Di al ogue in

Confrontation

t 30, Maul ana Faried Esack is one of South
Africa,s nost prom nent Miuslimleader. An
engagi ng orator, he speaks with conviction

- and an el oquence that |eaves both friend and
foe struck with admration. His 19-m nute

address at | ast nonths ANC conference in

Arusha was sinply electrifying. It got the | ongest
standi ng ovation and woke up the drowsing

press. Journalists prohibited fromrecording the
session using el ectronic gadgets and unable to
keep pace with his rapid oratory, scranbled after
himto get ttjuicy quotes? In the next 30 hours
foll owi ng his address Maul ana Fari ed gave 32
interviews as the world attenpted to find out
what he said.

,And pray, what did he say?
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Di al ogue in
Confrontation

In the Nane of Allah, Mst G acious,

Most Merciful. | greet you with the
salutation of Islam- Assala’ nu al ai kum
war ahmat ul | ahi wa bar akdtuh. May peace be
upon you and the Mercy and Bl essi ngs of
Al l ah!

| do regard it as a personal honour to be
here today, but nore inportant than that, |
regard it as an acknow edgenent - a
wel com ng acknow edgenent - that my com
munity, the comunity of Islam has cone

hone. It has cone honme to take its rightfu

pl ace al ongsi de other communities in the
struggl e agai nst dehurmani zati on and for jus-
tice and peace.

| deliberately avoid saying the struggle
agai nst oppression or agai nst econom c ex-

pl oitation or against apartheid. | do so not
because these ternms are cliche-ic or because
donlt believe that our struggle is against
V, a... oppression or racist capitalismbut because
MOUI ODO Wed ESCCk t hese words do not adequately convey
conpr ehensi ve sense of what our struggle is
al | about.

Peopl e do not only trap words. Wrds al so
trap people. And so we find ourselves limted
by the continuous use of certain words in a
very definite sense. Oppression has then
cone to mean whites denying bl acks fun-
danental human rights, but has nothing to do
with the unwed pregnant nother who carries
the burden of shane whilst the father wal ks
around untainted by society.
Apartheid tal ks about the dil emma of

parents in a mxed marriage not know ng who
of their children to send to which school but
says nothing about how!l, as a Muslimis

paral ysed by the fear of my Christian neigh-
bour s.
One of the many painful aspects of the
South African reality is the forced politiciza-
tion of our struggle. The chall enge to people
of faith is a commtnent to justice and peace
based on the conprehensi veness of our

hurmani ty. Al bert Camus in his book The

Rebel tal ks about the contanination of re-
vol uti ons when human bei ngs are reduced to
statistics. W talk of tthe people or tthe

" masses and become indifferent to the whol e-
" Itll ness of our or their humanity. | am not
suggesting that people of faith should set
thensel ves up as the guardi ans of revolution-
ary language. | amnerely pointing to a duty
n. that we have in ternms of our own commt-
? nment to the conprehensiveness of our
"1 humanity.
vn. . nma i
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Yes, when internationally people of good-
will are striving for the elimnation of nuclear
arns and all its frightening consequences,
here in South Africa we are still struggling for
tpeople’s control’ over it. W cannot deny the
right of our people to struggle for conplete
control over all aspects of our lives but we
can lanment the limtations which three hun-
dred years of apartheid and econonic ex-



pl oi tation had placed on what our humanness
is all about and the consequently narrow
defined vision of the future.

