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BY GRACE CHUA

PRAYER, Bible classes or other religious
activities must not be compulsory activi-
ties in mission schools, Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong said in his National
Day Rally speech.

These schools, run by religious
groups, are popular with families of all
faiths for the quality of their education.

“I know it first-hand. I went to a
Catholic school which gave me a good
education,” PM Lee said, referring to
his time at Catholic High School.

Schools must remain a common
space for students of all religions, he em-
phasised.

If mission schools were allowed to
make prayer and Bible classes compulso-
ry, “then we would have Christians,

Buddhists, Muslims, etc all attending
different schools, and our common
space will shrink,” he said.

He held up St Joseph’s Institution
(SJI), run by the De La Salle Brothers, as
an example of a mission school which
has accepted students of all religions.

One Malay student, Mr Salman Mo-
hamed Khair, fitted in so well there that
he was named the 2003 Josephian of the
Year. This is an award given to one stu-
dent a year for all-round academic, serv-
ice and sporting excellence.

He told Berita Harian that year that
he was initially apprehensive about at-
tending a Catholic school, but religion
was never an issue during his time
there.

SJI principal Koh Thiam Seng told
The Straits Times yesterday: “Our hall-
mark is that we’re always respectful of
people’s faiths and never impose reli-
gion on anyone.”

Dr Koh noted that SJI’s religious and
moral education programme has options
for Catholic and non-Catholic students.

He added that the inclusivity is not
surprising: only about a quarter of the
SJI student body is Catholic.

The Ministry of Education has strin-
gent guidelines for mission schools:
Prayers, religious classes and services
must be optional, and admission to the
school cannot be contingent on taking
part in such activities.

In 2005, after public complaints
about proselytising in schools, it or-
dered teachers not to engage in such
acts.

Researcher Vicknesh Selvam, 25, who
attended Methodist schools Anglo-Chi-
nese School (Independent) and An-
glo-Chinese Junior College, though he
is not religious, said the chapel services
at school put an emphasis on values
such as integrity.

“In all honesty it’s the values that
count, not who you worship,” he said.
caiwj@sph.com.sg

BY ZAKIR HUSSAIN

THE ruling People’s Action Party re-
minds its candidates not to mobilise
members of their church, or temple, or
mosque, to campaign for them in elec-
tions, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
disclosed yesterday.

This is because once MPs are elected,
they represent the interests of all their
constituents, and not just their own reli-
gious group, he said.

Mr Lee raised this example in outlin-
ing four basic rules that had to be ob-
served in order to maintain peace and
harmony.

1
All groups have to exercise
tolerance and restraint
“Christians cannot expect this to
be a Christian society, Muslims
cannot expect this to be a Muslim

society, ditto with the Buddhists, the
Hindus and the other groups,” said Mr
Lee.

“Many faiths share this country,
share this island. Each has different
teachings, different practices,” he add-
ed.

This, he elaborated, meant that rules
which apply only to one group cannot be-
come laws that are enforced on every-
one.

Hence, while Muslims do not drink al-
cohol, alcohol is not banned here.

Neither is gambling forbidden, though
many religions disapprove of it.

“If we have to live together in peace,
then all have to adopt ‘live and let live’
as our principle,” he added.

2
Keep religion separate
from politics
“Religion in Singapore cannot be
the same as religion in America
or religion in an Islamic coun-

try,” said Mr Lee.
He cited the recent Iranian presiden-

tial election, which was fiercely contest-
ed, where the outcome was disputed by
supporters of President Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad and leading rival candidate
Mir Hossein Mousavi, and where both
sides invoked Islam in their support.

“Mousavi’s supporters had a battle
cry: Allahu Akbar – God is great. But
Iran is Islamic, is Shia, so after the bat-
tles they come back, it is one society,”
he said.

But Mr Lee cautioned that if one
group were to invoke religion in this man-
ner in Singapore, others are bound to
push back and invoke their faith.

“One side insists ‘I’m doing God’s
work. The other side says ‘I’m doing my
God’s work’. And both sides say ‘I can-
not compromise’,” he said.

