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Abstract
Since the first half of the 1990s, Samuel Huntington’s theory of “clash of civilizations” 

has been a major focus of attention in the Western academic communities, especially 
after the 9/11 Incident in 2001. This well-publicized theory has also become a cause for 
grave concern in the religious circles because the said “clash” is centered on the conflicts 
of religious tenets and values. Harvey Cox, renowned professor of religious studies at 
Harvard University, criticizes Huntington’s view as not only erroneous, but also responsible 
for triggering needless fear and anxiety. He argues that the era of globalization is not an 
era of clash of civilizations, but rather offers “the best opportunity for dialogue among 
civilizations.” There also appears a wide consensus among the world’s religious leaders that 
what we need to address today is not clash of civilizations, but dialogue and cooperation 
among religions. Some of them are concerned that the suggestion of clash among religions 
or civilizations can breed mistrust and suspicion instead of mutual understanding, 
eventually leading to the vicious cycle of self-prophesized conflicts.

This article attempts to show that relationships among religious civilizations in Asia 
are characterized by a model of mutual integration and co-existence rather than a model 
of clash and conflict. Even though in modern history there have been violent conflicts 
between social groups with different religious backgrounds, such conflicts involve ethnic, 
socio-economic, political and historical factors, and cannot be explained away as stemming 
from differences in religious tenets and values. Examples of interfaith integration and 
co-existence abound in ancient India, China and Southeast Asia. In the past few decades, 
major religions in Asia have echoed the call for a global ethics and moved towards a 
consensus on a set of core values, especially those concerned with socioeconomic justice, 
climate change and ecological protection, as well as charity and humanitarian mutual help. 
Religious organizations based in Asia are active in disaster relief work and projects that 
address various humanitarian needs, including hunger relief, child education, promotion 
of agricultural productivity and the creation of alternative economic opportunities for the 
underprivileged people. Insofar as our contemporary problems of wars, crimes, violence 
and ecological destruction are all rooted in human greed and hatred, religion plays a vital 
role in tackling these problems, and religious dialogue and cooperation are thus imperative 
in the rebuilding of a new Asia.
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摘要
自從九十年代上半期以來，杭廷頓的「文明的衝突」理論一直成為西方學

術界所關注的一個主要焦點，尤其是在2001年的911事件以後。這個廣被宣傳

的理論在宗教界也引起了嚴重關切，因為他所謂的「衝突」是以宗教教義及價

值觀的衝突為核心來開展的。哈佛大學著名的宗教學教授哈維‧科克斯批評杭

廷頓的觀點不但錯誤，而且引起不必要的恐懼和焦慮。他認為全球化時代並不

是文明衝突的時代，而是提供了「各種文明之間互相對話的最佳機會」。世界

宗教領袖們似乎也達成了一個共識，認為我們今天所需要解決的並不是文明衝

突的問題，而是各宗教之間的對話與合作。他們中間有些人關切說，提出所謂

宗教或文明間會有衝突的說法，會造成不信任和猜疑，而不是相互了解，最終

會導致衝突的預言自我實現的惡性循環。

本文試圖辯明亞洲各宗教文明的關係，乃是以互相整合與共生的模式，

而不是以衝突的模式，為其特色。雖然近現代史上發生了一些不同宗教背景

的社會團體之間暴力衝突的事件，但這些衝突涉及種族、社會經濟、政治、

歷史等諸多因素，不能單純解釋為宗教教義和價值的歧異所引起。在古代印

度、中國和東南亞，不同宗教信仰的整合與共生的事例不勝枚舉。過去數十

年來，亞洲各主要宗教響應了建立全球倫理的呼聲，並已採取行動，努力就

一系列的核心價值，尤其是關乎社會經濟的公平正義、氣候變遷及生態環境

保護、慈善救濟和人道互助等方面的價值，達成共識。設在亞洲的多個宗教

組織積極投入了救災工作以及針對各種人道需要的計劃，包括賑濟飢饉、兒

童教育、促進農業生產力以及為弱勢民眾創造另類就業機會。由於戰爭、犯

罪、暴力和生態環境破壞等當代問題都根源於人類的貪婪和仇恨，因此宗教

在對付這些問題上面扮演著十分重要的角色；也因此，宗教對話與合作對於

重建新亞洲實有迫切的需要。

關鍵詞：文明的衝突、（不同）宗教間對話、宗教衝突、全球倫理、世界宗教會議
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A. Preface: Clash vs. Dialogue Between Religious Civilizations

In his well-publicized essay entitled “Clash of Civilizations?” published in 

1993,1 Professor Samuel Huntington points out that while many factors make 
for the potential clash of civilizations between the East and the West, the crucial 

factor is religion, because religion is the most time-honored and everlasting 

element of any civilization. Thus he argues that in dealing with the question of 

clash between Eastern and Western civilizations, we need to address the issues and 

problems that stem from the differences in the basic tenets and values of Islam and 

