding and communication between faiths.” 34 After 9/11 and the ensuing worldwide war on terrorism, King Abdullah contends that Saudi Arabia must play a leading role in proclaiming this message.
These and other initiatives on interfaith dialogue35 brought about transformations reflected in theological, cultural, social and personal dimensions of Christian-Muslim relations. Indeed, interfaith dialogue has become an aspect of an emerging universal culture of dialogue for the common purpose of deepening understanding of one another, maintaining an amicable coexistence, and increasing cooperation among nations, religions and cultures. The ultimate goal is the attainment of a peaceful and better world for all. 
IV - INTERFAITH DIALOGUE: EXPERIENCES IN INDONESIA, 
        THE PHILIPPINES AND SINGAPORE

Indonesia

 Described as having hate-love relationship, the Christian and Muslim communities of Indonesia have had experienced disruptive encounters and cooperative endeavors as well. They have harbored negative perceptions about each other. On the one hand, Christians have felt that despite their efforts to be generous, the Muslims have treated them in hostile ways. On the other hand, the Muslims have expressed their lingering suspect that Christians were out to convert their fellow Muslims to Christianity, thus, their belligerent attitude towards Christians. Periodic conflicts also occurred between the two religious communities but generally, the hate would be overtaken by love. On January 1970, for instance, a Catholic school was attacked and burnt by Muslim radicals. Despite this, however, Cardinal Justinus Darmojuwono welcomed the Muslim priests to a meeting in March to deliberate on the Christian-Muslim responsibility to establish peace in Indonesia. Both Christians and Muslims fought side-by-side and shared the goal of Indonesian independence that was finally attained in 1945.  The article, ‘The Role of the Catholics in Freeing West Irian from Dutch Occupation’ (1962) highlights the contribution of the Catholic Church to the cause of independence and projects a generally amicable relationship between the two religious communities.”36 Looking at a more recent situation, some Indonesian schools under the management of one of the largest Muslim organizations in Indonesia, the Muhammadiyah, accept Christian students. These schools offer low cost yet quality education as well as Christian religious education  to the delight of the Christian parents. They prove that religious differences are far from serving as obstacle from learning. Rather, they provide opportunities for learning the Christian-Muslim similarities. The existence of schools run by Muslim organizations like Muhammadiyah “has proven to bridge different religious communities, functioning as a safe space for interfaith encounters”37 thus, reducing religious tensions.  
In 2002, attacks against mostly Christian tourists in Bali were carried out by Muslim fanatics. These religiously inspired attacks placed the relationship between religion and violence under scrutiny. Mark Juergensmeyer (2000) of the Univ. of California Sta. Barbara, writes that religion furnishes some people the “moral justification for killing others by providing the mores and symbols…that make acts of bloodshed and terrorism possible.” Bruce Lawrence (1989), a Professor of Religion at Duke University, contends that the religious goal of promoting a vision of divine restoration motivates the extremists.38 It appears then that violence in the name of or motivated by religion such as the tragic attacks in Bali in 2002 and on the pesantren (Islamic boarding school) in Pasuruan, East Java on February 2011 is justified. 
However, some Muslim scholars39 argue that Islamic teachings actually reject violence. This argument is supported by many Quranic verses particularly those in the 5th and 49th chapters. For instance, the Qur’an “prohibits Muslims from scorning, embarrassing and stereotyping others or perpetrating violence” and “encourages people to build peaceful, respectful communities.”40 Attacks and violence perpetrated by extremist Muslims and misguided elements are therefore contrary to these Quranic verses.  
 

Avoiding religiously inspired violence seemed to be in the mind of Indonesian Pres. Susilo Bambang Yudhono, leader of a country with diverse religions and cultures, when he spoke during the UN General Assembly 67th session in New York (October 2012). He sounded a call for “mutual respect and understanding among peoples of different faiths” and proposed that an “international instrument to prevent incitement of violence based on religions or beliefs” be devised. He said that this universal instrument which should be a product of international consensus “shall serve as a point of reference that the world community must comply with.”41 Pres. Yudhono raised this proposal with an awareness that the world is beset with ‘hatred and bigotry, intolerance and extremism.’42  Religious freedom in Indonesia is embodied in its ideology, the Pancasila.

