
 
 

International Day for Tolerance 
16 November 2015 

Theo Notaras Multicultural Centre, Canberra 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Organised by the Canberra Interfaith Forum 
and supported by the ACT Government 

 
 

canberrainterfaithforum@gmail.com  
http://www.canberrainterfaith.org.au 

 

mailto:canberrainterfaithforum@gmail.com
http://www.canberrainterfaith.org.au/
http://www.canberrainterfaith.org.au/


 

 

Reaching a better understanding 
 

 
 

 

 

Our identity as a city has been shaped by each new person 

that calls our city home. One in four of our citizens has a 

variety of faiths, histories and experiences. Our long history 

of sharing our cultures has made our city stronger through a 

better understanding of who we all are. 

Last November I was pleased to join with the ACT Human Rights Commission to launch 

“Diversity goes with our Territory”, which invites our community members to share their 

stories and experiences of diversity.  This followed from the ‘One Canberra Reference Group 

Report’ which I had pleasure of introducing to the Legislative Assembly earlier in October 

2015. While I’m excited by all the achievements we have made to date, I am also saddened 

by the behaviour of some who seek to marginalise and persecute people for their religious 

and cultural beliefs.  

 

The unfortunate reality is that racism exists but the best way to respond to this intolerance is 

through positive action to create understanding and belonging for all Canberrans. 

 

It is for this reason that I would like to express my appreciation for the contributions that our 

hardworking community organisations make to promote a shared understanding of our 

community, and ensure that all Canberrans feel welcome and valued. Central in this is the 

Canberra Interfaith Forum which creates opportunities for Canberrans to share knowledge 

and nurture faith and community harmony, and I commend them for their efforts.  
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Acknowledgement of Country 
 

Mr Rod Little, Co-Chair of the National Congress of Australia's First Peoples 
 

Mr Rod Little gave the traditional ‘Acknowledgement of Country’ and gave a moving account of the 
discrimination, disadvantage and intolerance, which so many of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples continue to face, often daily. CIF is very grateful for his participation and 
contribution. 

Acknowledgement of traditional custodians 

We pay respect to the traditional custodians of the ACT and Region, the Ngunnawal People, on whose land 
we live and work upon. We acknowledge that these lands are Aboriginal lands and pay respect and celebrate 
their ongoing cultural traditions and contributions to the ACT and surrounding region.  

We also acknowledge the many other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples from across Australia 
who have now made Canberra their home and we pay respect and celebrate their cultures, diversity, and 
contributions to the ACT and surrounding region.  
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Welcome and Introduction - Dean Sahu Khan, Chair of Canberra Interfaith Forum 
 

As people of faith we acknowledge and honour the indigenous nations and their elders on whose lands we 

meet. 
 

On September 23, 2010, King Abdullah II of Jordan in proposing a World Interfaith Harmony Week at the 

Plenary Session of the 65th United Nations General Assembly in New York said: 

 

“It is [also] essential to resist forces of division that spread misunderstanding and mistrust 

especially among peoples of different religions. The fact is, humanity everywhere is bound 

together, not only by mutual interests, but by shared commandments to love God and 

neighbour; to love the good and neighbour.” 
 

Regrettably, religion has become or is used as a source of all conflicts and animosity towards each other. 

Prejudice is not helping anyone in coming to terms with the purpose of any religion.  Most if not all the 

prejudice is because of ignorance of each others’ faiths/beliefs. 

 

The moral imperatives of all religions, convictions, and beliefs call for peace, tolerance, doing good to each 

other and mutual understanding. No religion teaches anything but love, peace and mercy. 
 

Dissensions arise mainly out of misconceptions and ignorance of each other’s faith. Ignorance about each 

others’ faiths and beliefs need to be removed. Peace and harmony are achievable and protected best when 

people listen and learn from each other in a spirit of cooperation and respect. 
 

Canberra Interfaith Forum’s objectives are to remove all that.  Our vision, aims and objectives are: 

 

VISION: 

To encourage people living and working in harmony, respecting all cultures, races and spiritual traditions.  

 

PURPOSE: 

To enable and facilitate open exchange, dialogue and co-operation between people of various spiritual 

traditions within the ACT. 

 

OBJECTIVES: 

1. To promote open conversation between individuals of various spiritual traditions based on equality and 

mutual respect. 

2. To deepen knowledge, understanding and appreciation of various spiritual traditions. 

3. To demonstrate loving and effective relationships between peoples of various spiritual traditions. 

4. To share deeper spiritual insights and values in the community. 

5. To uphold and respect the right of all human beings to maintain and practise in harmony the spiritual 

traditions of their choice. 

6. To promote cooperative action involving participating spiritual traditions in the ACT. 

7. To participate appropriately in community events such as the Multicultural Festival and multi-faith 

worship. 

8. To disseminate information on multi-faith and relevant activities. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_Abdullah_II
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jordan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_General_Assembly
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York
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Today is the International day for Tolerance. The Preamble of the United Nations Charter states: 
 

'We, the peoples of the United Nations determined to save succeeding generations from the 

scourge of war,... to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the 

human person, ... and for these ends to practise tolerance and live together in peace with one 

another as good neighbours', and that education 'should promote understanding, tolerance and 

friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups'  
 

We adopt and solemnly proclaim this Declaration of Principles on Tolerance Resolving to take all positive 

measures necessary to promote tolerance in our societies, because tolerance is not only a cherished principle, 

but also a necessity for peace. 
 

Without tolerance there can be no peace.  In the modern world, tolerance is more essential than ever before.  