Christianity. He even predicts that future conflicts would be based on religious 

culture rather than political ideology or economic interests. His views have caused 

grave concerns in the religious circles, especially in the Islamic world. Among 

others, Professor Akbar S. Ahmed, scholar of Islamic studies, points out that 

Huntington’s essay is seen by Muslims as “part of a global conspiracy against 

Islam, part of a ‘bludgeon-Islam-out-of-existence’ school of thought.” Ahmed 

goes on to comment that “Islam was singled out as a potential enemy civilization 

in an argument that was as deterministic as it was simplistic. ‘Islam has bloody 

borders,’ concluded Huntington. This dangerously deterministic argument 

takes us directly to a clash of civilizations. It carries the danger of becoming          

self-fulfilling prophecy.”2 
Harvey Cox, renowned scholar of religious studies at Harvard University, 

also expresses his concerns over the possible negative effects of Huntington’s 

“clash” theory. As he observes, “I am particularly concerned that Professor 

1　 This essay was first published in Foreign Affairs, Vol.72, No.3 (Summer 1993). It was later expanded as a book, 
      Chen Yu-hsi (1996). The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. New York: Simon and Schuster.
2     Quoted from Akbar S. Ahmed (2006). Islam and the West: Clash or Dialogue of Civilizations? In Roger Boase 
     (Ed.), Islam and Global Dialogue: Religious Pluralism and the Pursuit of Peace. Burlington, VT: Ashgate 
 Publishing Co., p.107. 
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Huntington’s theory of clash of civilizations is centered on religion…I believe that 

this view is not only erroneous, but also responsible for triggering unnecessary 

fear and anxiety.” He says that the modern world is not entering into an era of 

inevitable clash of civilizations, but on the contrary, the present time offers the 

best opportunity to carry out “dialogue among civilizations” which mankind 

has never had in its history.3 Daisaku Ikeda, President of International Soka 
Gakkai, echoes Cox’s opinion and says that the idea of clash of civilizations 

can cover up the real reasons behind international conflicts and thus produce 

“imaginary enemy” that makes mutual understanding impossible. It can also give 

rise to prejudice and suspicion, thus precipitating a vicious cycle of conflicts. 

As a Buddhist, Ikeda points out that the nature of conflicts is not grounded in 

civilization, but in humans’ ego-centered mentality that generates anger, greed 

and selfishness, and because of this, religion plays a crucial role in addressing 

problems relating to terrorist violence, nationalistic disputes, etc.4 

In the Muslim world, the idea of “Dialogue among Civilizations” was first 

proposed by Iran’s President (1997-2005), Mohammad Khatami, as a response 

to Huntington’s “clash” theory. He put forth this proposal in the UN General 

Assembly in 1998, with the support of UN Secretary General Kofi Annan.5 As 
Khatami’s proposal of dialogue had also gained enormous international support, 

the United Nations proclaimed the year 2001 to be the UN’s Year of Dialogue 

among Civilizations. Although the idea was dealt a deadly blow by the 9/11 

terrorist attacks in 2001, Khatami did not give up his efforts to promote mutual 

understandings among different cultures and religions. Following his retirement 

3　 See Harvey Cox & Daisaku Ikeda (2009). The Revival of Religion Dialogue is Paramount. Tokyo: Soka Gakkai. 
 Quotes here are based on the Chinese version of this book, translated by Liu Kun-hui (2009) and published by 
      Taipei: Cheng Yin Culture Enterprise Co., pp.20-21.
4　 Ibid..
5　 Akbar S. Ahmed (2006). Islam and the West: Clash or Dialogue of Civilizations? In Roger Boase (Ed.), Islam and 
  Global Dialogue: Religious Pluralism and the Pursuit of Peace, p.103.
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as Iran’s President in 2005, he founded the International Institute for Dialogue 

among Cultures and Civilizations, with offices in Iran and Geneva. In 

October 2008, this Institute organized an international conference on the 

position of religions in the modern world. Among prominent celebrities from 

various countries with different religious backgrounds, former President of Sri 

Lanka, Chandrika Kumaratunga, who was a Buddhist, was invited to speak at 

the conference.6

Such an interfaith conference may be seen as symbolizing the willingness on 

the part of Islam to accommodate and engage with other religions in the aftermath 

of the 9/11 tragedy. In fact, scholars of Islamic studies concur that Islam supports 

interfaith dialogue. As Professor Mahmoud M. Ayoub of Temple University 

points out, “the Qur’an and Prophetic tradition not only enjoin Muslims but also 

the followers of other faiths to engage in meaningful dialogue, cooperation and 

agreement on basic principles.”7 This is so because the Qur’an advocates “unity 
in diversity,” i.e., under the one God there is a diversity of cultures and religions 

that can coexist peacefully on the basis of the one-God principle. Islam is said to 

respect differences but condemn conflicts.8 Professor Ahmed also observes that 
“the idea of a dialogue of civilizations is central to the Muslim perception of self and  

‘the other.’ By knowing God as Compassionate and Merciful－the two most frequently 

repeated of the 99 names of God－Muslims know they must embrace others, even those 

who may not belong to their community, religion or nation. God tells us in the holy 