Aside from the government officials, religious leaders have recognized the value of mutual understanding among various faiths. On Feb 26-28, 2013, an interfaith conference was attended by 134 Christian and Muslim leaders from Asian countries and Australia. It was jointly organized by the Indonesia-based International Conference of Islamic Scholars (ICIS), the Indonesian Bishops Conference (KWI) and the Indonesian Church Association (PGI) with the support of the Federation of Asian Bishops Conference and the Christian Conference of Asia. The conference theme was Solidarity and Collaboration in Asia, Generating the Needed Synergy ‘Love God, Love Neighbour, Love All Creation.’ The interfaith conference issued a 10-point resolution called the Jakarta Statement composed of a number of “bold steps towards fresh perspectives in Christian-Muslim relations” as well as resolutions addressing issues concerning the environment, corruption, mass migration of workers, among others.43 The religious leaders noted that conflicts arose due to misunderstanding that led to suspicion and mistrust, which in turn resulted to “lack of positive commitment from either side.” To correct this, they resolved “to move beyond tolerance and mere coexistence to accepting the other in love and respect”44  which is a bold step and a new perspective in Christian-Muslim relations. They likewise resolved to continuously study the social scenario and  discouraged society from formulating policies that may prove detrimental to mutual relations and interests. The conference participants also held meetings across Indonesia for the purpose of “airing tensions and establishing interreligious harmony” that could well prevent the outbreak of violence between the two religious communities. 
CINTA45 INDONESIA in Manado held a two-day workshop and interfaith dialogue on 11-12 February 2013. In attendance were 40 participants composed of college students and interfaith groups, speakers from Inter-religious Harmony Forum Manado, Inter-religious Harmony Center Manado, and religious leaders from six religions including Islam, Christianity, Hinduism, and Buddhism. The workshop was of theological importance as most of the speakers explained their own religious, the understanding of the relations between religion and the divine, and the relationship between and among humanity. The theme of the workshop was One Family under God elucidated as: “we are all in the same race of human race, no matter what religion, skin colour, and culture we have, beyond all differences we have that we are one family.” In view of this perception of familial relations, “we are supposed to care (for) each other, love each other and own the vision of One Family under God to  be our dream…”46    One speaker challenged the youth by urging them to think and act guided by the question of  what they can do together to contribute to global peace.   The speaker also encouraged them to adopt the word “Aju” which means “together we own the vision.” 
Also engaged in the promotion of better understanding among faiths are the Indonesian media. The 2nd International Islamic Media Conference held in Jakarta on December 2011 has invoked all Muslim media organizations worldwide to promote world peace and stability. Abdullah Al-Turki, secretary-general of the Muslim World League, added that Islamic media should utilize social networks “to enhance dialogue with other faith communities.”47  

 
An interesting study explores the process of religious transformation in post-Reformasi Era in Indonesia, particularly in Solo (Surakarta). It also evaluates the construction of social identity in Christian-Muslim relations. Using the theory of communicative practice, it argues that language has the power to make and unmake groups, “thereby generating convergence or divergence between Christians and Muslims.” One observation is that the reason why people in Solo become frequently   involved in conflict is due to their tendency to employ ‘hard language’ when speaking of others. For instance, some Christians would call Muslims who wear cingrang  pants as “like terrorist” or bahaya laten kristianisasi which is roughly translated as “Christianization is as dangerous as communism.”48  This underscores the necessity of interfaith dialogues in the promotion of understanding, harmony and peace.

  Knowing religion’s value for enhancing relations, various sector have become open to interfaith dialogue. However, it was realized that interfaith dialogue for peace and understanding can only be significant when participated in by people from the grassroots level aside from religious leaders, government officials and scholars. In a study of a small village in East Java, it was that revealed that land ownership issues became a common ground for holding inter-religious cooperation. In claiming their land, the villagers were supported by a group of Catholic activists and students who arrived in the area in 1997. Subsequent interfaith and other forms of dialogues entailed their interfaith cooperation. The grassroots were empowered through interfaith cooperation and communication exchange.49 

The Philippines

In the Philippines, the issue of Christian-Muslim relation is more or less confined in Mindanao. Notwithstanding the sporadic outburst of violence, the Filipino Christians and Muslims generally coexist in harmony and respect and are open to reconciling their differences. Despite the dominantly Catholic population, the Philippine government chose not to adopt a national religion and rather respect religious freedom which is guaranteed by the Philippine constitution. 