Education is the most effective means of preventing intolerance. The first step in tolerance is to teach 

people what their shared rights and freedoms are, so that they may be respected, and to promote the will to 

protect those of others, irrespective of religious belief or creed. Education for tolerance should be 

considered an urgent imperative. Religious intolerance produces major roots of violence and exclusion. 

Canberra Interfaith Forum strives to contribute to develop understanding, solidarity and tolerance amongst 

people of different faiths. We commit ourselves to promoting tolerance amongst people of different 

religious beliefs. We strive to remove the misconceptions and prejudice against or by people of different 

faiths. 
 

Tolerance is respect, acceptance and appreciation of the rich diversity of our world's cultures and religions.  

It means accepting the fact that human beings, naturally diverse in their appearance and religious creeds, 

have the right to live in peace and to be as they are. 
 

Tolerance is harmony in difference. It is the virtue that makes peace possible.  Tolerance is not concession, 

condescension or indulgence. Tolerance is, above all, an active attitude prompted by recognition of the 

universal human rights, the fundamental right to have the freedom to practice religion of his or her choice. 

Tolerance is to be exercised by individuals, groups and States. Tolerance is the responsibility that upholds 

human rights. 

 

How can Intolerance be countered? 
 

1. Fighting intolerance requires law:  
 

 Each Government is responsible for enforcing human rights laws, for banning and punishing hate 

crimes and discrimination against minorities, whether these are committed by State officials, private 

organizations or individuals. The State must also ensure equal access to courts, human rights 

commissioners or ombudsmen, so that people do not take justice into their own hands and resort to 

violence to settle their disputes. 

 

2. Fighting intolerance requires education:  
 

 Laws are necessary but not sufficient for countering intolerance in individual attitudes. Intolerance is 

very often rooted in ignorance and fear: fear of the unknown, of the other, other cultures, nations, 

religions. Intolerance is also closely linked to an exaggerated sense of self-worth and pride, whether 

personal, national or religious. These notions are taught and learned at an early age. Therefore, greater 
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emphasis needs to be placed on educating more and better. Greater efforts need to be made to teach 

children about tolerance and human rights, about other ways of life. Children should be encouraged 

at home and in school to be open-minded and curious.  
 

 Education is a life-long experience and does not begin or end in school. Endeavours to build 

tolerance through education will not succeed unless they reach all age groups, and take place 

everywhere: at home, in schools, in the workplace, in law-enforcement and legal training, and not 

least in entertainment and on the information highways. 

 

3. Fighting intolerance requires access to information:  
 

Intolerance is most dangerous when it is exploited to fulfil the political and territorial ambitions of an 

individual or groups of individuals. Hatemongers often begin by identifying the public's tolerance 

threshold. They then develop fallacious arguments, lie with statistics and manipulate public opinion 

with misinformation and prejudice. The most efficient way to limit the influence of hatemongers is to 

develop policies that generate and promote press freedom and press pluralism, in order to allow the 

public to differentiate between facts and opinions. 

 

4. Fighting intolerance requires individual awareness: 
 

Intolerance in a society is the sum-total of the intolerance of its individual members. Bigotry, 

stereotyping, stigmatizing, insults and racial jokes are examples of individual expressions of 

intolerance to which some people are subjected daily. Intolerance breeds intolerance. It leaves its 

victims in pursuit of revenge. In order to fight intolerance individuals should become aware of the 

link between their behaviour and the vicious cycle of mistrust and violence in society. Each one of us 

should begin by asking: am I a tolerant person? Do I stereotype people? Do I reject those who are 

different from me? Do I blame my problems on 'them'? 
 

5. Fighting intolerance requires local solutions:  
 

Many people know that tomorrow's problems will be increasingly global but few realize that solutions 

to global problems are mainly local, even individual. When confronted with an escalation of 

intolerance around us, we must not wait for governments and institutions to act alone. We are all part 

of the solution. We should not feel powerless for we actually possess an enormous capacity to wield 

power. Non-violent action is a way of using that power - the power of people. The tools of non-

violent action - putting a group together to confront a problem, to organize a grassroots network, to 

demonstrate solidarity with victims of intolerance, to discredit hateful propaganda - are available to all 

those who want to put an end to intolerance, violence and hatred. 
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Keynote Speech - Dr Helen Watchirs, ACT Human Rights and Discrimination 

Commissioner  
 

Good evening and thank you Dean Sahu Khan, Chair of The Canberra Interfaith Forum for the Invitation 

to speak. Thanks also to Rod Little for his warm Welcome to Country. I too would like to acknowledge the 

traditional owners of the land on which we meet today, the Ngunnawal people. I respect their continuing 

culture (the oldest in the world at about 40,000 years) and the contribution they make to the life of our city 

Canberra and the ACT region. I pay my respect to elders, past, present and future who may be attending 

tonight’s event.  
 

Today on this very important UN International Day of Tolerance the HRC launched Diversity Goes with Our 

Territory – it is timely with the horrific recent mass murders in Paris and Beirut, and a small scale tragedy at 

home in Parramatta. It actually felt useful that we had a helpful contribution to influence Canberra’s positive 

reaction to global terrorism. Diversity Goes with Our Territory is an exciting new social media campaign about 

‘accepting and respecting each other’s differences, and in doing so, creating a supportive community’ (in the 

words of our Muslim sports champion Bianca Elmir). It’s a tool to help stop racism and religious prejudice, 

which are not common occurrences in our vibrant multicultural community. Canberra is an inclusive, 

compassionate and harmonious community with a proud human rights culture – we have an above average 

level of education and there is no excuse to be racist out of ignorance, or intolerant about multiculturalism 

and different faiths. However, we cannot be complacent and our strength in diversity needs to be affirmed 

and celebrated through vigilance and not submitting to terrorism (Canberra is better than that). I want people 

to be empowered to stand up against racism and intolerance – we don’t want to see the Canberra Islamic 

Centre attacked again like last year, but heartened that community pulled together and helped clean up. 