Qur’an to appreciate the variety He has created in human society.”9 

6　 See the entry on Mohammad Khatami, Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, viewed on July 23, 2011. 
7　 Quoted from Mahmoud M. Ayoub (2006). The Qur’an and Religious Pluralism. In Roger Boase (Ed.), Islam and
      Global Dialogue: Religious Pluralism and the Pursuit of Peace, p.280.
8　 Ibid., pp.273-281.
9　Quoted from Akbar S. Ahmed (2006). Islam and the West: Clash or Dialogue of Civilizations? In Roger Boase 
     (Ed.), Islam and Global Dialogue: Religious Pluralism and the Pursuit of Peace, pp.105-106. 
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Yet, paradoxically the Muslim world appears reluctant to participate in 

dialogue because they do not trust the mindset of the Christian West in spite of 

the Kur’an’s recognition of Christianity and Judaism as worshipping the only one 

God. Muslims feel threatened by the “Western project” of globalization which 

they equate with Westernization. They believe that the West owes a cultural 

and intellectual debt to Islam for its progress in science and culture, and yet not 

only the West ignores Islam’s contributions in this regard, but many intellectual 

and cultural aspects of the Western globalization project are seen as aiming to 

humiliate and even subjugate the Muslim world. Huntington’s “clash” theory is 

cited as part of the evidence. The Western idea of a “global village” is interpreted 

by some Muslims as intending to forge a cultural uniformity at the expense of 

plurality that the Qur’an advocates. As Ayoub observes, “Globalization, in all 

its cultural and economic forms, is the latest stage of Western neo-imperialism. 

For those committed to a sacred tradition such as Islam it is both a threat and a 

challenge. What we should be aiming for, as the Qur’an enjoins, is the acceptance 

and appreciation of the plurality of cultures and religions, but within the unity 

of faith in the one God.”10 Under these circumstances, it seems unreasonable to 
expect any meaningful bilateral dialogue and cooperation between Islam and 

Western Christianity (and, for that matter, Judaism), even though they all worship 

the one God. The tragic 9/11 Event has deepened mistrust and suspicion, but it 

also highlights the urgency and necessity of interfaith dialogue to promote mutual 

understanding between the Muslim world and the West.

It should be noted, however, that multi-faith dialogues in the form of 

conferences and forums have been undertaken in various parts of the world over 

10　Contents of this paragraph are based on Akbar S. Ahmed (2006). Islam and the West: Clash or Dialogue of 
Civilizations? In Roger Boase (Ed.), Islam and Global Dialogue: Religious Pluralism and the Pursuit of Peace, 
pp.106-107, and Mahmoud M. Ayoub (2006). The Qur’an and Religious Pluralism. In Roger Boase (Ed.), Islam 
and Global Dialogue: Religious Pluralism and the Pursuit of Peace, p.274.
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the past decades. In addition to Khatami’s international conference mentioned 

above, we need to discuss two large-scale interfaith conferences held annually or 

intermittently with all major religions and faith groups participating. One is the 

World Religions Conference (WRC) held annually in Ontario, Canada for the past 

three decades. Envisioned by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, founder of the Ahmadiyya 

Muslim Community, in 1889, the Conference aims at providing a forum for 

scholars of various religions and faith groups to express the beauties and merits of 

their respective faiths, and to promote peace, harmony, understanding and respect 

among followers of various religions. Themes of the Conference cover peace, 

environmental protection, human suffering, relevance of God in today’s world, 

etc. A significant feature of the WRC is that a great number of religious groups, 

organizations and academic institutions work together to prepare and organize 

the annual conference, setting a good example of inter-religious cooperation in a 

peaceful and friendly atmosphere. Though the theme of WRC annual conference 

differs from one year to another, the conference always stresses the spirit of 

interfaith appreciation and acceptance, and is dedicated to promoting peace, 

harmony, understanding and respect between followers of various religions.11  

Another major interfaith conference is the well-known Parliament of the 

World’s Religions (PWR). The Parliament was first initiated in Chicago in 

the year 1893 to coincide with the Chicago Exposition, and brought together, 

for the first time in human history, representatives of the Eastern and Western 

religious and spiritual traditions for a conference to share the universal values 

and spiritual teachings of religions. Regarded as marking the birth of religious 

dialogue worldwide, the Chicago Parliament was featured by the presence of 

renowned spiritual leader Swami Vivekanada of India, who is recognized as a 

11　Contents of this paragraph is based on the entry on World Religions Conference, Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, 
viewed on August 1, 2011, http://www.worldreligionsconference.org
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historic figure who made Westerners aware that the spiritual philosophy of India 

has something valuable to teach them. One hundred years later, in 1993, the 

Parliament convened in Chicago again. More than 8,000 people from all major 

religions and other faith groups gathered together to discuss and explore critical 

issues of common concern, such as environmental destruction, social injustice, 

war, violence and poverty. The keynote speech, given by Dr. Gerald Barney of 

the Millennium Institute, addressed the issue of environment. Most importantly, a 

