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EDITOR'S MENTION
This is a noteworthy edition with PM Lee and Mrs Lee's visit to the IRO Office
in July 2017 and President Halimah's exclusive hosting of IRO council members at The Istana in September 2017 being the main stories.
Given the prevailing and increasing challenges from overseas and social
media, the editorial team reckons that it is timely to compile and share
the wisdoms from all eight Presidents of Singapore on how interfaith
co-existence ought to be for a nation so small yet diverse.
Two of the most senior members of IRO - Mr Harbans Singh and Venerable
Chao Khun, are featured as an acknowledgement of their tireless and ageless efforts towards interfaith cohesion and incidentally, be an inspiration to
all, especially the next generations.
Prof Tommy Koh's observations of Singapore's unique state of affairs is a
worthy analysis for all to reflect on.
I owe my gratitude to the editorial team for their wonderful and selfless sacrifices and intellectual creativity in putting this publication together in quick
fashion.
SPECIAL THANKS
The editorial team would like to extend its gratitude to Freepik, Prof Tommy
Koh, The Straits Times, TODAY, National Archives of Singapore and all media
contributors as credited in this publication.
COPYRIGHT
INTERFAITH Magazine is an official publication of the IRO Singapore, whose
registered office is at 7 Maxwell Road, MND Building Complex Annexe B,
#05-02, Singapore 069111. For feedback, kindly contact the Editor-in-Chief
at maricanlaw2@gmail.com.

MESSAGE

69 years ago – the Inter-Religious
Organisation Singapore (IRO) was conceptualised and realised by seven
leaders who instinctively recognised
the need to have a platform for interfaith
engagements and dialogues during
peacetime.
Given the multi-religious
nature of Singapore, these astute
founders of the IRO reckoned it was
necessary to plan ahead and be
prepared for any crisis involving faiths.
Since its inception, the IRO has stood
forthright in addressing community
relations and tensions.
Over the
past seven decades, the ten constituents members of IRO have committed
themselves to the socialisation of
religion so as to build a more collective
and cohesive society.
The IRO platform enables religious
leaders
and
their
followers
to
understand, respect and adapt to the
growing diversity within the Island.
IRO’s significance
was further emphasised following the 9/11 incident
and
the
recent
waves
of
terrorism, extremism, and to a certain
extent exclusivism, that threaten the

mosaic of our nation. As part of IRO’s
contribution towards the continued
peace and stability of our country, a
3-point programme was initiated last
year,
incidentally complementing
the national SG Secure movement.
This new programme also seeks to
bolster IRO's ability to adapt to the
evolving socio-religious environment.
As the IRO marches steadily towards
70 years since its founding in 1949, we
strive to further expand and enhance
our engagements across the heartlands
with the support of our institutional
partners along with greater involvement
from women and youth.
The IRO may have come a long way
but building a spiritually-sound yet
socially-cohesive community based
on goodwill and trust, is an enduring
journey which could be endearing
and enriching. As a nation, we influence our own destiny.
We have inherited the spirit and benefits of our Founders' wisdom, and we
must dutifully extend this precious
legacy to our next generations.
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IRO Day
Observance 2017

IRO DAY OBSERVANCE 2017
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Pearls of Wisdom
from The Istana

“

IRO is a symbol of inter-religious solidarity.
This symbolism – of people of different communities
united by a common purpose, working together for the future
– is, in fact, at the core of the Singapore identity.

PHOTO: DEJIKI.COM

PM & Mrs Lee
visit The IRO

12
16

Miracle on Waterloo Street
by Prof Tommy Koh

"IRO is also an active promoter of
inter-religious understanding. It offers a
platform for members of different faiths
to learn of one another through publications, talks as well as inter-faith dialogues
and charity projects.
IRO's experience in facilitating deep
discussion between communities of
different faiths is an invaluable resource
that is particularly needed now.