The inevitabl e preponderance of the

| bl ack-white' thenme in the struggle for
justice and peace in South Africa has im
poverished all of us. | aminpoverished when
the right of a white hobo |ying on the
pavenents of Mayfair does not disturb mne.

am i npoverished by nmy instinctively wanting
to call ny black person ttconrade". | am

i mpoveri shed because aparthei d goes beyond
the sinplistic | blacks vs whitel game. Apar-
theid is also the conplete ignorance of and
indifference to that white hobo by the white
busi nesswonman passing by in her Mercedes.
Apartheid is also the tyres burning as
barricades in the one part of Soweto whil st
the weal thier part conplains of the bullet
shots disturbing the quiet of their Sunday
aft ernoon nap

We nust stubbornly oppose the | ghettoisa-
tionl of our perceptions and begin-to reflect
on and draw the attention of our people to

t he fundanental oneness of hunmanki nd and

to universal concerns. W nust do so wi thout
willy nilly using univarsalistic jargon to
detract us fromour essential responsibility in
South Africa today. The struggle of our
people is for a non-racial denocratic South
Africa free fromecononm c exploitation. W
cannot have a separate agenda but we can

uni versal i se that agenda. W nust for exam
ple talk to our people about how the oneness
of humanki nd i s being destroyed by the
conflict between the few consuner nations
and many nations being consunmed. Those

who are obsessed with the creation of wealth,
the power of capital, nuclear armanents and
star wars have | ong since discarded narrow
parochi alism People who are conmitted to a
peace based on justice and humlity have a
duty to proclai mthe oneness of mankind and
to focus on universal concerns.

The Qurl an says:

0 Prophets! Consune of the good things and
do right

for | amaware of what you do.

And i ndeed t hese peopl es of yours are one
peopl e

And | amyour Lord, So keep your duty unto
Me.

I would like to focus on three such

uni versal concerns. | focus on these three
23
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because ignoring themis going to cost us very
dearly in the long run, and because they are
three concerns that | personally feel deeply
conmitted to:

oThe oppressi on of women;

0 The relationship of humankind with its
abode, the earth, and

oThe Chal l enge of Inter-faith Dial ogue.

I want to tal k about these issues in the
context of our struggle for justice and peace
in South Africa. Indeed | sonetinmes wonder

if anyone commtted to living with integrity
can di scuss anything w thout the necessary

al | - pervasi ve backdrop of the struggle for
justice and peace in our land. Al else will be
escapi sm and di gression. Now | acknow ege

that none of these three issues may come
across as of immediate inportance to us. In
fact to our male conrades in detention or to
starving children in the honel ands these
concerns may even come across as a |luxury.
Wonen

The fact that the oppression of wonen does

not make the headlines or that their suffering
i s condoned by our indigenous cultures and
religious institutions does not nake it any |ess
real or less painful. Lanenting the constraints
that racist capitalismhad placed on our
perception of justice and peace is one thing.
Al owi ng these constraints to persist is quite
another thing and will only lead to the further
di mi ni shi ng of our own humanness.

Al'l people genuinely committed to the
establ i shnent of a non-racial and denocratic
South Africa must face the issue of wonenls
oppression squarely in the face. The shackl es
around our wists will never be conpletely
dismantl ed for as long as wonen are tied to
their apron strings. How many a nal e

political activist is there who still refuses to
share donestic chores? How often does a
politically aware couple get married and then
the wonen subnerges her identity under-

neath that of the manls and Bernadette

Menezes becones Bernadette Dean because

she married Derrick Dean? Qur political
cultural and religious organizations establish
worrents wings to cater for tthem as if they
are sem -human. We never hear of a tmalels

wi ng! The synbol of our people’s struggle

and hopes, the African National Congress,

has only one wonman on a national executive
council of thirty people.

The church speaks of the priesthood as

being a tcalling’. God calls you into the



mnistry. Wien it cones to wonmen then we
don't allow God to call those whom He wants
to call. Then we play God and deci de whom

He ought to be calling. Muslins are forever
speaki ng about the honour that |slamigave
wormen as if it is sone favour. Wonen, |ike
wnWMw ww illurat..m’ wir&g Mm swawrasnvmewnw t
al |l human beings, are born with dignity and
honour. W speak about the rights of wonen
confinned’ by the Prophet of Islam (Peace and
Bl essi ngs be upon him and refuse to speak
about the rights that they are being denied

t oday.