 

“Diversity Goes with our Territory”  is a partnership between the ACT Human Rights Commission, and 

community stakeholders, Community Services Directorate (old ACT Office for Multicultural Affairs), Justice 

and Community Safety Directorate, and ACT Police. The campaign was influenced by Humans of New 

York, and more recently the Women of Canberra project developed by the Women’s Centre for Health 

Matters (now displayed at Tuggeranong Arts Centre). It promotes ordinary dialogue and normal interaction 

between people, led by champions, who have not let their stories be untold to heighten awareness of 

diversity [‘Don’t Let Your Story Go Untold’ postcard! ] There are many sets of two postcards circulating in the 

audience of Bianca Elmir and Francis Owusu for you to keep and distribute. 

 

Who are our 12+ Champions?  

 Bianca Elmir – born in Lebanon, female Muslim boxer training for the Brazil Olympics, (won Gold 

in Bulgaria) -  ‘don’t stress the differences but the commonalities between us all and regard the 

differences as enriching not conflictual’; 

 Francis Owusu – his parents are from Ghana, ‘dancer/teacher/mentor’ founder of charity Kulture 

Break - ‘the more we celebrate, the more we see what unites us, not what separates us’; 

 Diana Abdel-Rahman – born in Brisbane, Muslim chair of Canberra Multicultural Forum, 

Australian Muslim Voice, and runs Radio Ramadan; 

 Omar Musa – Malaysian-Australian poet, writer, performer: ‘not rigid idea of identity – more 

interested in fluid identities living on the hyphen’; 

 Kelli Coles – curator ATSI art at the Australian National Gallery. Her cultural heritage has ‘given me 

the capacity and strength to embrace difference’ and Utopia is ‘the acceptance and understanding of 

differences and diversity being the accepted norm’ 

 Rod Little – ex-chair ACT ATSI Elected Body and co-Chair of National Congress; 
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 Russell Taylor AM, CEO of Australian Institute of ATSI Studies (AITSIS); 

 Nic Manikis – Greek parentage, Director of Community Participation CSD; 

 Shan Gunawardena – young Muslim leader from Bluestar Intercultural Centre; 

 Karen Middleton political journalist (ex-SBS);  

 Lauren Jackson basketballer; and  

 David Morrison ex-army chief, ACT Australian of the Year 2016. It is important to include majority 

leaders to stand up, to challenge racism and stand together as equals with all champions. Research 

shows that racists are more likely to listen to mainstream opinion influencers. 

In Canberra 48% of us have a parent who was born overseas and 28.6% ourselves were born overseas – 

18% of people speak a language other than English at home. The ACT has discrimination and vilification 

laws (publicly incite hatred towards person/s that is likely to offend, insult, humiliate or intimidate) that 

provide mechanisms to protect against racism by enabling complaints to the HR Commission. The Human 

Rights Act protects freedom of religion, but with provision for reasonable limitations so as not to harm 

others’ human rights, including freedom of speech, association, and equality before the law. We only know 

what’s happening in the community by our contacts, particularly NGOs, media, and people who make 

complaints. Today we are making it possible for people to report incidents anonymously. The areas where 

racism and religious discrimination can arise are wide: employment; goods and services (eg shops); access to 

premises (eg nightclubs); housing; education; and unlawful advertising.  
 

The Diversity Goes with Our Territory campaign focus is initially on the protected attributes of race and religion 

– it is intended to extend later to other attributes of disability, gender, sexuality, gender identity etc. I hope 

that this campaign captures what makes Canberra and Australia a great place for us and our children to live, 

in trust and hope, not hate and fear. I hope to see it everywhere in future eg car licence plates. You can 

follow our Twitter @ACTHumanRights) and website, http://diversity.hrc.act.gov.au/ Spread the word on 

social media using hashtag #diversitygoeswith to add your story to social media (Facebook, or Instagram) 

– some suggestions are: celebration; strength; family; identity. I like ‘neighbours’ as a theme personally as I 

grew up in Western Sydney at Guildford next door to Villawood, which was a migrant hostel then rather 

than Detention Centre, and we had neighbours from Vietnam and Lebanon. Here in Canberra our 

neighbours have been from India (Deakin), Russia (Red Hill), and Argentina (Narrabundah). I was 

concerned about the media’s diversion to Swedish company Ikea’s opening at 9.30am in Fyshwick, but we 

filled the Legislative Assembly’s Reception Room with 130 people at 1pm this afternoon. Media of course 

will naturally focus on Ikea, but we did interviews with the Canberra Times, ABC radio, WIN TV, The 

Canberra and Canberra Weekly magazines which I expect will be published. 

 

I feel strongly about equality and treating people with respect and dignity, irrespective of background – 

prejudice unfairly blocks peoples’ opportunities and are mostly irrelevant. My parents were prevented from 

attending High School during the Depression and I benefitted from four free Uni degrees, despite growing 

up in a house with less than fifty books as my mother was a widow pensioner – education is a ladder of 

success under the Australian concept of a Fair Go. I hope that I have inspired my daughters and others to 

develop a strong sense of themselves – to know and be the person they are, and not be restricted by 

gender/other stereotypes, to build resilience, and to have the freedom to dream and realise our potential. 