IRO Elders
in Active Service

20

PHOTO: WAT ANADA
METYARAMA TEMPLE

Our people, particularly our youths, are
interested in everyday issues of religious
practice but are afraid to ask. IRO can

”

bridge this gap – it can equip them with
the necessary knowledge by driving these
difficult conversations. It is only through
building the capacity of our people to
engage in deeper conversation that our
society can move beyond a mere ‘tolerance’ of differences, to one of respect and
appreciation.
I believe the IRO leadership will rise up to
this challenge. MCCY will work with you
and support you in this important area of
work."

Minister Grace Fu at IRO Day Observance 2017
4 |
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IRO DAY OBSERVANCE 2017
18 March 2017, Singapore – The Inter-Religious
Organisation Singapore (IRO) celebrated its 68th
anniversary in customary fashion of simplicity and
solemnity.
Minister for Culture, Community & Youth, Ms
Grace Fu, graced the occasion as Guest-of-Honour
at Furama Riverfront Hotel.
In his welcome note, then IRO President Rustom
Ghadiali highlighted the need to protect and guide
the young with proper knowledge of religion, and
respect for diversity amidst a fast-changing world
that is dictated by new age applications like the
internet, social media and smartphones.
Mr Ghadiali encouraged fellow members to continuously initiate and support new interfaith
initiatives to enhance promotion of harmony and
peaceful co-existence.

6 |

peace . harmony . unity | 7

PEARLS OF WISDOM FROM THE ISTANA | INTERFAITH

INTERFAITH | COMMEMORATIVE EDITION

PEARLS OF WISDOM FROM THE ISTANA
Create Platforms for Engagements
"Inter-religious harmony is the bedrock of any
multicultural society. Creating opportunities
for dialogue is important to foster greater
understanding between religions."
PHOTO: THE STRAITS TIMES

PEARLS OF WISDOM
FROM THE ISTANA

H.E. Halimah Yacob
8th President of Singapore, 2017 - Current
Gathering with members of IRO Council, 2017
PHOTO: JASON QUAH, TODAY

since Independence, 1965

Protect & Expand Common Spaces

Since Singapore's Independence, her Presidents have respectively and repeatedly called on the
nation to be conscious of the country's unique diversity through concerted and continuous
moulding and managing.

"We must not forget we need to protect
and expand the common space for all religions
to interact with one another in
good faith and mutual respect."

On the second week of her appointment as the eighth President of Singapore, President
Halimah Yacob hosted IRO council members at The Istana on 28 September 2017. She reiterated
that interfaith harmony is critical to Singapore's sustainable peace and progress, and the significant role that the IRO must continue to play in helping to bolster ties amongst Singaporeans
and residents of varying faiths and by creating more opportunities for dialogue.

H.E. Tony Tan Keng Yam
7th President of Singapore, 2011 - 2017
Official Opening of IRO Office, Jul 2012
PHOTO: FYROL, H.E. TONY TAN FACEBOOK

Emphasise that which Unifies
"Our young must learn how to
tolerate each other - each other's
religion, each other's race,
each other's language, and think
of ourselves as Singaporean."
PHOTO: THE STRAITS TIMES
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(the late) H.E. S R Nathan
6th President of Singapore, 1999 - 2011
Interfaith National Day Observance, Aug 2015
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Continue to
Consolidate Cohesion
"We can and do shape our future if we maintain our
collective diligence, discipline and responsibility.
Therefore we must continue to consolidate our
success in promoting racial harmony and
social cohesion."

PHOTO: THE STRAITS TIMES

(the late) H.E. Ong Teng Cheong
5th President of Singapore, 1993 - 1999
Deepavali Celebration Dinner, Nov 1987

Polarisation will cause Strife
"Religious harmony is as important to us as
racial harmony. Religious polarisation will cause
sectarian strife. We can only enjoy harmonious
and easy racial relationships if we practise
religious tolerance and moderation."
(the late) H.E. Wee Kim Wee
4th President of Singapore, 1985 - 1993
Presidential Address to Parliament, Jan 1989

"It seems to me that whether religion unifies or
divides men depends upon how religion as an
institution is woven into the fabric of society and the
extent of communication between people of different
religions ... All our religions in Singapore have
certain common tenets which are the foundations
upon which a national identity can be built."

