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'Universal values in
different religions
I AM pressured by my
Malaysian friends, who live
all over the globe, to respond
to the recent issue of re

ligious misunderstanding
that took place at a public insti
tution of higher education.
It is easier to be critical when you
are the third party.
But, it is a challenging task for me
as an educator, who teaches a sub

ject dealing with morality and re
ligion, and even more so because
90 per cent of my students are
those of one faith, but will teach
Moral Education in schools that

comprise students of other faiths,
except the one that the teacher
follows.
How do I deal with this scenario

in my course, called "Moral and
Religion"? Firstly, I ensure that uni
versity students are provided with
basic knowledge on religion and
show them the timelines of the

world's religions.
In fact, in their first year, Teach
ing English as a Second Language
(TESL) major/Moral Education mi
nor students would have been ex

posed to a course called "Moral and

Ethics", where they are taught
about the formation of ethics and

morality in ancient Greek, Roman
and Asian societies.

The students are taught the con
cepts of different moral principles
and theories that do not touch on

religion, but have more to do with
belief systems and spirituality.
When they learn about morality
and religion, they start to under
stand the philosophy of religion,
including alternative beliefs about
God; the purpose of religion; the
link between science and religion;
the moral and ethical implications
of religious commitment; and the
relationship between faith, reason,
worldly experience and how re
ligion plays a role in the different
stages of individual or collective
life.

Then, there is the crucial re

search stage, where students anal
yse a religion or belief system other
than their own, and they present
their findings to the class. Their
research includes reading the sa
cred texts of different religions,
such as the Quran, Bible, Vedas,
Dhammapada and Guru Granth
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Sahib, to name a few. They are also

encouraged to interview author
ities of different religions, and ob
tain a clear picture of the religions
and how they came into existence.
Finally, the students present

their findings to their peers, and we
end with discussions, which allow
them to reflect on their under

standing about values that are uni

versally present in different reli
gions and belief systems, and how
the values are incorporated in the
Moral Education syllabus.
This method serves as an eye
opener for almost all of my stu
dents — and for me as their lecturer

— because every time they present

their findings on a certain religion
or belief system, there is bound to
be new facts or values not dis

cussed in previous presentations.

As they have to present findings
based on primary sources, quote
from sacred texts and interview the

authorities of different religions,
there are no issues of wrong facts
being presented.
I find that my. students are
"transformed" because not only do
they get to have a real understand
ing of other religions, but they also
examine their own faiths more

deeply. Hopefully, they will be
come "interreligion ambassadors"
not just in Malaysia, but anywhere
in they world.
€ DR VISHALACHE

BALAKR1SHNAN,

senior lecturer, Faculty of Education,
Universiti Malaya
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