Human rights laws and culture that we have progressively created in the ACT can extend this dream to 

everyone, not just a few.  

 

In an ideal world we would have no need for a Human Rights Commission, as our mandate legislation, the 

Human Rights Act 2004 and Discrimination Act 1991, would be self-enforcing. Tribunals and courts, DPP, and 

http://diversity.hrc.act.gov.au/
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Legal Aid would be so generously funded so there would be few delays in the delivery of justice, and 

community legal centres and advocacy bodies would also be well-funded to ensure accessible justice. Our 

entrenched human rights culture, well-funded social services under a Justice Reinvestment pilot, and anti-

recidivism (‘Throughcare’) work would mean that Bimberi was empty and the Alexander Maconochie Centre 

would be half-full at most, and world class models for human rights compliance. 
 

Human rights by their very nature are transboundary values, with the concepts of human dignity and equality 

being found in all culture and traditions. I think that the Australian culture of a ‘fair go’ means that everyone 

believes in tolerance, compassion, mercy, generosity, kindness, respect and fairness. We argue about what 

the name ‘human rights’ means (using terms such as equity, diversity, or ethics to make them less 

threatening). We also argue about the mechanisms of how human rights protections should be implemented. 

I believe that this should be a non-partisan issue, above politics, eg anti-discrimination laws beginning with 

the Federal Race Discrimination Act 1975 (celebrating 40 years of operation) and the Anti-Discrimination Act, 

1977 in NSW. We recently witnessed an attempt to water down racial hatred at the Federal level, but 

grassroots communities including the Jewish community were successful in keeping our law strong, despite 

attempts by journalists like Andrew Bolte in Melbourne.  

The ACT Human Rights Act 2004 is 11.5 years old in what I like to call our ACT human rights ‘oasis’. The 

Act attempts to ensure that human rights are daily considered in detail, early and throughout legislative and 

policy/program reform. The Act’s focus is on the front end of law making rather than being litigation 

driven, [invoked in about 250 cases, mostly criminal]. The impact is more pronounced in developing 

policy/law - central ACT Government action is performed in the Cabinet process, and community 

consultation, which stimulate debate about whether to amend or repeal human rights inconsistent legislation. 

Human rights given legislative force may be reasonably limited by Government in some circumstances using 

a proportionality test, except for absolute rights, like the prohibition on torture.  Over time human rights 

have infused public debate, influenced public attitudes, shaped legislation and improved the conduct of 

service providers - the vision of a human rights culture has gradually been woven into the fabric of law and 

society. There has been better debate of laws regarding, for example, anti-terrorism, discrimination, mental 

health, guardianship and crime. 

Proposed amendments to the Human Rights Act (presented to LA on 26 March) to expand the existing 

cultural minorities right to specifically include ATSI cultures in s.27(2), like s19(2) Victorian Charter 2006. 

The Bill introduced in March was referred to LA Committee on Justice and Community Safety, but a recent 

report has recommended that Bill be passed. The Bill is consistent with Rec 3 of Report of Expert Panel on 

Constitutional Recognition of Indigenous Australians: by acknowledging relationship Aboriginal Torres Strait 

Islander people with traditional laws and waters, and respect continuing cultures, languages, and heritage.  

On 9 December our International Human Rights Day lunch at CMAG will have an indigenous rights theme 

with partner Amnesty International. 

 

In conclusion I am optimistic that Australian society has come a long way in 50 years with more tolerant 

social change: bystanders intervene in racial/religious discrimination or vilification; better treatment of 

minority groups (e.g. gays), people with disabilities (e.g. NDIS); language more careful and respectful (e.g. 

‘impairment’ is now called ‘disability’); more awareness of sexual harassment (e.g. public sector is strongly 

protective); and there is growing general interest in fostering inter-faith dialogue. We still have a great deal of 

work in our treatment of asylum seekers and Aboriginal people who suffer a huge gap in health and social 

outcomes and over-representation in criminal justice system. Our local, national, and international faiths and 

cultures need to make human rights a central feature, so that together we live and support each other’s lives 

of dignity and value. Thank you for listening! 
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Presentations by Faith representatives 
 

Mr Jason Court - Bahá’í Representative 
 

My comments centred around the concept of Unity in Diversity and I used the Orchestra as an analogy for 

the human race - with the point that while each part of the orchestra by itself was beautiful - the woodwinds, 

percussion, strings, brass, it is only when they perform in harmony, with each of the unique and different 

components acting in sync and harmony with the rest, that the magical sounds of the orchestra materialize 

and the result is greater than the sum of the parts. So we as humans must go beyond just respecting the 

different and diverse elements of humanity. We must embrace and engage in harmony with them, so that 

like the orchestra, we as one humanity can prosper more fully than we can as disconnected parts. We can be 

greater than the sum of our parts.  

 

“They that are endued with sincerity and faithfulness should associate with all the peoples 
and kindreds of the earth with joy and radiance, inasmuch as consorting with people hath 
promoted and will continue to promote unity and concord, which in turn are conducive to the 
maintenance of order in the world and to the regeneration of nations...The well-being of 
mankind, its peace and security are unattainable unless and until its unity is firmly 
established.”  - Bahá’u’lláh 

 

 
 

Venerable Tenpa Bejanke - Buddhist Representative  
 

For a Buddhist, the practice of tolerance springs from the recognition that the spiritual requirements of 

human beings are so vastly diverse that they cannot be encompassed by any single teaching. And while a 

follower of the Buddha’s dharma might disagree with some of the belief structures of other religions, we 

acknowledge that the spiritual needs of humanity will naturally find expression in a wide variety of religious 

forms and practices.  