PHOTO: THE STRAITS TIMES

PHOTO: THE STRAITS TIMES

"Singaporeans should not merely tolerate each other, it is
somewhat condescending to tolerate somebody else. The
operative word for Singaporean therefore is 'acceptance',
not 'tolerance'. We need to gladly acknowledge all our
fellow citizens as members of one national family,
whatever our ethnic, cultural, linguistic or
religious grouping may be."
(the late) H.E. C V Devan Nair
3rd President of Singapore, 1981 - 1985
Chinese Chamber of Commerce & Industry Dinner, Nov 1981

10 |

Religion can Unite or Divide

(the late) H.E. Benjamin Henry Sheares
2nd President of Singapore, 1971 - 1981
Muslim Missionary Society Lecture, May 1972

Acceptance and not mere Tolerance

PHOTO: THE STRAITS TIMES
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Religion should Neither be
an Advantage nor Disadvantage
"Religion should neither be an advantage nor
disadvantage. No man need feel that to belong
to a religion puts him at a disadvantage or gives
him an advantage. This is how things are in Singapore and this is how things must always be in
our country."
(the late) H.E. Yusof Bin Ishak
1st President of Singapore, 1965 - 1970
1968 New Year Message

PHOTO: NATIONAL ARCHIVES, SG
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PM & MRS LEE VISIT THE IRO & HERITAGE TRAIL
19 July 2017, Singapore – Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong and Mrs Lee visited the IRO office
and met with faith leaders and members of the
IRO. PM Lee and IRO President Mr K Kesevapany
unveiled a new and consolidated edition of
IRO’s in-house interfaith publication entitled
‘Harmony in Diversity – A Sacred Duty’.
Earlier, PM and Mrs Lee had embarked on the Telok
Ayer Heritage Trail, visiting four places of worship
– a church, mosque and two temples, located
along Telok Ayer Street for over a century. Thereafter, along with interfaith leaders and activists,
PM and Mrs Lee visited the Harmony in
Diversity Gallery (HDG).
The HDG was
developed by the Ministry of Home Affairs
(MHA) in collaboration with key and strategic
partners including the IRO.

Al-Abrar Mosque

PHOTOS : TERENCE TAN & LH GOH, PM LEE FACEBOOK

PM Lee at IRO
Thian Hock Keng Temple
Telok Ayer Chinese Methodist Church

12 |

Yu Huang Gong Temple
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In 2015, The Pew Research Centre ranked Singapore as the
most religiously diverse country in the world. This harmonious state of affairs was not achieved in natural order, but due
to the conscious and continued collaborative efforts between
the government and the people.
The Harmony in Diversity Gallery (HDG) was launched on 2
September 2016, by then President Mr Tony Tan Keng Yam.

MIDDLE & BOTTOM PHOTOS: TERENCE TAN, PM LEE FACEBOOK

The Gallery seeks to promote an appreciation of Singapore's
rich religious diversity to nurture and strengthen the religious
peace and harmony Singapore enjoys today by fostering the
spirit of give and take, mutual respect and understanding.

COMPASSION
ACROSS
CREEDS
the world undergoes anxieties over extreme
Asideologies,
mindless mayhem and devastating
disasters, humanity desperately needs more
emphasis on common values that bind
mankind.

Compassion is a universal value that is brought
and taught across all religions. It is the act of
graciousness, care and love for others, without
preference or prejudice to culture or creed.

In serving the lesser fortunate, impartiality,
along with objectivity and sincerity, helps
ensure that aid reaches the most needy and
deserving.
One fine example of compassion without
borders is Borden Company's conscious and
concrete support for varying community
groups and social agencies inter alia
Singapore Indian Development Association
(SINDA), Association of Muslim Professionals
(AMP) and National Heart Centre Singapore
(NHCS).
Borden
is
Singapore's
homegrown
pharmaceutical company which distributes
its flagship Eagle brand medicated ointment
globally across Asia, Middle East, Europe and
North America. Its products have brought
relief to people of diverse backgrounds
including genders, ages, cultures
and
religions. Naturally, Borden’s philanthropic
philosophy and beneficiaries mirror its
consumer base.