There are theol ogi cal assunptions common

to Judaism Christianity and |slam which are
unj ust towards woren and nust be chal -

| enged. We must chal |l enge the apol ogetic

nyth that our theol ogy does not discrimnate
agai nst wonen even though soci ol ogi cal |y,
culturally and historically there is discrimna-
tion. Dr Diffat Hassan, an orthodox fem nist
theol ogian lists some of these theol ogica
assunpti ons:

ttThe first assunption is that God's primary
creation is man, not wonman, Since woman is
bel i eved to have been created frommanls rib
She is therefore derivative and secondary.

W'’ he second assunption is that wonen and

not man is the prinmary agent for what is
described as man's fall or his expul sion from
the garden of Eden. Hence all daughters of
Eve are to be regarded with hatred, suspicion
and cont enpt .

ttThe third assunption is that woman was

not only created fromman but also for nan

- which nmakes her existence nerely in-
strunental and not of fundanental inport-
ance. "

Conf essi onal Theol ogy nmust enbrace jus-

tice to wonmen. The church must confess its
conplicity in the crinmes agai nst woren.

I sl ami ¢ Theol ogy must repent of subverting
the revolutionary spirit of the Qur’an. I-1lindu-
ism Judaism Christianity and Islam nust
forever turn their backs on unjust socia
norns that it so willingly adopted fromits
cultural mlieu and sealed it with theol ogica
stanmps of approval

Qur conrades in political organizations

must be confronted with the injustices in our
own alternative political structures. The ques-
tion of the liberation of wonen as a condition
for justice and peace is not nerely academc
because the discrinmination that they suffer
fromis far frombeing nmerely acadenic. The
freedom of wonen is not a pre-condition for
the liberation of our people from oppression
and neither is the political freedom of our
people a pre-condition for the |iberation of
wormen. They are intrinsically |inked.

And What of the Earth

The story of our world is like that of a
smal | vill age.

Al'l the houses are interlinked and we |ive
inone unit. Its original inhabitants were
ousted and ot hers have taken over. The
original inhabitants are agitating for the
return of the house but are presently only
invited in for an occasional chat over a cup O
AFRI CA EVENTS JANUARY 1988
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tea. The Col oureds and | ndi ans have been
invited to occupy two snmall roons at the back
and plans are being nade for a third little
room for Blacks. It is obvious though that

they want nothing | ess than the whol e house

- or at least control or power over it. This,
however, does not nean that those who are
occupying it illegally are going to be evicted.
The mracle is that the displaced origina

i nhabi tants have enough hunanness left to

want the illegal occupants to stay. As the
Freedom Charter says, itSouth Africa bel ongs
to all those who live in it?

However, whilst this struggle for the people
to govern their own house continues, strange
creatures are eating away at the foundation of
t he whol e conpl ex and are threatening all the
houses. If those displaced original inhabitants
are not going to give any attention to fighting
those creatures because we are only con-

cerned about our right to govern our house,
then they could end up not having any house

to govern. Nucl ear armanents, uncontrolled

i ndustrialization, an econony that depends on
expansi oni sm and hi gh productivity, that
depends on the limtless consunption of

energy and creating obsessive waste from
built-in-obsol escence, the reduction in the
earthis raw materials and its inevitable deple-
tion, the increasing industrial waste and the
pol I uti on of our seas and the atnosphere -
these are sonme of the creatures eating away

at our universal village.

These are not European issues or |ibera
concerns. Chernobyl is not only in the Sovi et
Uni on, Chernobyl is Koeberg in the Cape.

Lead poisoning is not limted to the USA It

is on the streets of Johannesburg. W canlt
tight for peopleis power over these creatures.
We fight to elimnate them

| know that there are few i ssues that can
really be as safe and cushy as these issues but
| also know that there are few issues that

have the potential to bind people as these

i ssues, though it nay be for the very selfish
reason that we all risk receiving eviction
notices fromthese creatures.