“These are absolute imperatives, du-
ties. The result will be a clash between
different religious groups which will tear
us apart,” he added.

3
Government must remain secular
The Government’s authority
comes from the people, and it
has to be neutral and fair to all,
said Mr Lee.

“The laws are passed by Parliament,
elected by the people. They don’t come
from a sacred book,” he said.

But this did not mean the Govern-
ment was against religion.

“We are not against religion. We up-
hold sound moral values,” he stressed.

“We hold the ring so that all groups
can practise their faiths freely without
colliding with one another in Spore. And
that’s the way Singapore has to be,” he
said.

A secular Government also did not
mean that religious groups cannot have
views on national issues, or that reli-
gious individuals cannot take part in poli-
tics.

They are free to propagate their teach-
ings on social and moral issues, and have
done so on issues like the integrated re-
sorts and homosexuality, he noted.

“And obviously many Christians, Hin-
dus, Muslims, Buddhists participate in
politics, in Parliament. We have people
of all faiths in Cabinet too,” he said.

“When people who have a religion ap-
proach a national issue, they will often
have views which are informed by their
religious beliefs. It’s natural,” he added.

“But you must accept that other
groups may have different views in-
formed by different beliefs and you have
to accept that and respect that,” he said.

The public debate, he stressed, cannot
be on whose religion is right or wrong,
but on secular, rational considerations of
public interest – on what makes sense
for Singapore.

4
Maintain the common space
that all Singaporeans share
The common space – when shar-
ing meals, or at schools and
workplaces – has to be neutral

and secular, said Mr Lee.
“That’s the only way all of us can feel

at home in Singapore and at ease,” he
said.

He noted that people of various faiths
had different dietary needs – Muslims

eat halal food, Hindus do not eat beef,
and some Buddhists are vegetarian.

“If we must serve everybody food
which is halal, no beef and vegetarian, I
think we will have a problem. We will
never eat meals together,” he said.

“So there will be halal food on one
side, vegetarian food for those who need
it, no beef for those who don’t eat beef.
Let’s share a meal together acknowledg-
ing that we are not the same,” he said.

“Don’t discourage people from inter-
acting. Don’t make it difficult for us to
be one people,” he added.

Likewise, rules were in place to keep
all schools secular and religious groups
which run mission schools accept this.

The office environment should also be
one where all groups feel comfortable.

“Staff have to be confident that they
will get equal treatment even if they be-
long to a different faith from their manag-
ers, especially in Government depart-
ments, but also in the private sector,” he
said.

“I think it can be done because even
religious community service organisa-
tions often have people who don’t be-
long to that religion working comforta-
bly and happily in that organisation,” he
added.

“This is one very important aspect of
our meritocratic society,” he said.

Mr Lee noted that whatever other
countries do, the four basic rules must
apply in Singapore.

“The basis for this is practical reality
in our society, it’s not any abstract politi-
cal theory, it’s not any divine revelation.
This is the only way all groups in Singa-
pore can live in peace and harmony,” he
said.
zakirh@sph.com.sg

Religious activities not a
must in mission schools

BY CASSANDRA CHEW

PUBLIC debate must be based on
secular considerations of public inter-
est, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
said at the National Day Rally last
night.

This, however, does not mean
that religious groups cannot have
views on national issues, or that
religious individuals cannot partici-
pate in politics.

Speaking before a 1,600-strong
crowd, including key religious lead-
ers, at the University Cultural Cen-
tre, he emphasised the need for pub-
lic debate to remain secular.

“The public debate cannot be on
whose religion is right and whose
religion is wrong. It has to be on
secular, rational considerations of
public interest – what makes sense
for Singapore,” he said.

He noted that unlike in the United
States, where a population which is
overwhelmingly Christian allows
religion to play a key role in politics,
Singapore’s multi-religious composi-
tion means its government must re-
main secular, and neutral among the
different religions.

But this does not mean religious
groups cannot participate in civil
society.

“Religious groups are free to prop-
agate their teachings on social and
moral issues, and they have done
so,” said PM Lee.