As early as 1960s, deliberate acts especially among local religious leaders to organized dialogues among the different faith communities and cultures as a tool for   peace in Mindanao could already be observed.50 In 1992, a group of Christian and Muslim activists formed the Forum for Muslim-Christian Solidarity (FMCS) in Metro Manila. The group’s goal was to search for new ways of addressing issues affecting the lives of both the Muslims and Christians by organizing fora such as interfaith dialogues and peace talks. The invited speakers came from the military, government, Congress, NGOs and Muslim groups. Moreover, believing that personal contact between and among believers of different faiths was important in promoting cooperation and understanding, FMCS involved itself in programs that facilitated exposure/immersion of Muslims in several parts of Metro Manila.51
At the level of religious leaders, Bishops-Ulama Conference of Mindanao, formerly the Bishops-Ulama Forum, sprang from a meeting between Muslim religious leaders or Ulama and Catholic Bishops of Mindanao in 1996.  They discussed an issue of common concern at that time – the creation of the Special Zone of Peace and Development, a principal element in the peace agreement between the Government of the Republic of the Philippines (GRP) and the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF).52 The MNLF was then the country’s leading Islamic rebel group. Through a series of dialogues between GRP and MNLF as well as interfaith dialogues, a peace agreement was reached leading to the integration of the MNLF military into the mainstream armed forces of the Philippines. In 2009 after the failure of the government negotiations with the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), another Islamic rebel group, the BUC was tasked by the Philippine government to organize multi-stakeholders dialogues involving Christians and Muslims among other participants.53



Mindanao-based Philippine Council for Islam and Democracy, a non-government organization dedicated to the study of Islamic and democratic political thought and development of Muslim communities, has earned recognition for conducting interfaith dialogues geared toward peacebuilding and harmony. Recently, it was awarded a silver medal and a cash prize of US$15,000 at the World Interfaith Harmony Week Prize 2013 administered by the Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic Thought with headquarter in Amman, Jordan. The awards  are part of the international observance, during first week of February, of World Interfaith Harmony Week proposed in 2010 to UN General Assembly by King Abdullah II of Jordan. In line with “A Common Word” movement, the PCID implements a series of dialogues called A Common Word Toward A Common Peace toward peacebuilding and harmony among Filipino religious groups and other sectors. It has conducted interfaith discussions since 2007, trying to advance interreligious harmony from the Islamic point of view. Partnering with PCID is Noorus Salam, an organizations comprised of religious women teachers and civil society leaders operating in some areas of the country.54 Winning the awards provide a stamp of effectiveness on PCID’s work on interfaith discussions. 
 