 

Buddhism recognises the value of religious tolerance, and this is a tolerance that cultivates the capacity to 

appreciate that even though our communities do have some very real and fundamental differences, we still 

harbour a deep respect for the rights of those who follow a different set of beliefs. We offer a heartfelt 

acknowledgement that understands that all religious communities aim to work within standards that 

promote and validate spiritual development as well as the harmonious integration of human beings with 

each other and with the world. 

 

Tolerance can, at times, have an unpleasant meaning or undertone. We might tolerate our situation in a 

grudging manner, or we are tolerant and yet still harbour resentment of differing views. True tolerance 

however, needs to be an expression of goodwill, tolerance expressed in such a manner is viewed as a virtue 

that conveys the wish for all to live in friendship with others in all their diversity.  

 

By maintaining the Buddhist practices of mindfulness and equanimity, we encourage within ourselves 

understanding, friendliness and an attitude of loving-kindness towards all that is diverse and difficult. Our 

humility and goodwill towards all can transform an ordinary moment of tolerance into an extraordinary 

moment of acceptance that transcends conflict, dissent and indifference. It is metta that is the practice of 

loving-kindness and ahimsa the practice of non-harm that encourages us to overcome our own biases so that 

we become good neighbours and friends to all who enter and live in not only our close community but also 

the wider world. 
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Rev Chris Lockley - Christian Representative  
 

The spectrum of Christianity, as with all religions, includes people who appear intolerant of any difference 
to those without any borders to their tolerance. 
 

I do not speak for all, as I am but one part of the whole, by instead letting the words of Jesus, speak for 
themselves for it is He whom Christians follow. 
 

Jesus said 
 

“You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, and all your 
strength.  The second is equally important: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.  No other 
commandment is great than these.”         Mark 12: 30-31. 

 

Christians are called to go beyond tolerance of others to loving our neighbour, even if that neighbour is our 
enemy.  The essence of Christianity is love. 
 
Christians fail, like all people fail.  And we must repent of our lack of love and tolerance when we fail and 
seek forgiveness through Jesus Christ. 
 

Then, pick ourselves up and begin again.  In a perfect world our love would define us, not the wrong doing 
and intolerance of some.   
 

 am reminded of a poster outside a church which reads: “DON’T LET CHRISTIANS PUT YOU OFF 
JESUS”.  
 

Those words remind me of the car sticker I once saw: “I don’t mind God, it’s his fan club I have problems 
with.” 
 

I don’t pretend to represent the Christian perspective on tolerance. I simply present a Christian voice 
reflecting on the subject – recognising that our many Christian traditions have a long history of intolerance 
towards each other, let alone other religious traditions. Indeed, much of the social intolerance that is arising in 
our country at the moment – as we see with the dangerous anti-halal and anti-Islamic movements – holds 
up what is believed to be a heritage of a “Christian” Australia to justify its intolerance. To our shame, there 
are extremist, intolerant Christians involved in such movements. However, I see nothing in them that 
resembles the Christ of the Gospels. 
 

When I study the core teachings of our founding teacher, Jesus, the peasant preacher of Palestine, I find 
quite a different picture – of one who challenged religious exclusivism, and even recognised it within 
himself, honestly confronting his own socially received prejudices, and crossing those boundaries to be 
more inclusive. 
 

In one sense, tolerance is the bare minimum of what we would hope for in a society that is civil – in 
everything that word entails. From tolerance we can build understanding, and hopefully from understanding, 
appreciation of the other can emerge. And from that, true acceptance. 
 

At a personal level, my wife and I live this out every day in our marriage. My wife is not Christian, but 
follows another spiritual path. Some find that difficult to understand. What we have found is that in 
understanding each other’s different spiritual tradition, in learning to appreciate the truth and beauty in each 
other’s story, we do not find our own belief threatened or diminished, but rather, enhanced. Discerning 
God in each other’s path strengthens our appreciation of our own path. I frequently tell my congregations 
that if they have found one of my sermons helpful, it’s probably because I have bounced my ideas off my 
wife, and her particular perspective has opened up my thinking. 
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I am glad to be part of this Inter-Faith Forum. It is, I believe, a crucial voice in the movement towards 
building greater tolerance and respect in our community, and ultimately building a more peaceful society. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Mr Arvind Gupta - Hindu Representative 

 

122 years ago at the First World Parliament of Religions in Chicago, Swami Vivekananda made his famous 

farewell remarks:  
 

“..  I fervently hope that the bell that tolled this morning in honour of this convention may be the 

death-knell of all fanaticism, of all persecutions with the sword or with the pen, and of all 

uncharitable feelings between persons wending their way to the same goal. “Holiness, purity and 

charity are not the exclusive possessions of any one in the world, and that every system has 

produced men and women of the most exalted character.” 
 

The Hindu theory of tolerance is grounded in, and is determined by, four beliefs which have played and 

continue to play an important part in Hindu thought.  

 

First, primacy of conduct:  Hindus hold that the ethical quality of life and not a body of dogmas lies at the 

heart of religion, and matters most. Religion represents a way of life, and is to be judged by the kind of life it 

inspires. 

 

Second, a dharmic view of morality:  The ethically acceptable life is one lived according to dharma or a set 

of moral duties. Dharma is divided into two types: sadharana dharma or universally binding duties such as 

telling the truth, non-injury to other living beings, non-stealing, purity, freedom from envy and control of 

passions, and varnashrama dharma or the duties pertaining to one’s stage in life. 