historic document entitled Towards a Global Ethic: An Initial Declaration, drafted 

mostly by Catholic theologian Professor Hans Kung, was signed at the Parliament 

by more than 200 leaders from various religions and faith traditions. Since 1993, 

it has been signed by thousands more religious leaders and individuals from all 

over the world. This Declaration affirms a commitment to “a common set of core 

values” found in the teachings of the world’s religions, including non-violence, 

respect for life, socioeconomic justice, mutual tolerance and equal rights. These 

shared values constitute a “global ethic” which lays the foundation for religious 

dialogue and cooperation worldwide. As Hans Kung observes, without peace 

among religions, there will be no peace among nations, and inter-religious 

dialogue to further mutual understanding is an important step towards peace.12 
One major result of this Declaration was that it inspired philanthropist Count K.K. 

von der Groeben to donate a substantial sum of money to establish the Global 

Ethic Foundation for the purpose of engaging in research and long-term work to 

disseminate and further the idea of a global ethic. As its founder points out, “if we 

are to live together in peace and freedom, we need high ethical norms.”

12  Contents of this paragraph is based on the entry on Parliament of the World’s Religions, viewed on August 1, 
2011, http://www.en.wikipedia,org/wiki/world_parliament_of_religions



The Role of Religious Dialogue and Cooperation in Rebuilding a New Asia  9

B. The True Nature of Religious Conflicts in Asia

From the above discussion, it is evident that the world’s religions have 

achieved a consensus on promoting peace, harmony, mutual understanding and 

respect. No religion wants conflict. Unfortunately many conflicts, whether violent 

or non-violent, have been perpetrated in the name of religion, by extremists and 

terrorists. In August 2006, the 8th World Conference on Religions for Peace 

(WCRP) was held in Kyoto, Japan to voice protests against the “kidnapping” of 

religion by extremists, politicians and media. More than 2,000 representatives 

from various religions and faith groups, including those in war-worn countries in 

the Middle East and Africa, gathered together to reaffirm their position to promote 

peace and to explore the ways to end conflict and violence committed in the name 

of religion.13 This is a key point to remember when we discuss inter-religious 
relationships in Asia. Many seeming conflicts between religions in Asia actually 

involve a complexity of political, socioeconomic and ethnic interests in addition 

to the religious factor. Following are a few examples from modern history to 

illustrate this point. 

Historically Islam and Christianity had coexisted peacefully in the Malay 

peninsula and Indonesia. In 1945 Indonesia under the leadership of Sukarno 

declared independence from the colonial rule of the Netherlands. While 

Sukarno successfully combined nationalism and Islamic faith as a weapon 

against colonialism, the Dutch colonial interests continued in conflict with 

the nationalists and Muslims. The colonialists organized Christians in South 

Moluccas into a military force to fight against Sukarno’s Muslim army. In 1949 

when the Government of the Netherlands admitted defeat and granted Indonesia 

independence, the Christian army in South Moluccas claimed independence by 

13　News report by French news agency AFP, August 26, 2006.
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setting up the Republic of South Moluccas and continued their fight for separation 

in the name of Christianity. On the surface, it looked like a war between two 

religions, but in reality colonial interests were behind the fighting.14 
After military general Suharto overthrew Sukarno and came to power in the late 

1960s, he initiated a pro-Western policy in order to develop the Indonesian economy. 

Christian missionary activity was given a free hand, to the extent that missionaries 

invaded and proselytized in the Muslim communities, triggering anger among the 

Muslims. Moreover, the Government worked in collusion with－and conferred 

special privileges on－the ethnic Chinese businessmen who had established their 

commercial networks and economic power during the colonial rule, and these 

ethnic Chinese happened to be Christians. Thus social tension increased along 

religious and ethnic lines, with Muslims accusing the Government of favoring 

Christians and ethnic Chinese in its public policy. A number of violent conflicts 

ensued in the following decades－conflicts that involved religious, ethnic, 

political and socioeconomic interests, which were intertwined and could not be 

easily separated.15 
A case in point is the large-scale conflicts that occurred between Muslims 

and Christians in Ambon City of Moluccas in 1999. A series of armed clashes, 

which lasted for months, claimed more than 200 lives and a lot more injuries. No 

doubt these were religious conflicts as they resulted from hostility and mutual 

hatred between two major religious groupings. But a deeper look into the matter 

reveals that in addition to religious identity, socioeconomic interests were a 

major cause behind the conflicts. In Ambon City Christians had been the majority 

population grouping since the colonial era, but after the 1980s rapid progress 

in transportation services brought in an increasingly large number of Muslims. 