"There must be divine reason why we are
all created in varieties. Such diversity
must be embraced as a blessing rather
than a burden. How we choose to live,
have consequence on our community,
country, children and humanity. We
must consciously curate to constructively
create the consequence we so desire - a
caring and collaborative co-existence."
MR. EDY H TJUGITO
Member, Advisory Board
Borden Company

PM & Mrs Lee visited the Harmony in Diversity Gallery (HDG) which IRO is one of the community partners.

14 |
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MIRACLE ON
WATERLOO STREET
by Prof Tommy Koh

A Jewish synagogue, a Hindu temple and a Buddhist temple
are clustered on this street. Singapore’s religious harmony has come
about as a result of conscious policy, laws and institutions.

PHOTO : ESTHER LIM
Maghain Aboth Synagogue, Jewish synagogue established in 1878

Religion can promote peace between people and between nations. It can also be
a cause for conflict and war. Religion has
often been hijacked by unscrupulous men
to gain or retain power and used by such
men as a weapon against their adversaries.
There are many situations in the contemporary world where religion is a threat to
peace.
Let me cite a few examples.
The Buddhists and Muslims have clashed
in Myanmar, especially in Rakhine state.
In Pakistan and the Middle East, Sunni
terrorists have been blowing up mosques
and other places sacred to the Shi'ites.
In Iraq and Syria, a group of Sunni
extremists, who call themselves the Islamic
State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), is seeking to
16 |

who celebrate Chinese New Year; I am sure
Singaporeans of all races will also be visiting
their Chinese friends.

street, we have a Jewish synagogue, a Hindu
temple and a Buddhist temple dedicated to
the Goddess of Mercy, Kuan Yin.

I
consider
Singapore's
religious
harmony one of the most precious
achievements of the past 50 years. We
must do everything we can to preserve it.

My foreign friends are amazed at the sight of
Buddhists worshipping at the Hindu temple
and vice versa. I tell them that this is one of
the miracles of Singapore.

Singapore may be a small country, but it is
one of the most religiously diverse countries in the world.

create a new caliphate by violent means.
In one of our neighbouring countries, the
Shi'ites are not allowed to practise their religion.
In Europe, there is growing animosity
between Christians and Muslims. The recent
shootings at a Copenhagen cafe during a
seminar on free speech, and the killing
of Charlie Hebdo cartoonists in Paris,
are manifestations of this chasm. So too are
the anti-Islam demonstrations in Germany
and elsewhere in Europe.
A PRECIOUS ACHIEVEMENT
VIEWED against this backdrop, the
religious and racial harmony we enjoy
in Singapore is remarkable.
This weekend, it will not only be the Chinese

HOWEVER, relations between the followers of
the different religions in Singapore have not
always been amicable.
In 1950, riots occurred for several days when
an insensitive British judge ordered that a
Dutch girl, Maria Hertogh, who had been
adopted and raised by a Malay-Muslim
foster mother, be remanded in a Catholic
convent, pending his ruling on whether
custody should be awarded to Maria's
biological mother or her foster mother.

PHOTO : SINGAPORE FOOTPRINTS
Sri Krishnan Temple, Hindu temple established in 1870

RIOTS IN THE 1950s & 1960s

Kwan Im Thong Hood Cho Temple, Buddhist temple established in 1884

Buddhism, Islam, Christianity, Taoism and
Hinduism are the main religions of Singapore. Sikhism, Judaism, Zoroastrianism,
Jainism
and
Baha'ism
have
small
followings.
All 10 religions are represented in the
non-governmental organisation called the
Inter-Religious Organisation (IRO).
The fact that Singapore is physically very small
means that the places of worship of different
religions may be located on the same street,
and sometimes even next door to each other.
In other countries, such proximity could lead
to misunderstanding and even conflict. Luckily for us, this is not the case in Singapore.
I often take visitors from abroad to join me
in a walking tour of Waterloo Street. On this