Qur struggle for justice then nust enhance
justice to our home and all the other species
that inhabit it. People s power nust specifical-
Iy exclude our right to rape and plunder the
natural resources as if there is no tonorrow.
Qur struggle for humani zati on nust al so be a
struggl e against the world of artificial environ-
ment, of the sophisticated mani pul ati on of
machi nes and techni ques where the hunan

elenment is being gradually elimnated. Phillip
Sherrard tal ks about the |l oss to our hunman-
ness that our obsession with materialism has
led to.

nThere is, however, a price to be paid for
fabricating around us a society which is as
artificial and as nechani zed as our own, and
this is that we can exist in it only on condition
that we adapt ourselves to it. This is our
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puni shment. The social form which we have
adopted cuts our consciousness to fit its
needs, its inperatives tailor our experience.
The inorganic technol ogical world that we



have invented lays hold on to our interior
bei ng and seeks to reduce it to a blind

i norgani ¢ nechanical thing. It seeks to elimn-
ate whol e enotional areas of our life,
denmandi ng that we be a new type of being, a
type that is not hunman as this has been
understood in both the religious and hunmani st
ages - one that has no heart, no affections,
no spontaneity and is as inpersonal as the
netal s and processes of calculation in which it
is involved. And it is not only our enptiona
world that is deadened. The world of our
creative imagination and intelligence is also
i mpoveri shed. n

(Science and the Dehumani zati on of Man)

We nust pl ace ecol ogical issues on the

agenda of the liberation novenent. W can’'t

| et the African National Congress get away
with ttWe haven't paid nmuch attention to it".
Yes, that’'s the type of answer that the

NUSAS del egati on got when they questioned
menbers of the National Executive Counci

on ecol ogi cal issues.

We need what Syed Hoosein Nasr refers to

as an |-Thou attitude towards the earth. This
i s why the phenonmena of peoples parks in

the bl ack townships is such a powerful sign of
hope. (I must confess though that | fee
terribly confused when | still see trees being
pulled on to the streets as barri cades)

I now cone to the third and last of ny

uni versal (Il ocal) concerns.

The Chal l enge of Inter-faith Dia-

| ogue

And how often, M President, has our own
humani ty not been nutilated by our own fear

of each other? How often have I, as a

Muslim not feared that you as a representa-
tive of Christianity are not going to con ne as
you have conned our forefathers on the sandy
wast el ands of the Cape of Good Hope three
hundred and thirty-four years ago, or in

Pal estine thirty-eight years ago or in India a
hundred and twenty years ago? How often

have I, as a Muslim not been inpoverished

by conspiracy theories - theories historically
wel | founded - that there is an alliance

bet ween the church and the power of capital?
How of ten have we, as Muslins, in our
obsession with oursel ves not believed that
those conspiracies were directed at us as
Musl i ns? How nany a tinme have | not been
warned by my Muslimbrothers and sisters

that all this tal k about dial ogue is nothing but
one being co-opted for the strengthening of
their influence? How nany times have Mis-
linms, H ndus and Christians fromFietas and
District Six not been evicted together and yet
66
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continued to live in fear of each other - even
as we now queue up together for buses from
5.30amin Lenasia and in Mtchellis Plain?
How many an ordi nary congregant has not

wal ked up to Dr Allan Boesak to warn him

agai nst the devilish designs of |slameven as
Muslimand Christian children were shot
together on the streets of Cape Town? And

so when we speak of a struggle for humaniza-
tion or about a confessional theology then we
nust al so repent of the distrust and suspicion
that our people feel for each others faiths.
For many of us the apartheid of religions

may not be of inportance because it is a
silent one. W rave about the designs of the
Tutus and the Boesaks in the quiet of our
honmes and Christians echo their disquiet

about the Hassan Sol onons and the Esacks in
the corridors of UN SA. However, we nust

never underestimate the potency of religion
as a secondary source of conflict. Look at

I ndi a and Paki stan, Muslinms and Christians in
Lebanon - communities who have lived with
each other in harnony for centuries have
turned on each other with unparalleled

i nhurmani ty.