14　See Chien You (游遷) (1999), “Lessons of Religious Conflicts in Indonesia,” viewed on August 8, 2011, http://
www.yuchien.wordpress.com 

15　Ibid..



The Role of Religious Dialogue and Cooperation in Rebuilding a New Asia  11

Local Christians feared that Muslims would take over their place to become the 

majority in Ambon as everywhere in the country and take away their jobs and 

other opportunities. The Muslims, on the other hand, regarded local Christians as 

“remaining evils” of Western colonialism who profited at the expense of the poor 

Muslims. As tension and hostility grew, violent conflicts became unavoidable, and 

the causes of conflicts went far beyond religion.16 As a Muslim leader commented 
on the 1999 bloody conflicts, “To some extent, the poor/rich gap has caused 

tension between religions. The rich happen to be ethnic Chinese, most of 

whom are Christians, but a majority of the people are the poor, who happen 

to be Muslims.”17  
In Malaysia, religious conflicts take on a strong political hue. Unlike 

Indonesia, where political elite such as Sukarno and Suharto are followers of the 

liberal “folk Islam” that takes an accommodative syncretistic attitude towards 

other religions and where the central Government, while paying respect to the 

“Only Supreme God,” refuses to recognize Islam as the national religion, the 

Malaysian Constitution advocates the “Malay first” principle and adopts Islam as 

the national religion. The Malaysian Government considers the Malay people as 

the masters of Malaysia while other ethnic groupings are subordinates who obtain 

citizenship as a “favor” from the Malays. Priority given to Islam and the majority 

Malay people means that the Chinese, Indian and other minority groupings cannot 

enjoy the same privileges－economic, political and religious－as the Malays. The 

discriminative policy and the resultant gaps have become a source of tension and 

conflict in the course of socioeconomic and political developments as the 

ethnic Chinese and Indian minorities demand a more equitable distribution of 

16　See Chien You (游遷) (1999), “Lessons of Religious Conflicts in Indonesia,” viewed on August 8, 2011, http://
www.yuchien.wordpress.com 

17　Asiaweek, January 29, 1999, quoted in ibid..
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rights and privileges.18   
The so-called “Allah Event” in recent years provides a typical example of 

how religious conflicts can be intertwined with political and ethnic interests in a 

country like Malaysia where the Government’s public policy is biased in favor 

of a particular ethnic grouping and its religion. In 2007 the Domestic Affairs 

Ministry of Malaysia forbade Catholic Church to use the Arab term “Allah” 

to denote God in the Church’s publications on grounds that “Allah” means the 

One God of Islam and is reserved for Islam only. The Church’s multi-language 

weekly The Herald appealed to the High Court to remove the ban, citing freedom 

of speech and the time-honored use of this term in the Church’s publications. In 

December 2009, the High Court ruled that The Herald had the constitutional right 

to use the term “Allah” in its Malay language edition and that the Government’s 

ban was unconstitutional and therefore invalid. This ruling immediately provoked 

nationwide protests by Muslims. According to the New York Times news report on 

January 8, 2010, three churches were attacked with firebombs on that day amid a 

growing conflict over the use of the word “Allah” by non-Muslims, and the office 

of one church was destroyed. 

While the Government condemned the violent attacks, it remained adamant 

on the ban, which reflected the pro-Malay and pro-Islam attitude of the ruling 

party, United Malays National Organization (UMNO). Scholarly research on the 

Allah Event reveals that the ruling party manipulated the religious conflict as a 

vehicle to achieve Muslim solidarity for the purpose of political mobilization. In 

the elections in recent years the ruling UMNO could no longer hold its historically 

overwhelming victory and felt the pressure of oppositional challenge in the face 

of defeats in several provinces. As scholar of religious studies Wei-min Tsai                

18　See Wei-min Tsai (蔡維民) (2011). A Study on Religious Conflicts and Dialogues from the “Allah Event” in 
Malaysia (in Chinese). New Century Religious Studies, March, Vol.9, Issue No.3, pp.10-12.
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(蔡維民) observes, “To recover political power in the lost provinces, whipping up 

the sensitive religious issues is doubtless the most inexpensive but most effective 

method. That the Allah Event has spurred the majority of Muslims to be united as 

one for a common cause goes to show that maneuvering (of a religious issue) for 

the mobilization of election campaigns is certainly very effective. In Malaysia, my 

observations and interviews have led to the conclusion that whenever the power 

of the ruling group is in peril, politicians necessarily resort to ethnic and religious 

strategies to consolidate the ruling position, or to concoct a crisis for the purpose 

of stabilizing political power.”19    
From the above discussion we can conclude that religious conflicts in 

Asia, as in the world, cannot be isolated from the larger social contexts in which 

socioeconomic, political and ethnic interests interplay with the religious factor.

This conclusion is in consistence with the views of Harvey Cox and 

Daisaku Ikeda which we have mentioned in the first section of this paper. 

Religion by its nature is rooted in peace, harmony, love and tolerance. Conflict 

is condemned by Buddhism, Islam, Christianity and other religions. However, 

religion is often “kidnapped” by extremists, terrorists and politicians to serve their                      

self-serving ends. The conflicts that ensue always violate the fundamental 

principles of religion itself and thus can hardly be called “religious conflicts” 

per se. As American expert on Islam Robert Crane aptly points out, “if there is to 

be a clash (of civilizations), it must be between one part of one civilization and 

one part of the other, between the reactionary extremism within the Muslim world 

and an equally reactionary extremism in America.”20  

19　Quoted from Wei-min Tsai (蔡維民) (2011). A Study on Religious Conflicts and Dialogues from the “Allah 
Event” in Malaysia (in Chinese). New Century Religious Studies, March, Vol.9, Issue No.3, p.28. English 
translation mine.

