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Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to begin by congratulating Nahdlatul Ulama for organizing
the ASEAN Intercultural and Interreligious Dialogue Conference. This great event — an
international forum that strives to ensure religion retains a substantive and active role in all
aspects of life, including public policy — is both much-needed and timely.

Across Asia — and within ASEAN in particular — religion does not exist in a vacuum, nor is
it reducible to a self-conscious ideology. In fact, religion is a way of life. It is integrally woven
into every aspect of our existence and social relations.

As such, interreligious dialogue serves critical real-world functions — we do not engage in it
merely to enjoy diversity or practice charity, but rather to strive for justice and eliminate
suffering and oppression.

I hail from the Maluku Islands, where in 1999 a bloody religious war erupted between Muslims
and Christians that eventually claimed 10,000 lives and drove half-a-million inhabitants from
their homes.

My “big picture” view of the importance of interreligious dialogue is, therefore, based upon
long experience working at a grassroots level during conflict and witnessing firsthand religion’s
power to help those in need.

It is my firm belief that ASEAN should continue to accelerate religion’s dynamic, action-
oriented spirit across our region, to ensure that it retains its vital problem-solving role.

Successful interreligious dialogue typically relies upon one of two approaches. The first is
identifying and leveraging the common ground that exists among different groups. This
common ground is often cultural.

For example, Indonesian culture is part of a mainly ASEAN tradition that richly embodies
systems of values and local wisdom shared across religious lines: a social bond that has held
Indonesian society together for centuries. This is not to deny the reality and complexity of
religious diversity, but rather to demonstrate that successful interreligious dialogue should be
tied to the collective identity of society.

As mentioned by the Chairman of Nahdlatul Ulama in the previous session, cultures throughout
ASEAN place a strong emphasis upon harmony. Anyone familiar with ASEAN culture and
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religion will know that harmony is at the center of a profoundly organic understanding and
approach to reality that is shared across Southeast Asia. Harmony is not merely a pragmatic
strategy for coexistence amid differences or the absence of strife, it is the sincere acceptance
of diversity.

Harmony is simultaneously the basis for engagement as well as the goal to be achieved. Across
ASEAN, harmony between groups is considered the highest good to be preserved, while
seeking to dominate others is seen as a cause of conflict and tension. This is the cultural
common ground.

So how does harmony manifest in our interreligious relationships — for example between
Muslims and Christians? Our legends, myths, and traditional stories clearly emphasize the
importance of an equal, reciprocal, and dialectical balance between these paradoxical fonts of
higher wisdom (i.e., Christianity and Islam). This assumption is hard-coded into the mental
layer of our community and can, at any time, be called upon to mobilize Indonesians in
situations of calamity, tension, and conflict.

I myself have experienced the power of this cultural emphasis upon harmony. In Maluku,
harmony was integral to my strategy for reconciling the divide between people from different
religious groups that nevertheless shared the same traditions and cultural background.

The second approach to successful interreligious dialogue is to find a “connecting issue” where
interreligious cooperation can be utilized as a practical means of addressing social problems
faced by the community. This approach is especially important when the common ground
provided by culture is unable to encompass the entire community due to elements of that
community not belonging to a shared past tradition.

In this circumstance, “connecting issues” — i.e., problems faced by the entire community —
can be used to expand the common ground and provide a shared framework of understanding.
The need to alleviate physical suffering, ecological disaster, privation, and injustice can provide
a focal point around which action-oriented dialogue and cooperation can manifest. In this way,
interreligious dialogue and peacebuilding by themselves become an instrument of social
determination and community empowerment.

As should now be clear, religion plays an indispensable societal function in regulating and
preserving a dignified, shared living space for communities. This is not merely an ethical or
theological obligation: it is a cultural imperative. Religion is one of the prime ingredients in
social stability and transformation.

To be valuable on the vast scale of ASEAN, interreligious dialogue must focus on both the
cultural and issue-based common ground. Moreover — in order for religious pluralism to be
harnessed in a practical way — religions themselves must be reconciled with the deep cultural
structures that unite ASEAN society.