In 1964, a procession to celebrate Prophet
Muhammad's birthday was attacked by
Chinese gangsters. This led to several days of
rioting, arson and mayhem.
The memories of those riots as well as the
one which occurred on May 13, 1969 will
never be forgotten. They have motivated
Singaporeans to work hard to prevent the
recurrence of such unhappy events.
Singapore's state of religious harmony did
not happen by chance. We got here from
crafting important policies, laws and institutions which helped to promote religious
harmony in Singapore.
SECULARISM, SINGAPORE STYLE
FIRST, Singapore is a secular state. We do not
have a state religion, unlike Malaysia or the
United Kingdom. The state does not promote
religion. It is, however, not hostile to religion,
peace . harmony . unity | 17
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The Catholic Centre is also based in Waterloo Street. The building houses
the Chancery of Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Singapore.

Religious Harmony, a body consisting of both
religious and lay leaders, to advise the President on matters affecting religious harmony.

Chinese & Buddhist devotees praying at and donating to
Sri Krishnan Temple undergoing redevelopment

unlike the communist countries.

is not an absolute right.

FREEDOM OF RELIGION

The Penal Code makes it an offence to
utter words which deliberately wound the
religious feelings of others. The Sedition
Act makes it an offence to promote
feelings of ill will or hostility between
different races or classes of the population.

SECOND, Article 15 of the Singapore
Constitution guarantees the freedom of
religion and the right to propagate
one's religion.
The Court of Appeal has held that it is
not illegal for a Singapore citizen to be a
Jehovah's Witness, a proscribed group.
He is, however, not exempted from being
called up to serve his national service.
In another case, the same court held that a
citizen working in an educational institution
is not exempted from singing the National
Anthem or reciting the National Pledge on
account of his religious beliefs.
In other words, in Singapore, a citizen's right
to religious freedom is subordinated to the
public good.
FREE SPEECH & RELIGIOUS HARMONY
THIRD, in Singapore, the right to free speech
18 |

In 2005, three bloggers were convicted
under the Sedition Act for posting Web-blog
comments that were anti-Muslim.
In Singapore, unlike Denmark and
France, cartoons which depict Prophet
Muhammad would be deemed to be offensive, punishable under both the Penal Code
and Sedition Act and not protected by the
freedom of speech.
MAINTENANCE OF
RELIGIOUS HARMONY ACT
FOURTH,
Parliament
Religious
established

in
1990,
the
Singapore
enacted the Maintenance of
Harmony
Act.
The
law
the Presidential Council for

The law also empowers the Government
to issue restraining orders against preachers who threaten our religious harmony.
A few years ago, a good friend who is a pastor
in an independent Protestant church sought
my advice. He told me that he had received a
letter from the Government warning him that
he would be stopped from preaching unless he refrained from attacking the Catholic
Church in his sermons.
I asked him to show me the text of his
recent sermons. After reading them, I told
my friend that I agree with the Government's
warning and that he should stop his unwarranted attacks on the Catholic Church.
I remember that a few years ago, a Christian
pastor was caught on film badmouthing the
Buddhists and Taoists. The video went viral
and the public response was unanimous.
He had crossed the red line and should
apologise. The pastor did apologise and the
Buddhists and Taoists decided to forgive
him.

Waterloo street also hosts the Church of Saints Peter and Paul,
a Roman Catholic church constructed in 1869.

INTER- RELIGIOUS ORGANISATION
FIFTH, I believe that the IRO has played a very
positive role in the maintenance of religious
harmony in Singapore.
The members of IRO belong to 10 different
faiths. They serve in their individual capacities and not as the official representatives of
their respective religions.
The fact that they get along well, respect
one another's faith, visit one another's places
of worship and appear together at public
performances of joint religious prayers is
an inspiration to the community. They set a
good example for others to follow.
In conclusion, I would reiterate my point that
religious harmony is one of the most important achievements of the past 50 years. Our
success is due partly to our policies, laws and
institutions. It is also due to the good sense
of the people of Singapore.
Singaporeans have developed the cultural
DNA to respect one another's faiths. It
is unSingaporean to insult, disparage or
make fun of the deities or religious beliefs
of others.