Gerrie Lubbe tal ks about the need for us to
prepare our people for the day when the era

of apartheid cones to an end.

ttWien this separation is ended, people wll
be faced with the reality of religious pluralism
in South Africa and will be forced to

acknow edge the existence and the presence

of people of other faiths in daily life. To
prepare our people for this day, to do away

wi th suspicion and nistrust and to renove

i gnorance about the different faiths are
certainly great challenges, the enornity of
whi ch we can only guess."

The | nhuman Drama

How often have we not conveniently laid

the blanme for the inexplicable perversities of
anot her group at the door of theirfaith and
regarded ourselves as the sole repositories of
truth and virtue? Let me relate to you a story
with the theme of untouchability in India to
illustrate this point.

The curse of the untouchability of the

Harj ans has al ways been a bl ot on the

consci ence of one of the | argest nations of the
world. Its H nduism we say. It may well be

- but how do you explain the foll ow ng?:

In the Punjab Province of Undivided India
lots of |ower caste Hindus, in order to escape



soci al opression and perhaps to win favour
fromthe ruling colonialists, converted to
Christianity. However, they remain sweepers

- the personification of dirt on the sub-
continent - since vertical social nobility is
nearly non-existent. Undivided India became
the Republic of India and the Islamc

Republ i ¢ of Pakistan. The Mislins of Pakis-
tan continue treating all those Punjabi Chn’st-
i ans as untouchables - forcing themto wal k
mles for water in the nore renote villages.
When you ask themwhy they do this, they
explain that these people are Christians whil st
we are Muslims. (You can of course substi -
tute Christian for tinferior’ and Muslimfor
tsuperior’).

Now t he Punjabi Christians, who are nearly

all sweepers, are dark skinned and only speak
Punj abi and good bit of Urdu. There is,
however, another Christian community - the
Goan conmunity. They are the Col oured

peopl e of Indo-Pak, being of

Portuguese-1 ndi an descent. They are fair

ski nned, speak English fluently and a smatter-
ing of Udu. These Christians are wel cone
guest at any Muslim function and are highly
sought-after secretaries, air stewards and
busi ness partners. Wen you ask the Muslins
about this contradiction they stare at you with
the horror that one receives at the suggestion
that God Al nighty may be a wonan.

And then one fine day, in the village of

Padre jo Goth, good Christians from Ger-

many decided to finance the diggi ng and
construction of a waterpunp for the | oca
Christians who had been deprived for decades
by Muslins. And you know what those

Christians did? They | oved their waterpunp

so much that they denied the use of it to al
the |l ocal H ndus who were of course inferior
to them

The essential truth in all this course is that
all the actors in this very inhuman drama are
peopl e - just ordinary people.

And so we too in South Africa cling to our
little waterpunps totally oblivious to the

al | -enbraci ng Grace of the Al mghty Bringer

of rain. In our religious arrogance we hold on
to our tuniquely Islamc solutions’, our little
Kai ros documents addressed to Christians

only, our exhortations of Christian |ove.
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To the Christians who are here today | say

that we are tired. W are tired of our

arrogance and indifference to us who are

adherents of other faiths. W are tired of the

way you came to South Africa and with your
guns you took the land. W are tired of you

who today through your powerful church

structures and access to nobney have acquired

enornous influence in the struggle to regain

the land. W are tired because your sacrifice

in terms of sweat and bl ood does not

comensurate with this influence. W are

tired of the way you want to christianize

solutions to the problenms of our country. W

are tired of being ignored when the people of

our country are being called to pray for the

destruction and the unjust governnent of our

land. You may hold on to your little

wat erpunp i f you want to, but know that

even as your physical thirst is quenched by it,

that the water of life shall pass you by. A

new South Africa is being born today. That

new South Africa is also going to cone about

al so because you respect our integrity and

i ndeed realize that for you to define your

exi stence in a neani ngful manner, that you

need ne. To quote CGerrie Lubbe:

itThe reconciliation that we hope for will

have to be born froma joint struggle in which

people of religion will be forced to face each

ot her, to acknow edge each other’s right to

this country and its future and to respect the

i nherent patriotismwhich each one has for

this country and its people. Only in struggling

together will we also be able to discover in

our nei ghbours of other religions virtues like

peace, justice, love, forgiveness and hope."