Another NGO that employs interfaith dialogues in resolving conflict is the Lanao Aquatic and Marine Fisheries Center for Community Development Incorporated (LAFCCOD, Inc.) based in Lanao del Norte province in Mindanao. It advocates the strengthening of relationships among people by way of active participation in developing small fisherfolk communities and the coastal environment. Its programs include community-based coastal resource management, gender mainstreaming, disaster risk reduction, sustainable livelihood and peace building. The communities covered by the LAFCCOD are abodes of Christians and Muslims harboring mistrust and prejudices against each other due to conflicts that rooted from the colonial period. It is not surprising that its initial experience was characterized by difficulty in bringing Christians and Muslims together, in gathering most of them in one setting. Confronted with this situation, LAFCCOD has integrated peace building measures in the programs so as to build good relations, trust and confidence with one another. The organization conducted community interfaith dialogues and consulted the Council of Elders composed of the Ustadz, Imams, Community leaders, religious leaders, the Sultan and other people with significant influence in the Muslim community. In no time, the Christians and Muslims could be gathered with ease for development activities. These gatherings became occasions for training and implementation of development programs but also for sharing their problems, aspirations and plans for their lives and for the community. Christians and Muslims now manage the marine sanctuary and mangrove reforestation. Indeed, the building of relations “transcends to working together to restore, rehabilitate and sustainably manage the resource base which is the coastal environment.”55
The youth is also involved in the peace building program being conducted with the support of the Australian embassy Manila through the program on “Strengthening Grassroots Interfaith Dialogue and Understanding.” Some of the activities in which the youth is involved include: coastal clean up, mangrove planting, and campaign to stop illegal fishing activities. The youth has realized the value of establishing good relations with all the people in the community irrespective of religions, gender, beliefs, culture and tradition. An increased awareness and appreciation for interfaith and intercultural harmony in both the Christians and Muslims has been developed among the youth of Lanao.56  
Talking of youth, the Muslim-Christian Youth for Peace and Development (MCYPD) is a 50-member-strong interfaith community based in Caloocan City, Metro Manila. The members conduct collaborative activities that tore down the barriers among them, corrected the prejudices they held about each other and enabled them to learn from and appreciate each other. From their experience, interfaith has reshaped the pervading stereotypes about other religions  and supported Haney’s (2009) framework that interfaith work is both a “living dialogue  and a ”dialogue of cooperation.” It is a “living dialogue” as it consists of establishing positive relations with people from other religions, afterall, they are neighbors and fellow human beings; it is a “dialogue of cooperation” as it involves interfaith collaboration for a common cause, such as justice and harmony in the world.57  The significance of interfaith dialogue for the young members of MCYPD revolves around the areas of person (not his/her religion), friendship and collective participation. Their interfaith encounters have shown their ability to participate in interfaith efforts, their “capacity to learn and to contribute to interreligious understanding and community-building,” and their personal realizations that those whom they thought of as enemies to be avoided are actually ‘nice people’ they can establish friendship with.58
Academic institutions and peace centers have become important allies in the interfaith dialogue movement in the Philippines. They play a significant role in providing legitimate venue for interfaith dialogue. More importantly, they conduct projects that enable the participants “to cultivate religious and cultural tolerance and appreciation” through courses on inter-religious dialogue and community immersion programs. A project of this sort is the university-based Philippine Youth Leadership Project (PYLP), formerly called ACCESS (Access to Community and Civic Enrichment for Students) which was introduced in 2003 and renamed in 2006. It is funded by the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, US State Department. PYLP is one of the projects designed to assist in building peace in the conflict-ridden Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) covering Mindanao island, Basilan and Sulu. The strategies employed include capacity building and empowerment of Muslim, Christian and native youth and adult leaders along the areas of interfaith dialogue, conflict resolution and collaborative networking. Since it started, over 130 Christian, Muslim and indigenous youth have been trained in a series of annual one-month training workshop in Northern Illinois University, the implementing university. The workshop, entitled “Bridging the Gap: Engaging a New Generation in the Southern Philippines in Inter-Ethnic Dialogue and Conflict Resolution” intends to promote dialogue and mutual understanding between Muslim and non-Muslim youth, among others. One of the NIU’s goals for conducting the workshop is to promote dialogue and greater mutual understanding between Muslim and non-Muslim youth including Christians. It likewise focuses on the teaching of American institutions that support ethnic diversity, affirmative action and religious pluralism, among other matters. Upon their return to Mindanao, the participants are supposed to design action plans to be implemented in their schools and communities. They are provided with a booklet containing, among other matters, a ‘tool kit’ they would use as ‘barefoot facilitators’ in the conduct of peace programs.59 The project has produced Muslim and Christian youth leaders who have come to terms with their prejudices, distrust and hostility towards one another. They have learned to collaboratively confront and analyze the problems confronting them, to plan and implement community service projects together, and to develop empathy and compassion for each other through facilitated discussions, personal expression and cooperative activities. Education, therefore, has become a frontliner in the advancement of interfaith and inter-cultural cooperation
For its part, the Philippine government engages inter-religious dialogue in its quest for peace in Muslim Mindanao. It pursues interfaith dialogue as part of the Peace Process Complementary Track which seeks to approach the causes of armed conflict and related issues more effectively. This approach includes “fostering mutual trust and understanding among different faiths and cultures.”60 The forging of the Final Pace Agreement with the Moro National Liberation front in 1996 and the current ceasefire agreement between the Philippine Government and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front  could have had faced more difficulties sans interfaith dialogues. These peace efforts enjoy the support and participation of Indonesia, Malaysia and Brunei, all with dominant Muslim population in Southeast Asia. The interest of the Philippine government in promoting interfaith dialogue is also expressed at the international level. It sponsored a resolution advocating interfaith and inter-cultural dialogue for global peace and understanding which gained strong support from the UN during its 67th Plenary Session. Fifty-one member states co-sponsored the draft resolution with Pakistan as the main co-sponsor.61  The resolution is in line with Pres. Benigno Aquino III’s thrust on invigorating Philippine democracy and stimulating economic growth.
The grassroots comprise another sector that is actively involved in interfaith dialogue. In Maasin, Sarangani Province (where world’s boxing superstar Manny Pacquiao is Congressman), the Grassroots Initiatives for Peace (GrIP) project-Philippines was implemented with funding from the Strengthening Grassroots Interfaith Dialogue and Understanding Program  managed by the Australian embassy in Manila. The project aimed to support the peacebuilding efforts of Maasin by encouraging “optimum inter-community participation” on community-based activities that promote inter-cultural and inter-religious “understanding, respect, acceptance of different faiths” at the grassroots level, and strong community unity through multi-sectoral participation in promoting and maintaining peace.62   Conducted activities under this Project included a Walk for Peace unity parade joined in by around 5,000 people composed of Lumads, Muslims, and Christians from various sectors; an Interfaith Forum on Peace with the theme, Muslims, Christians, and Lumads: Our Quest for Unity, Peace, and Brotherly Love. Let us Act on it; an interfaith forum to celebrate Eid’l Fitr which conveyed the message that the celebration of Eid’l Ffitr and Ramadan “were not only for the Muslim community but for the whole mankind,” who may celebrate it in a variety of ways based on cultures; and the celebration of Maasin’s founding anniversary which was highlighted by the holding of an ecumenical service, cultural parade and presentation, and launching of the Peace and Development Covenant Wall.  These activities manifested good relationship among the various religious, civic and cultural community groups in Maasin as indicated by their engaging participation in the aforementioned events.  