The writer is the Special Adviser, Institute of Policy Studies, of the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy
at National University of Singapore. This article was first published in The Straits Times, Feb 21, 2015.
peace . harmony . unity | 19
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Mr Harbans Singh and Venerable Chao Khun Phra Tepsiddhivides are distinguished servants
of the IRO. In their decades with the Organisation, they have earnestly engaged the partners
and public through dialogues and fellowships, striving to foster better acquaintance and
understanding between people of different faiths. This is key to building an engaging and
trusting society, which is critical to Singapore's sustainable peace and progress. Both elders
were recipients of the IRO Award.

MR. HARBANS SINGH
Born on 17 March 1930, he was the first President of Singapore Polytechnic Student Union. He was an educator with a distinguished service with
the Ministry of Education, and retired as a Schools' Inspector in 1985,
where he started his active voluntary service with the IRO. He held the
IRO presidency in 2006 and is currently the IRO Head of the Prayers &
Blessing Committee.

What motivates you in your personal spiritual
journey?
My first introduction to religion was through my
father. He was a religious man who prioritised
and emphasised religious studies and was highly
devoted to serving the temple. As a young boy,
that sowed the seeds of spirituality and paved
my path and passion to Sikhism.
You have been coined the 'torch-bearer' of
interfaith activism in Singapore. As the
longest-serving member of the IRO, how and
when were you 'bitten' by the interfaith bug?
The three greatest influences on me were - my
father, my stint as a student in a Methodist
school where Bible studies was compulsory and,
the knowledge of Sikhism acquired from my
frequent visits to the temple.
My stint at the Methodist school laid the
foundation to my interfaith journey as I was
able to see similarities between Sikhism and
Christianity - that religion is inherently about
20 |

being and doing good generally.
Eventually, I entered the interfaith sector
in August 1958 through the IRO. The then
President of the Central Sikh Board encouraged
my participation with the IRO. He believed I
would be useful as I had many ideas and was
always willing to contribute towards the cause. I
have since been with the IRO.
You mentioned that "War was a painful
opportunity for Singapore to charter her own
path". Is this still relevant for leaders who
have not seen war or any open conflicts in
Singapore?
Even in times of peace, leaders should
work towards being more vigilant.  The
need for inter-racial and inter-religious
trust is crucial as incidents from outside
Singapore can creep through our front
and back doors especially due to Social Media.
The risks of misleading messages causing
mischief and hostility are real and high. The
current volatile international situation calls

IRO ELDERS IN ACTIVE SERVICE
Enlivening
&

Inspiring
the Human Spirit
for more intensed and increased efforts to
create better understanding and a conducive
environment to maintain our society's harmony
and safety.
Amazingly, this August would mark your 60th
anniversary serving with the IRO. How can
IRO help bring the society to the next level?
I believe the IRO and its activities can allow
people to understand the values and teachings
of each religion such that 'we can understand
them, and they can understand us'. The IRO
can lead by creating and facilitating good and
guided platforms for engagement.
Most
importantly, we have to continue striving to lead
by example, just like how the IRO pioneers did
with their sterling ethics and character, including
sincerity, humility and selflessness.  
Being an experienced educator of over 30
years where you have helped groom many
young minds, and coupled with decades of
interfaith work, what are some significant
takeaways you would want to pass to younger
activists?
First, fingers cannot be all the same length but
they all make up the same hand. Secondly,
while there are many temptations when young,
it is most important to stay clear from negativity
and hate and we need to treat all humans with
respect, sincerity, empathy and camaraderie.

VEN. CHAO KHUN

Born in Thailand on 14 May 1929, he migrated
to Singapore and took over as Chief Abbott of the
Wat Ananda Metyarama Thai Buddhist Temple
in 1975. Under his stewardship, the temple
underwent immediate expansion including a
pagoda and a three-storey residential block for
the monks. The Pagoda was officially declared
open in 1985 by HRH Princess Maha Chakri
Sirindhorn, the second daughter of the late King
Bhumibol Adulyadej.