It is not going to be an easy wal k with each

other in dialogue and in hope. To find all that

| hold dear and have regarded all ny life as

the exclusive prerogation of ny religion, also

bei ng held by people of other faiths is not

wi t hout pai n.

Thi s dialogue is going to require extraor-

di nary courage because it must - if it is going

to be nmeaningful - be rooted in the struggle

of our people. It cannot be reduced to

t heol ogi cal di scourses or polenics although it

may enbrace it.

In South Africa we have no alternative but

to have a dial ogue in confrontation. Trust

bet ween us and between us as people of faith

and our people is only going to materialize if

we are seen to be where they suffer, where

they struggle. If these struggles are on the

streets, in halls, at gravesides, in prisons, then

that is where our experience in dialogue is

going to be. Qur inter-faith witness has to

occur within the context of the broader

struggle for justice and peace.

The Prophet of |slam engaged in dial ogue

with Christians and Jews. This dial ogue was

not only for purposes of understandi ng each

ot her or societal harnony. It was also a
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di al ogue in confrontation with the oppressors

who were still in control of the city of

Makkah.

The trenmendous thing about people of faith

is their hope. Hope, indeed, is central to al



faiths and to proclaimthis today is perhaps
our first task. iiDo not despair of the Mercy
of Allah for indeed He is the Mst Merciful".
However, as Sol Jacobs in his critique on

Kai ros rem nds us:

nln the mnds of black people in South
Africa the concepts of hope and revol ution
are fused concepts whi ch cannot be separated
in a conplex social and political structure in
which they live... Black have lost faith in a
hope that is unrelated to extrene socia
pressure. |f Prophetic Theol ogy as a theol ogy
of hope seeks to speak neaningfully to the
average bl ack person in South Africa it rmnust
speak in sone way to the actions that are
going to help blacks realize i mediate
changes in the condition of their experience.n
M President, Pd like to conclude with an
excerpt fromiGtanjalii by a famous Hi ndu
poet of Bengal. Wth all |ove and respect to
that historical and profoundly rel evant docu-
nment of our peopleis hope and aspirations -
The Freedom Charter - | truly feel that

Rabi ndranat h Tagore has said it better.
iiWiere the mind is without fear

And the head is held high

VWhere know edge is free

Where the world had not been broken down

by the fragnments of narrow donestic walls
Where tirel ess hands stretch forth toward
perfection

VWere the clear stream of reason had not | ost
its fear in the dreary desert sand of dead
habi t

Where the mind is led forward by Thee into
ever w deni ng thought,

Into action

And into this heaven of freedom’

My Father, let ny country awake! o

Wassal anu al ai kum war ahmat ul | ahi wa bar a-
kdtuh - And May the Peace, Mercy and

G ace of Allah be with you.

Maul ana Faried Esack was born in 1957 and
conpl eted his school career a! Bont eheuwel

H gh School, Cape Town. From 1973 to 1981

he furthered his studies in Theol ogy at Jaam a
Arabia Isldnmia, Jaamia Aim and Jaanm a

Abu Ruhr in Karachi, Pakistan. At present
Maul ana Faried is the national organiser for
The Call of Islam

The above talk - The Second Desnmond Tutu
Peace Lecture - was delivered on Septenber
13, 1986, at the Central Methodist Church
Johanneshburg. This is the first tine to be
publ i shed outside South Afri ca.
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