Singapore

Singapore’s multicultural society reflects its religious diversity. Singapore could not have attained its very progressive status sans peaceful coexistence among the different religious groups comprising its population. Singaporeans of varied faiths and cultures have perceived the need for peaceful coexistence and thus have engaged in interfaith dialogues and established structures towards this end. One of such structures is the Harmony Center founded in 2006 to serve as a venue for exhibits and information for the promotion of interfaith dialogue in the country. Interreligious dialogues conducts homestay programs for the youth but its visitors have come from all levels from Kindergarten to senior citizens. Mr. Alami Musa, president of the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore, confides that the Harmony Centre serves as a symbol of the Muslim’s outreach effort after the 9/11 attack in the US. Since its opening, Harmony Center has serviced more than 20,000 client-visitors, about three in four of whom were non-Muslims. To allow for a wider reach of audience, Harmony Center launched its website in 2009. 

On January 2, 2007, Singapore PM Lee Hsien Loong, speaking before an audience of 2,000 members of different faiths, appealed to religious leaders that they “encourage dialogue and interaction across faiths, and to trust and accommodate one another.”63  He observed that extremists groups have not lost ardor sowing hatred and disunity especially between Muslims and non-Muslims. Another thing that divide people of different faiths are stereotypes and prejudices. To uproot these misconceptions about other faiths, PM Lee believed in the crucial role of dialogue and engagement. He also clarified that the goal of inter-faith dialogue is to build relationship, not to formulate an agreement. This building of relationship starts from knowing each other so that an appreciation of both one’s own as well as other’s religion follow.  As a result, “we will widen the common ground which we all share together,” explained PM Lee.64  

PM Lee also encouraged the religious leaders to participate in the activities under the Community Engagement Programme (CEP) launched in 2006. The CEP’s National Steering Committee on Racial and Religious Harmony was created “for the religious leaders to come together, strengthen their bonds of friendship and deepen mutual trust and understanding.” The Steering Committee is tasked to provide new directions for inter-racial and inter-religious collaboration, to create opportunities for interrelations among members of various religions and to ‘encourage them to cross boundaries and get to know people of other faiths.’65  Sounding futuristic, PM Lee enjoined the religious leader to build linkages while times are calm and relations not stressful, so that in times of crisis, Singaporeans will have a strong and resilient network to cement the society together. He explained why the Singapore society has reached a level of peaceful coexistence: ‘Singaporeans of different faiths have learnt to trust one another, and to accommodate each other’s different customs, traditions and ways of life.’ He urged his fellow Singaporeans to continue with this pragmatic and responsible approach, and work together as partners for a common cause.’ This approach substantiates the Singapore pledge of building “a democratic society based on justice and equality and to achieve happiness, prosperity and progress for our nation.”66  Through this, PM Lee aired his confidence that Singapore society will remain cohesive and harmonious “for many more years to come.”67   Earlier on in 2004 after assuming the office of the Prime Minister, PM Lee graced a dinner hosted by the four abovementioned religions. It was an example of an event where people from a variety of faiths came together in order to partake a meal with vegetarian, kosher and halal food on the table aside from acknowledging their differences.   