What motivates you in your personal faith
journey?
I was ordained at a tender age of 12 to adopt the
ascetic life as a novice. Personally, I was blessed
with the natural thirst for knowledge, which
led me to peace and a cause for life through
Buddhism. My passion to promote Buddhism,
teach the Dhamma and give counsel, are the
main driving forces in my faith journey.
As a monk, how effective and important is it
to serve society through institutions like the
IRO?
I believe social and faith work can never be
separate entities. Social life and religion are very
peace . harmony . unity | 21
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Singapore

PHOTO: THE STRAITS TIMES

much intertwined, and, in most times, religion
provides much clarity to life itself and the social
challenges that life presents. I was introduced
to IRO by my Senior and on his encouragement
joined the IRO more than 30 years ago. I could
see how important this call was and the impact
it will have on the ground. The work that faith
leaders do is critical for the harmony between
various races and religions in Singapore.
Singapore is one of the most religiously
diverse yet harmonious society in the world.
How do you think the IRO has contributed to
this?
When the IRO first started, only 6 main religions
were recognised and now we have expanded to
represent 10 main faiths in Singapore. Through
frequent dialogues and exhibitions, we have
continuously engaged the various religious
communities and the public. This has allowed
us to break barriers and foster a strong
social foundation for mutual respect and
understanding.
IRO has helped build an environment and
spirit of camaraderie among various faiths.
With more initiatives from the grassroots
and the government, is the IRO still relevant?
What is the key pressing issue that the
organisation and country face?
At IRO, we have always been happy to be the

catalyst and guide for interfaith engagements,
and we are heartened that more Singaporeans
and groups see the need to intensify interreligious exchanges. There is still a lot of work
to be done and every Singaporean’s effort
count. Indeed, IRO must adapt to the changing
social needs and challenges to continue serving
the society effectively.
As for the pressing challenge, the rise of
technology and social media is a double-edged
sword which can facilitate a more productive
life or fracture the social structure. Very much
depends on how we communicate to and
educate our people to be more responsible and
resilient.
You have been ordained for the past 76 years,
served the Buddhist community in Singapore
for 43 years and an active member of IRO
for over 30 years. What are some of the
important things that the next generation of
interfaith practitioners should take note of?

We, the people in Singapore, declare that
religious harmony is vital for peace, progress and prosperity
in our multi-racial and multi-religious Nation.
We resolve to strengthen religious harmony through
mutual tolerance, confidence, respect, and understanding.
We shall always:
Recognise the secular nature of our State,
Promote cohesion within our society,
Respect each other's freedom of religion,
Grow our common space while respecting our diversity,
Foster inter-religious communications,
And thereby ensure that religion will not be abused

Faith leaders and activists need to play a
more proactive role in engaging the people.
Service must come from the heart where
sincerity, compassion and humility must be
the uncompromising ethos. It is crucial that
interfaith practitioners are knowledgeable of the
world’s history and current affairs, and possess
the acumen to handle the possible complexity
of our diversity.
* This is a summary of their interviews.
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This Declaration was first proposed by then PM Goh Chok Tong in October 2002, which seeks
to affirm the importance of, and Singaporeans’ commitment towards, religious harmony.
The Declaration is customarily recited at key IRO’s meetings and functions.
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I N V O C AT I O N
(Prayer used at IRO Meetings)
O Lord, increase in us understanding and knowledge and set us free from the bondage of greed, hatred and ignorance, so that we may awake, arise and advance until the goal is reached, giving our bodies to work and our minds to
the Lord.
May we work vigorously, keeping within spiritual discipline to bring peace in our hearts, peace in our families, peace
in our cities, peace in our planetary home, the world.
May we learn to master ourselves, sublimate our combative energies into creative channels, and freely offer ourselves
in the service of our fellowmen, and our Lord.
Help us, O Lord, to ever strive to keep on these lines to promote peace on earth and goodwill among men.
By Thy grace, may we all prosper.

7 Maxwell Road, MND Building Complex Annexe B, #05-02, Singapore 069111