 

Third, individual uniqueness:  For Hindus, every individual is the ultimate architect of his life and must 

work out his salvation himself. 

 

Fourth, religious pluralism:  For the Hindus the ultimate reality is infinite and cannot by definition be 

grasped in its totality by the finite human mind. All religions grasp some aspects of it and miss out others. 

 

Ram Swarup, an Indian thinker puts the matter eloquently this way:  
 

“In the spiritual realm there are two categories: God and your neighbour. And correspondingly 

there are two ways of looking at them: you could look at God through your neighbour or at the 

neighbour through your God. In the first approach, you will think that if your neighbour has the 

same needs and constitution and impulses as you have, then his God, in whatever way he is 

worshiped and by whatever name he is called, must mean the same to him as your God means to 

you. In short, if your neighbour is as good as you are, his God also must be as good as yours.”  
 

But if you look at your neighbour through your God, then it leads to an entirely different outlook. Then you 

say that if your God is good enough for you, it should be good enough for your neighbour too. And if your 
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neighbour is not worshiping the same God in the same way, it will lead to conflicts based on a sense of 

superiority or exclusivity. 

 

The first approach promotes tolerance, though it gives plurality of Gods and varieties of modes in worship. 

The other approach gives one God and one mode of worship, but breeds intolerance. (The Word as 

Revelation: Names of Gods, 1980)” 

 

Every method of spiritual growth and worship is worthy of respect. Hinduism has much to contribute to a 

pluralistic global system that is peaceful and compassionate. In the words of Dr. Radhakrishnan, the 

philosopher President of India (1962-67):   

 

“What counts is not creed but conduct. Religion is not correct belief but righteous living. The Hindu view that 

every method of spiritual growth, every path to the Truth is worthy of reverence has much to commend itself.” 

- - The Hindu View of Life, 1962. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen. What is tolerance? 

 

In one sense, tolerance means bearing with the disagreeable and the unacceptable. This is negative tolerance. It 

means you dislike or disagree with something but you put up with it for one reason or the other. That reason 

may be personal, professional, social, economic, legal or statutory. 

 

Technically, this is not tolerance, but a pretence of tolerance. Your heart and soul are not in it, but mentally 

you resign yourself to accept it. You put up with it out of fear or under duress. This is tolerance for many 

people. 

 

However, there is another kind of tolerance, which is very positive and divine. It is accepting and respecting 

wilfully the differences that exist in the world as part of God's creation and diversity. It is acknowledging and 

respecting the subtle nuances and the rich diversity we perceive in God's creation, without being disturbed by 

them or abandoning our own. It is acknowledging the rights of others to live according to their choices and 

preferences while respecting our own. It is honouring the ultimate truth that God is all and all are God's 

numerous manifestations and each aspect of His creation is as sacred and important as ourselves. This kind of 

tolerance is true tolerance in letter and spirit, which arises from your convictions, beliefs, knowledge, vision, 

understanding, empathy and compassion. 

 

It is this kind of tolerance, indeed ‘acceptance’ that Hinduism promotes as an essential part of its 

philosophy and practice. 
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Mrs Saleha Sahu Khan – Muslim Representative 
 

“And who is better in speech than one who calls to Allah and does good, and says: I am surely of 

those who submit (to Allah)? And good and evil are not alike. Repel evil by what is better, when lo! 

he between whom and you is enmity would be as if he were a warm friend. And none is granted it 

(this quality) but those who are patient, and none is granted it but the owner of a mighty good 

fortune.” — The Holy Qur’an: Chapter 41 verses 33–35  

 

“Bear patiently what they say.”.  Chapter 20 verse130 

 

1. Demonstrate tolerance by well mannered speech, not force;  

2. Set examples by doing good deeds, rather than merely preaching your faith; 

3. Emphasising that good and evil are not the same; 

4. Returning the evil done to you by your opponents with good, will not only be a manifestation of practical 

tolerance but will also win the heart of your opponent, and your enemy will become your warm friend. 

5. Exercise of tolerance and patience is the only way to achieve success in bringing about peace and harmony 

with people of different faiths.  

6. Exercise of patience is tolerance. 
 
 
 

 

Mr Harry Oppermann - Jewish Representative 
 

When speaking on other occasions about relationships I’ve pointed out that a relationship between two 

people who only tolerate one another cannot be said to be close enough to endure. 

 

At the One Canberra conference in 2014 former ACT Multicultural affairs Minister John Hargreaves asked 

the audience for a better word than ‘Tolerance’. I responded with a phrase from the writings of Rabbi 

Professor Jonathan Sacks: “Respect for the dignity of difference”. Mutual respect is without doubt an 

advance on tolerance. The Jewish position is that “the Righteous of the Nations all have a place in the 

World to Come.  This is a principle of Inclusivity not Exclusivity.  

 

There is an interesting principle in Jewish Teachings known as Derech Eretz Kadma l’Torah: That human 

decency and humaneness – “proper mannered behaviour, i.e. to be the exemplary person that is truly a 

reflection of the Creator”, even precedes and indeed are a prerequisite for, the study of the teachings of the 

Divine Word - Torah.  

 

The attributes of Hospitality, Visiting the Sick, part of the commandments of Loving Kindness, are 

examples of the behaviour of our forefather Abraham. 
 

So you see Judaism goes far in advance of ‘Tolerance’ : 

Judaism teaches Love and Loving Kindness - To Love G-d – and humans are created in the Image of 

G-d. To be loving to our neighbour as to oneself   These are part of the Ten Commandments as is the 

following: To Love and protect the stranger as oneself. On this last point it is worth expanding on this 

teaching in terms of what is happening to refugee children in detention centres today. 
 