He highlighted three examples:
the debate over whether Singapore
should build casinos, the inclusion of
Muslims in the Human Organ Trans-
plant Act (Hota), and the debate over

whether Section 377A of the Penal
Code, which criminalises sex be-
tween men, should be repealed.

During the casino debate in 2004,
leaders from all four major religious
groups – Buddhism, Hinduism,
Islam and Christianity – stepped
forward to voice their opposition to
the idea.

In 2007, Muslim religious leaders’
support for Hota paved the way for
the Muslim community to come
under the same organ donation law
as other Singaporeans.

The same year, when a petition
for the abolition of Section 377A of
the Penal Code was filed by then-
Nominated MP Siew Kum Hong, it
prompted a heated debate. Chris-
tians and Muslims were among those
vociferous in voicing objection to the
petition.

PM Lee acknowledged that reli-
gious persons who take part in poli-
tics will hold views that may be influ-
enced by their religious beliefs. They
must, however, accept and respect
that other groups may have different
views, informed by different beliefs.

Giving her response to PM Lee’s
point, Dr Gillian Koh, senior re-
search fellow at the Institute of Poli-
cy Studies, felt that faith-based
groups will “have to learn to make
their cases based on moral reasoning
that is accessible to people of all the
other faiths”.

Prof Thio Li-ann, a law lecturer
who is a staunch Christian and advo-
cate of religious views having a place
in public debate, said: “Anyone en-
gaged in debate or political debate
should always expect to be chal-
lenged, and to forge better argu-
ments to try and persuade others as
to the merits of one’s own views –
who has the better argument, the
better solution which best serves the
common good? That is the essential
question.”

Mr Masagos Zulkifli Masagos Mo-
hamad, MP for Tampines GRC, ap-
preciates the common ground that a
secular government offers.

“With our government, we will al-
ways ensure the good of society is
promoted, not a particular religious
need or particular religion.”

Abiding by these guidelines key to ensuring all groups live together in peace

Religious groups are free to propagate their
teachings on social and moral issues, and they
have done so, says PM Lee, citing the debate
over whether Singapore should have casinos,
the inclusion of Muslims in the Human Organ
Transplant Act, and the debate on whether to
repeal Section 377A of the Penal Code.

basic rules for
religious harmony

“The public debate cannot be on whose religion is right and whose
religion is wrong. It has to be on secular, rational considerations of
public interest – what makes sense for Singapore.”
PM Lee

PM LEE highlighted these side effects
of stronger religious fervour which
have to be managed carefully in
Singapore’s multi-religious society:

� Aggressive proselytisation
Some people push their religion on
others, causing a nuisance and
offence. Recently, a couple who
distributed Christian tracts that were
offensive to other faiths and Catholics
were charged and sentenced to eight
weeks’ jail.

Less extreme cases can also cause
problems. From time to time, there
are complaints of groups trying to
convert very ill patients in hospitals.

� Intolerance
This involves not respecting the
beliefs of others, or not
accommodating others who belong to
different religions.

Sometimes it happens within the
family: Parents are traditional
religionists, but the children have
converted.

When the parents die, the children
stay away from the funeral or the
wake because they believe the
traditional rites are against their new
religion.

“It’s very sad. From a traditional
point of view, it’s the ultimate unfilial
act, but it does happen occasionally,”
Mr Lee said.

� Exclusiveness
Some people segregate themselves
into separate exclusive circles and do
not integrate with those of other
faiths.

“What does that mean? That
means you mix with your own people,
you don’t mix with others. You’ll end
up as separate communities,” said Mr
Lee.

He said the Government foresaw
the dangers posed by these three risks
20 years ago. It presented a White
Paper on Maintenance of Religious
Harmony in 1989 in Parliament,
which then passed the Maintenance of
Religious Harmony Act in 1990.

But before that, then PM Lee Kuan
Yew and key ministers met religious
leaders to explain the Government’s
concerns. The leaders gave their
support.

The Act enables the Government to
issue restraining orders against
preachers who engage in harmful
conduct.
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