20　See Robert D. Crane (2006). From Clashing Civilizations to a Common Vision. In Roger Boase (Ed.), Islam and Global 
Dialogue: Religious Pluralism and the Pursuit of Peace, p.161.
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C. Inter-Religious Integration in Asia

In history inter-religious relationships in Asia were characterized by a model 

of mutual accommodation and integration rather than a model of conflict. Since 

ancient times India has been a melting pot in which diverse religions coexist and 

influence one another. Despite its dominant position, Hinduism was open-minded 

enough to allow “new religions” such as Buddhism and Jainism to develop and to 

challenge and criticize its caste system, rituals and tenets. These religions emerged 

some 2,500 years ago with new visions and insights that had exerted an influence 

on Hinduism, and yet they also received influence from Hinduism in both doctrine 

and practice. For example, the Buddhist concepts of reincarnation, nirvana 

(ultimate spiritual liberation), etc. were inherited from Hinduism but interpreted 

somewhat differently. The Buddhist precept of no-killing also originated from 

the Hindu concept and practice of Ahimsha (no-harming/non-violence). More 

importantly, Buddhism and Hinduism share a time-honored tradition of meditation 

and spiritual enlightenment with different methods and emphases. During the third 

century B.C., Emperor Asoka (270-232 B.C.), who united India for the first time in 

its history, adopted Buddhism as the national religion and had his edicts carved on 

rock and stone pillars throughout the empire, telling the story of his conversion to 

Buddhism and issuing orders to comply with the morality of the Buddhist faith.21

Thanks to Emperor Asoka’s missionary efforts, Buddhism was disseminated 

to Afghanistan and Sri Lanka. An equally important contribution which he made 

to Buddhism was the convening under his patronage of a crucial Council in 253 

B.C., during which the Buddha’s teachings were collected, verified and compiled 

into what was to become the gigantic collection of Buddhist sutras known as Pali 

Canon, which contains all scriptures of Theravada (Southern) Buddhism today. 

21　See Stephen Elliott & Alan Isaacs (Eds.) (1985). The New Universal Family Encyclopedia. NY: Random 
House, p.70. 
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The fact that the emperor of an Indian empire could be converted to Buddhist faith 

suggests that inter-religious relationships in ancient India were mutually inclusive 

and accommodative rather than exclusive and antagonistic. The Kushan Dynasty          

(貴霜王朝) in the first century A.D. also espoused Buddhism and disseminated 

Buddhist faith and art to Central Asia, including part of Pakistan today. Then 

in the fourth century, the Kita Dynasty (笈多王朝) reverted to Brahmanism as 

the national religion. While the ruling circle initiated a movement of Brahman 

renaissance, it nevertheless allowed Buddhism to flourish. It was during the 

Kushan Dynasty and the Kita Dynasty that Buddhist rituals and art received a 

strong impact from Hindu esoteric practice, giving rise to Esoteric Buddhism 

which is characteristic of Tibetan Buddhism today.22 
In Southeast Asia, inter-religious relationships were also characterized by 

mutual accommodation and integration. Contrary to the view of earlier Western 

scholars of Oriental studies that Islam conquered Indonesia and the Malay 

Peninsular by military force, contemporary Asian studies are inclined to see 

the propagation of Islam in Southeast Asia as a process of gradual assimilation 

and integration. Among them, scholar of Islamic studies Lin Chang-kuan                    

(林長寬) points out that Arab merchants and Sufi practitioners were the major 

agents who disseminated Islam to Indonesia, and that they accommodated local 

culture and customs with a gentle open mind that made it possible for indigenous 

people to accept Islam. Sufi practitioners, with their profound knowledge, skills 

and well-cultivated personality, commanded high esteem and respect among local 

followers. Rather than unilaterally imposed upon Java communities, Islamic faith  

22　See Hirakawa Akira (2002). History of Indian Buddhism (Chinese version translated by Chuang Kun-mu                
(莊崑木)). Taipei: Cite Publishing Co., pp.457-458.
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was a product of mutual assimilation and accommodation.23 
Another scholar of Islamic studies, Yuan-lin Tsai (蔡源林), also argues that 

Muslim countries in Southeast Asia provide a case of contrast to Huntington’s 

theory of “clash of civilizations,” that is, Islam was introduced into Indonesia 

through peaceful and gradual penetration rather than by force. He writes that 

since the 14th century, Muslim scholars, merchants and Sufi practitioners from 

the Middle Eat and India had spread the seeds of Islam to Sumatra where the 

civilization of India had already exerted a strong influence, and for several 

centuries thereafter, Muslim, Indian and Chinese civilizations had peacefully 

coexisted in this tropical land. Thus Tsai observes that the development model 

of Islam in Southeast Asia is characterized by a process of integration rather 

than conflict.24 

D. Religious Dialogue and Cooperation in Modern Asia

Ever since the Declaration of a Global Ethic was proclaimed in the Chicago 

Parliament of the World’s Religions in 1993, the major religions in Asia have 

become increasingly concerned about environmental and socioeconomic issues. 

