Moderation as a way of life
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One considers moderation to be the cornerstone of a civilised society, and going to extremes over every small issue as a manifestation of lack of culture of tolerance and deficient upbringing. Besides norms of society, every major religion has stressed upon adoption of moderation in all its forms -- composure, fairness, self-control, temperance -- as the most desirable attribute of a devout believer. In fact, religion as a social institution is meant to cultivate discipline, self-control and justness among its followers. It is another matter that many a commandment of their faith is no longer honoured by a vast majority of people around the world. Undoubtedly, moderation, simplicity and the 'middle path' are the panacea of many ills afflicting humanity.

The strongest endorsement of this view is the exhortations of various religions. However, one was taken aback by the assertion of President Pervez Musharraf the other day, that his concept of enlightened moderation had nothing to do with religion. I beg to differ with this contention. He might be referring to 'enlightened moderation' as a distinct idea, different from 'moderation' which is endorsed by all civilised societies. If enlightened moderation is examined minutely, moderation and temperance cannot be achieved unless a person is enlightened about their merit.

The reason is simple. Humans, owing to hunger, desire, greed, anger, and the hurry to obtain their objectives, are prone to go to extremes. It was not without an evolutionary process, spanning millennia, that restraint and self-control were established as an instrument to make human society livable. However, people still try to transgress the limits determined by society, and take liberties with societal and religious norms whenever they get an opportunity. Adoption of moderation and restraint, therefore, is a result of the process of education, training, and experience of living in the society. That is what enlightenment is made of.

Although I take moderation as an attitude generated by enlightenment, Islam and most other religions also emphasise enlightenment and acquisition of knowledge as a highly desirable trait of men and women. The well-known hadith that one should seek knowledge even if one had to go to China is a reflection of the importance of knowledge, education and enlightenment in Islam.

Endorsement of the concept of Enlightened Moderation by Muslim countries at the OIC Kuala Lumpur Summit (2003), and its support in other Muslim communities should not surprise anybody. The negative comments about the idea within Pakistan were generated by quarters opposed to General Musharraf for various reasons -- especially his commitment to the War on Terror led by the United States. Everything that President Musharraf or the government of Pakistan do is promptly dubbed as an American initiative or specific dictation by Washington. Enlightenment as awareness and moderation, in spite of being fully backed by almost all religions of the world and plain logic, came under fire from the opposition -- especially the religious groups -- because 'enlightenment' was taken to be a "sinister effort to corrupt the people of a country created in the name of Islam". The same elements have been trying to portray General Musharraf as the leader of this effort. As a result, he had to declare that enlightened moderation was something different from religious thought or its myriad interpretation.

The real problem is with perception of enlightenment, since moderation in all its forms is an essential part of the life of a good human being -- whatever his or her faith. The Quran at a number of places mentions the merit of moderation pertaining to various aspects of life. The fifth Surah exhorts, '…….. transgress not. Allah loveth not transgressors' (V.87). Surah XVII states, 'Give the kinsman his due, and the needy, and the wayfarer, and squander not (thy wealth) in wantonness' (verse 26). The very next verse states, 'Lo! the squanderers were ever brothers of the devils, and the devil was ever an ingrate to his lord' (verse 27). Perhaps the clearest statement in favour of moderation appears in verse 29 of the same Surah, 'And let not thy hand be chained to thy neck nor open it with a complete opening, lest though sit down rebuked, denuded'. There are sayings about the merit of moderation in all our actions and thought. A hadith of the Holy Prophet (PBUH), states: 'He is not a believer whose excesses prevent his neighbour from living in peace' (Al Bukhari). Hazrat Ali (AS), the fourth Caliph of Islam had proclaimed, 'Blessed are the matters which are dealt by moderation'.

Other major religions of the world have invariably exhorted to adopt moderation and shun extremism. In fact any command for an individual to be simple, modest, just, kind, and loving means moderation. A famous saying of Lord Buddha states, 'The Buddha does not seek salvation in austerities but for that reason you must not think that he indulges in worldly pleasures. The Tathagata (Buddha) has found the Middle Path'. Christianity's emphasis on pervasive love for God and His creatures, care of the poor and providing service to humanity is summed up in leading a life in which extremism does not have any place. Hinduism, in its scheme of castes ascribes serenity, self-restraint, forgiveness, uprightness, besides religious austerity spiritual knowledge as the characteristics of the Brahmins -- the highest caste (Bhagawad Gita, XVIII). There is not an iota of immoderation or extremism in the functions of this ideal class. It proves that violence, selfishness, greed and tyranny are all contrary to pure religious teachings anywhere. Altruistic fights have been allowed but with the binding that minors, old and infirm, women and the civilians must be spared.

One considers moderation as the antidote to most ills of our society which are the product of wastage, unnecessary consumption, ostentation and immoderate behaviour in life. We are not even at the periphery of moderate behaviour as yet -- in any sphere of life. For example what about the appalling scheme of a major bank to switch to a new car at will through a bank loan. What a contribution to president's call for moderation, the divine stress on contentment and frugality, and savings for development!
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