For the people of Singapore, their differences matter not, as pointed out by See Guat Kwee: “Singaporeans were Chinese, Malay, Indians and other races too but we are all Singaporeans, regardless of religion, language or creed”68  Treading the same line, convinced that people of different faiths, cultures and traditions were meant to live together, the Singapore leaders have agreed to adopt the way of peace, to work together as a people, and to unite the different communities. 
Another website for interfaith discussions in Singapore is OnePeople.sg. (OPSG) which, in partnership with the Inter-Religious Organization (IRO), invites speakers from various religions to elucidate on theological matters, talk about certain current issues or share their life-defining experiences in front of a multi-faith audience. For instance, in July 2009, Imam Nurayn Ashafa and Pastor James Wuye both from Nigeria were invited to share their experiences in resolving their conflict. The two gentlemen were leaders of opposing armed militias dedicated to defending their respective communities during the period of civil unrest in Nigeria in 1987. But their individual decision to follow their religious conviction and cease fighting upon the advice of their respective spiritual leaders led to the resolution of their conflict. Subsequently, they established the Inter-Faith Mediation Center intended to hasten peace-building efforts between Christians and Muslims in Nigeria.69  The participants to the interfaith discussions had meaningful exchange with the speakers who shared their model for peace building drawn from their own experiences. They learned that stories of collaboration and reconciliation in the promotion of peace can provide a moving inspiration for doing the same.     
Dr. Farid Al-Atas, a popular speaker in the inter-faith circles of Singapore, was invited in 2010 to talk about the relevance of Islam. Manifesting his extensive knowledge of Islam, he addressed the interpretation of some Islamic semantics such as Jihad, explaining that jihad’s real meaning is ‘struggle’ not ‘holy war’ as translated in the West. He likewise shared insightful views about Islam which enlightened the audience and helped them clarify their misconceptions about Islam.        

On May 28, 2011, OPSG and IRO conducted an interfaith dialogue on “Introduction of Religions” that featured representatives of the Christian, Muslim, Baha’I Faith and Taoist religions. The speakers provided the attendees, numbering about 40, with a basic understanding of the religions represented as regards the origins, scriptures, morals, symbols, ethical teaching, rites and rituals, festivals as well as the do’s and don’ts of their respective religions. The forum helped in correcting their misconceptions, thus the participants “felt that the dialogue helped in their daily life and they garnered better understanding of the different religions.”70   