Buddhist organizations and leaders have been active in promoting ecological 

protection and charitable relief work in connection with natural disasters, poverty 

and starvation. In 2008, the book entitled A Buddhist Response to the Climate 

Emergency was published, with contributions from scientist John Stanley and 

more than 20 Buddhist leaders and teachers, many of whom are from Asia, 

23　See Chang-kuan Lin (林長寬) (2009). The Origin of Islam in the Malay World: Islamization of the Java Region 
(in Chinese). In Chang-kuan Lin (林長寬), et al, Religions and Identity in Malaysia and Indonesia: Islam, 
Buddhism and the Ethnic Chinese Religious Faith (in Chinese). Taiwan: Academia Sinica.

24　See Yuan-lin Tsai (蔡源林) (2009). The Construction of Malaysian Communalism and the Transformation of 
Islamic Law (in Chinese). In Chang-kuan Lin (林長寬), et al, Religions and Identity in Malaysia and Indonesia: 
Islam, Buddhism and the Ethnic Chinese Religious Faith (in Chinese). Taiwan: Academia Sinica.
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including the Dalai Lama and several Tibetan Buddhist teachers, Venerable 

Thick Nhat Hanh of Vietnam, Theravada teacher Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi of Sri 

Lanka and Zen teacher David Tetsuun Loy who taught Zen Buddhism in Japan 

for some 20 years. The book presents a Buddhist analysis of global warming, 

climate change and related ecological issues, and a call to action to address these 

urgent issues that are threatening the survival of humanity. Based on this book, a 

declaration entitled The Time to Act Is Now: the Buddhist Declaration on Climate 

Change was composed by Bhikkhu Bodhi and David Tetsuun Loy in 2008 as 

a pan-Buddhist statement and a call to action on global warming and related 

climate issues, and the Dalai Lama was the first to sign this Declaration. Among 

other things, it calls attention to the rapid melting of sea-ice on the Arctic Ocean 

and the resulting rise in sea-level which is likely to flood many coastal cities 

and vital rice-growing areas in Asia, such as the Mekong Delta, before the end 

of this century. It also points out that the glaciers of the Tibetan Plateau, which 

is the source of the great rivers that provide water for billions of people in Asia, 

are likely to disappear by mid-century, with the consequences of severe drought 

and crop failures which are already affecting Australia and Northern China. The 

Declaration quotes major reports from United Nations, European Union and 

International Union for Conservation of Nature as saying that without a collective 

change of direction, dwindling supplies of water, food and other resources could 

create famine conditions, resource battles and mass migration by mid-century－

perhaps by 2023, according to the U.K.’s chief scientific advisor. “We need to wake 

up and realize that the Earth is our mother as well as our home－and in this case 

the umbilical cord binding us to her cannot be severed. When the Earth becomes 

sick, we become sick, because we are part of her.” The Declaration suggests 

concrete measures to save energy, to reduce carbon emission and to change the 

technology of power plants in an eco-friendly direction. 

Hinduism echoed the call for resolutions of the ecological issues. Apparently 
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inspired by the Buddhist Declaration, the Convocation of Hindu Spiritual 

Leaders at the Parliament of the World’s Religions held in Melbourne, Australia 

in December 2009 put forth a Declaration on Climate Change, which says that          

“the Hindu tradition understands that man is not separate from nature, that we are 

linked by spiritual, psychological and physical bonds with the elements around us. 

Knowing that the Divine is present everywhere and in all things, Hindus strive to 

do no harm.” The Hindu Declaration laments the “rapacious exploitation of the 

planet,” pointing out that a radical change in mankind’s relationship with nature 

is no longer an option, but a matter of survival. “We cannot continue to destroy 

nature without also destroying ourselves,” the Declaration continues. “The dire 

problems besetting our world－war, disease, poverty and hunger－will all be 

magnified many folds by the predicted impacts of climate change.”25 
The issues of climate change and its consequences were also taken up by 

the Islamic communities of indigenous peoples in Indonesia. These communities 

held a national Consultation to discuss climate change and the reduction of 

carbon emission from deforestation in August 2009. At the Consultation, a 

Declaration was presented in which the indigenous peoples of the Archipelago 

claimed that they were feeling the impacts and threats of climate change. “We 

are very well aware that climate change now threatens not only the survival of 

indigenous peoples worldwide but the future of the human race.” It asserted that 

“the global climate change we are now experiencing is the result of the failure of 

a development model which is contingent on using up natural resources with no 

consideration for sustainability. Greed and control over resources have resulted 

in the powerlessness of our national decision-maker in the face of pressure 

from industrialized nations.” The indigenous communities demand “meaningful 

25　Quoted from http://www.hindu-blog.com/2009/12/hindu-declaration-on-climate-change-at.html, viewed on 
August 31, 2011.