The Talmud (Oral Law) mentions that the precept to love, or not to oppress the stranger, occurs 36 times 

throughout the Jewish teachings (Torah/Pentateuch).  The Rabbis explain that: “nothing should be done to  
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annoy or injure the stranger, or even by word to offend their feelings”. “The fact that someone is a stranger 

should in no way justify treatment other than that enjoyed by brethren in race.” 

 

Rabbi Hermann Cohen (19thC Germany) expounded on this verse saying: “This law of shielding the alien 

from all wrong is of vital significance in the history of religion. With it alone true Religion begins. The 

alien was to be protected, not because he was a member of one’s family, clan, religious community, or 

people; but because he was a human being. In the alien, therefore, humans discovered the idea of 

humanity. 

 

To Love and pursue Peace: This links to the Aaronic blessing adopted by other Abrahamic faiths as well 

and is replicated in the words of the Prophet Micah ‘To act justly, to love mercy and to walk humbly with 

your G-d.’ for Peace is difficult to achieve if not impossible, in the absence of justice and mercy. And 

humility predisposes to respect for the ‘other’. 

 

And finally the famous aphorism of Rabbi Hillel (from the Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 31a) and is expressed 

purposefully in the negative form of “Love Your Neighbour as Yourself (from Leviticus 19:18) in the 

Jewish faith which a few months ago celebrated the start of the year 5776. It is told that a man came to two 

Rabbis, Shammai and Hillel, and requested them to convert him standing on one leg. Shammai waved him 

away but Hillel said: “That which is despicable to you, do not do to your fellow; this is the 

whole Torah, and the rest is commentary; go and learn it!”  

 

This aphorism sets out the minimalist behaviour necessary for human society in survive, with the hope that 

further study of the Divine Word may lead this man to a deeper understanding of Love and Loving 

Kindness and the deeper meanings of “To Love G-d”. 
 

 
 

 

Ms Doreen Cope - The Religious Society of Friends/Quakers Representative 
  

The Religious Society first emerged in England in the mid 1600's as an offshoot of the Protestant Christian 

movement. Early in their history, the Friends developed a Peace Testimony which was presented to King 

Charles II in 1660. It is not a creed, nor a set of rules. It involves bearing witness to the fact that Peace is of 

primary importance and connected to every part of out lives. It is rooted in Tolerance. 

 

On the one hand, the Peace Testimony opposes war and fighting with weapons as a means of solving conflict. 

On the other, it is committed to identifying and actively removing social injustices, intolerance and other 

factors that contribute to conflict. At the centre of this Testimony, is the acknowledgement by Friends that 

there is something of God or the Divine Spirit in each person. Ideally, this involves an appeal to love and 

goodness in ourselves and others. It is not to ignore the existence of evil but is a recognition that the spiritual 

weapons of truth and non-violence can foster tolerance and healing. 

 

Living out this witness is not easy as it involves a conscious effort every day in every part of our lives - in our 

work, at home and in public life.  

 

There are a number of other important testimonies that complement the Peace Testimony - Simplicity, 

Equality, Integrity and care of the Environment. All of these support the ideal and practice of Tolerance. 
 

https://www.theologyofwork.org/old-testament/leviticus-and-work/holiness-leviticus-1727/loving-your-neighbor-as-yourself-leviticus-191718/
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/The_Written_Law.html
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Mr Taranjot Singh – Sikh Representative 
 

I am going to share a story of a battlefield, which is very relevant to today's event: UN International Day for 

Tolerance. But before I start this story, there is something that I must clarify. Sikhs always condemned war 

to attain power or personal wealth but when war is imposed or the weaker are being oppressed, Sikhs have 

been taught to be saints first, and also soldiers if the need arises. 
 

This is a story of Bhai Kanhaiya Ji (Bhai and Ji are used as matter of respect). He used to serve water to the 

thirsty during unavoidable battles. During the battle of Anandpur Saheb in 1704, as per his normal duty he 

was serving water to the wounded soldiers. But not only had he quenched the thirst of his people but also 

the enemy soldiers. One of the soldiers saw this and raised a complaint to Guru Gobind Singh Ji (10th Guru 

of Sikhs) and started to wonder: ‘is he a friend or enemy who is helping the enemy soldiers to get better by 

serving them water?’ Guru Gobind Singh Ji asked Bhai Kanhaiya, “Why were you serving water to the 

enemy?” Bhai Kanhaiya Ji replied, “I don’t see any enemy Guru Gobind Singh Ji, I see you in all of them, I 

am simply offering water to my Guru”. On this his response Guru Gobind Singh Ji was very impressed and 

instead of getting angry at him, He gave him ointment from his side and said, “next time when you serve 

them with water, also put ointment on their wounds indiscriminately from my side”. 
 

This is a pure example of benevolence and compassion that are embedded in the very concept of Sikhism 

which takes tolerance to a different level where a human is capable of experiencing the Light of the 

Almighty in all of His Creations. 

 

 
 

Mr Paul Taylor - Sukyo Mahikari Representative 
 

We learn that the realm of spirit is a realm of innermost attitude and thought. One of the secrets of the 

structure of the universe is that everything communicates through vibrations. Even though these vibrations are 

invisible to us, they are transmitted directly to the realm of divine spirits. 
 

The vibrations of one’s innermost attitude influence the spiritual realm at every moment. They accumulate and 

become either spiritual impurities or a cause for us to receive blessings from God. Negative vibrations from 

the heart, such as judgmental thoughts, hatred, and jealousy, reach unrighteous deities and develop into evil 

desires. On the contrary, when we love God, … and others, we develop an innermost attitude of altruistic love 

that enables us to harmonise with the will of the principal deities, (the gods of creation). 
 