As can be drawn from the foregoing illustrations in the conduct of interfaith dialogue, the three countries have employed the following methods identified by DeLong-Bas: 1) structural as exemplified by the parliamentary approach wherein huge crowds of Christians and Moslems would assemble to hold interfaith discussions; 2)  institutional where the Inter-religious Harmony Center and the National Council of Churches were utilized to promote and facilitate dialogue meetings; and 3) contextual such as the religious and philosophical discussions and exchanges among Christian, Muslim, Buddhist and Baha’i Faith religious leaders in the context of religious pluralism. Interfaith dialogue was likewise employed in the areas of practical issues of common concern such nation-building, peacekeeping, livelihood, environmental management, resource generation and  conflict resolution in order to stimulate formal and informal cooperative actions, and of spiritual deepening and nurturing by conducting joint worship service, praying, fasting or scripture reading. The common goal of all these is “building and expanding relationships that can lead to interfaith cooperation”  that will bring about long-lasting peace and harmony. 
Engaged in these endeavors aside from religious leaders such as bishops and ulamas are government officials including the heads of state, NGOs such as the Inter-religious Organization and the Philippine Council for Islam and Democracy, youth groups in the likes of the Muslim-Christian Youth for Peace and Development, academic scholars in the like of Dr. Farid Al-Atas, foreign academic institutions exemplified by Northern Illinois University, embassies such as the Australian embassy, and the grassroots or community folks. The means employed include the media, peace talks, workshops, the Net, academic and community programs and conferences. The observance of religious tolerance and conduct of interfaith dialogues are strengthened by the policies, resolutions and other legal framework most especially the respective secular Constitutions of Indonesia, the Philippines and Singapore.  
V – THE CROSS AND THE CRESCENT: Working Together for Mutual Concerns
        The shift in the attitude of Southeast Asian Christians and Muslim as regards their treatment of each other’s religious beliefs, objects and acts of worship stemmed first of all from their daily experiences of living in the same neighborhood and community and being victims of war and strife, poverty and prejudice. They have realized that a peaceful and progressive community would be hard to achieve in an atmosphere of animosity, indifference and hatred due to religious differences. As developing countries, tremendous amount of nationbuilding, cooperative and unifying efforts have to be unleashed by Indonesia and the Philippines for the attainment of economic growth and other development goals. Even Singapore had to do it during its developing stage.  
Moreover, increasing issues and challenges of regional and even universal scope affected Southeast Asians and everyone regardless of religious persuasion. These challenges such as air and water pollution, trafficking of drugs and women, forest fire, terrorism, unemployment, human rights violations, family disintegration and many more necessitated joint approaches and collaborative engagements. Southeast Asians particularly Indonesians, Filipinos and Singaporeans, have been cognizant of the fact that this could only be made possible if those involved manifest an open attitude towards each other as well as respect and accept one another as members of the community of nations and of the human race; a higher level of interaction glossing over cleavages and giving more value to convergence was developed; and a new perspective in looking at interreligious relations especially Christian-Moslem relations could be explored. Another type of diplomacy could be employed.
Christians and Moslems in Indonesia, the Philippines and Singapore, therefore, have to adopt the posture of religious tolerance so as to facilitate and expand collaborative ventures and maintain an atmosphere of peaceful coexistence. They have developed a  more open attitude of learning and listening as well as created constructive avenues for cooperative engagements. Religious tolerance has served as the springboard for joint undertakings that enabled them to deepen their understanding of each others’ perspective, thoughts and actions, respect each other’s uniqueness and appreciate the value that each faith tradition possesses. Supporting this posture are government policies and other legal frameworks such as the Constitution. Despite their sporadic conflict, Christians and Moslems in Indonesia, the Philippines and Singapore appear to have preferred obeisance to the twin commandments of loving God and neighbor, thus, setting aside their theological differences in order to live together in harmony and enjoy the blessings of peace. Furthermore, religious diplomacy has proven to be an effective instrument for promoting understanding, improving relations and resolving regional issues alongside political diplomacy in Southeast Asia.
        More significantly, Southeast Asians have learned to accord due respect for Other’s creeds as illustrated by the interfaith dialogues. Employing the strategy of interfaith dialogue has significantly torn down the barriers emanating from religious and cultural differences. It has narrowed down the gap existing between Christian and Muslim leaders in Indonesia as manifested in meetings and other occasions where the Ulamas and the bishops sat side-by-side with each other to explain their theological standpoint and at the same time listened to and learned from one another. It has been demonstrated at the government level when Philippine government officials composed mostly of Christians discussed with representatives of the Moro National Liberation Front and later on convinced the latter to join the mainstream society, and more recently with the Moro Islamic Liberation Front for the purpose of attaining long-lasting peace in Mindanao. In Singapore, the people acknowledged the diversity of their racial origins, but they have considered themselves more as Singaporeans with a common identity. This made interfaith dialogue remain unobstructed. Various sectors had to be involved in the process of interfaith dialogue.
That the dialogue between Christians and Moslems came about earlier in the region particularly in the Philippines than it did in other countries testifies to the seriousness and determination of the Southeast Asian adherents of these religious traditions to travel the road to lasting peace and harmony no matter the bumps, twists and turns they would encounter along the way. Interfaith dialogue has served as a potent tool  for them to face and hurdle the myriad challenging issues that confront the global community today. Indeed, it can be said that Southeast Asian Christians and Moslems, through their interfaith dialogue, have likewise contributed to the promotion of the “cultures of dialogue” which also include the dialogue within a faith, the dialogue between societies, and the “Dialogue of Civilizations.”  
oooooooooooOOOOOOOOOOOOooooooooooo
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