The Role of Religious Dialogue and Cooperation in Rebuilding a New Asia  19

emission reduction in the North,” and also insist on guarantee that the 

rights of the indigenous peoples of Indonesia will be protected in any future 

deforestation initiatives. 26

 In the face of increasing natural disasters, Muslim communities in Asia join 

hands with other religions to promote the consciousness of ecological protection. 

They cite the Qur’an to prove that from the beginning Islam is eco-conscious 

and shows respect and care for Mother Earth and all living creatures. Prophet 

Muhammad is said to have encouraged planting of trees and water conservation, 

and demonstrated a special deep compassion for animals, especially young 

ones, to the extent that he posted sentries to protect a female dog with her                  

new-born puppies from being disturbed by his army traveling to Mecca in the 

year 630. A Muslim Imam who serves a mosque in Taiwan quotes Allah as saying 

in the Qur’an, “Calamities that occur on earth and ocean are caused by humans 

themselves and should be seen as part of punishment for their transgressions.” 

Islam concurs with Buddhism and Hinduism that ruthless destruction of the 

natural environments will meet with punishment from the great Nature.27 

E. Religious Charity Work Across National Borders in Asia

Religious dialogue and cooperation in Asia go further than holding 

conferences and exchange of ideas on issues of mutual concern. Religious 

organizations have worked across national borders to provide aid and assistance 

for various humanitarian purposes. For example, the Buddhist Global Relief 

26　Quoted from http://www.redd-monitor.org/2009/08/31/indonesia-sinar-resmi-declaration, viewed on August 
31, 2011.

27　Quoted from Imam Yao-wu Shan (2010). Islam and Environmental Protection (in Chinese). Faith in Islam 
Electronic Journal, February, Issue No.216. (http://tw.myblog.yahoo.com). For the story of Muhammad’s care 
for the female dog and her puppies, see William Montgomery Watt (1961). Muhammed: Prophet and Statesman. 
Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.
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(BGR) under the leadership of Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi has been active in providing 

emergency food aid and education on rice-growing techniques to poor 

communities in Asia, especially in Cambodia. This organization partners with 

major international relief agencies such as Red Cross and Save the Children to 

support projects that address the needs of poor children and peasants, and to 

create alternative economic opportunities for people in the impoverished areas in 

Asia. Another major organization worth mentioning is the Taiwan-based Buddhist 

Compassionate Relief Association (Tzu Chi), which has been playing an active 

and highly efficient role in disaster relief and post-disaster reconstruction. During 

and after the tsunami catastrophe in South Asia in 2004, Tzu Chi volunteering 

teams have been working hard in the disaster areas to provide emergency food, 

shelters, medicine, clothing and projects that involve the reconstruction of homes 

and schools. Tzu Chi Buddhist volunteers from Taiwan have been working 

closely with Muslims and Christians in the disaster areas for the purposes of 

relief aid, rehabilitation and reconstruction. There are plenty of touching scenes 

of how Buddhist love and compassion inspires Muslim and Christian victims to 

become volunteers themselves to help other victims and to join in praying and 

thanks-giving rituals that transcend religious differences. In 2005 the 

Da Ai (Great Love) TV Station was established in Indonesia to disseminate the 

Buddhist messages of selfless love, compassion, environmental protection and 

mutual dependence in action to the predominantly Muslim nation. In addition to 

South Asia, Tzu Chi’s relief work covers many provinces of China that suffered 

from natural disasters, building and rebuilding numerous homes, villages, schools 

and hospitals that benefit millions of disaster victims and disadvantaged people.28 

28　Information on Tzu Chi’s relief work in this paragraph is obtained from Da Ai TV Station in Taipei, Taiwan.
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F. Concluding Remarks

The theory of “clash of civilizations” is not applicable to inter-religious 

relationships in Asia. In the Asian history, major religions integrated and 

assimilated each other through a gradual, peaceful process, with the exception 

of a few cases of violent conquests and destruction of Buddhist cultural heritage 

in India committed by Muslim army. Although conflicts between social groups 

with different religious backgrounds did occur, they always involved political, 

socioeconomic, ethnic and cultural interests in addition to the religious factor, 

and thus can hardly be defined as “religious conflicts” in the sense that Professor 

Samuel Huntington characterizes “clash of civilizations.” In the past few 

decades, major religions in Asia have echoed the call for a global ethic and 

moved towards a consensus on a set of core values, especially those concerned 

with socioeconomic justice, ecological protection, charity and humanitarian 

mutual help. Religious organizations based in Asia are active in disaster relief 

work and projects that address various humanitarian needs, including hunger 

relief, child education, promotion of agricultural productivity and the creation 

of alternative economic opportunities for the underprivileged people. Insofar as 

our contemporary problems of wars, crimes, violence and ecological destruction 

are all rooted in human greed and hatred, religion plays a vital role in tackling 

these problems, and religious dialogue and cooperation are thus imperative in the 

rebuilding of a new Asia.
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