If the number of people who are in harmony with God’s great love increases, spiritual waves of hatred and 

jealousy will cease to exist. This, in turn, will help bring about world peace. No matter how polite we may be 

on the surface, we will never be able to establish peace as long as our innermost attitude is one of enmity. 
 

We are practitioners of faith directed toward God. This means that we need to offer gratitude to God. When 

we have the desire to repay God for His blessings, the vibrations of that desire “fly” to the spiritual world, 

uniting God and humans. This is a miracle that will help realise a heavenly civilisation. It can be explained by 

the fact that the realm of spirit is a realm of innermost attitude and thought. 
 

Our practice of faith directed toward God can greatly change the world. In the realm of spirit, communication 

occurs through spiritual waves and the vibrations of innermost attitudes. This is a truly awe-inspiring thought. 
 

  



20 

 

Vote of Thanks- Ms Jayanti Gupta, Media/Publicity Secretary, CIF 
 

It gives me great pleasure to write this summary for the International Day for Tolerance event, as my proposal 

made last year that CIF should celebrate this day and include it in its calendar of events was unanimously adopted 

by all the committee members of CIF and every one pooled in to plan the event. 
 

Since the adoption of the Declaration, the International Day of Tolerance is observed annually on the 16th of 

November each year. The United Nations Secretary-General, Mr. Ban Ki-moon has said, "On the International 

Day of Tolerance, let us recognize the mounting threat posed by those who strive to divide, and let us 

pledge to forge a path defined by dialogue, social cohesion and mutual understanding." 
 

Indeed, in a much divided world of today, when religious sentiments are often seen at the core of conflict and 

human suffering, it is critical that the peoples of the world come to accept all religions for, in essence, all religions 

teach us to be ‘good’ and ‘respectful’ of each other. 
 

The concept of ‘Tolerance’, defined in Article 1 of United Nations Declaration on Tolerance contains six 

principles: 
 

“1.1 Tolerance is respect, acceptance and appreciation of the rich diversity of our world's cultures, our forms of 

expression and ways of being human. It is fostered by knowledge, openness, communication, and freedom of 

thought, conscience and belief. Tolerance is harmony in difference. It is not only a moral duty, it is also a political 

and legal requirement. Tolerance, the virtue that makes peace possible, contributes to the replacement of the 

culture of war by a culture of peace. 
 

1.2 Tolerance is not concession, condescension or indulgence. Tolerance is, above all, an active attitude prompted 

by recognition of the universal human rights and fundamental freedoms of others. In no circumstance can it be 

used to justify infringements of these fundamental values. Tolerance is to be exercised by individuals, groups and 

States. 
 

1.3 Tolerance is the responsibility that upholds human rights, pluralism (including cultural pluralism), democracy 

and the rule of law. It involves the rejection of dogmatism and absolutism and affirms the standards set out in 

international human rights instruments. 
 

1.4 Consistent with respect for human rights, the practice of tolerance does not mean toleration of social injustice 

or the abandonment or weakening of one's convictions. It means that one is free to adhere to one's own 

convictions and accepts that others adhere to theirs. It means accepting the fact that human beings, naturally 

diverse in their appearance, situation, speech, behaviour and values, have the right to live in peace and to be as 

they are. It also means that one’s views are not to be imposed on others.” 
 

The Canberra Interfaith Forum has to be lauded for taking the initiative on this issue. Several faiths presented, in a 

most succinct manner, the essence of their religion’s view on tolerance. The event was a huge success. It was well 

attended. If all of us took something away from the day’s events, it was a clear agreement that tolerance was a 

prerequisite for peace and understanding in the world. 
 

On behalf of the Canberra Interfaith Forum, I wish to acknowledge and thank Dr Helen Watchirs, ACT Human 

Rights and Discrimination Commissioner who delivered the Keynote address at the event. I wish to also 

acknowledge and thank Mr Rod Little, Co-Chair of the National Congress of Australia's First Peoples who 

focused our attention on the indigenous people of Australia. Thanks also to Mr Dean Sahu Khan, Chair of 

Canberra Interfaith Forum who introduced the day’s events and also managed it in its entirety ably supported by 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_rights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural_pluralism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rule_of_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_human_rights_instruments
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Dr Willie Senanayke Coordinating Secretary. I also wish to acknowledge and thank Minister Yvette Berry and the 

ACT Community Services Directorate. 

 

CIF profusely thanks the speakers at the event (mentioned here in no particular order): Mr Jason Court - Bahá'í 

representative; Venerable Tenpa Bejanke – Buddhist representative; Rev. Chris Lockley– Christian 

representative; Mr Arvind Gupta - Hindu representative;Mrs Saleha Sahu Khan - Muslim representative; Mr 

Harry Oppermann - Jewish representative; Ms Doreen Cope - Quakers representative; Mr Taranjot Singh - 

Sikh representative; and Mr Paul Taylor – Sukyo Mahikari representative. The presentations of these excellent 

speakers are contained in this publication and I have no doubt that you will gain from them as much as we did on 

the day itself. Finally, CIF thanks and acknowledges Mr. Amardeep, his wife, Mrs. Tanpreet Kaur, and brother, 

Mr. Jagdev Singh all of whom provided the much appreciated support in the logistics of organising the event 

including with catering and other activities.  

 

Thank you one and all. May peace and tolerance become a reality for all of us. 
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