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A bstract: The religious scholar Karen Armstrong advocates a concep-
tion of  religion that is at odds with many contemporary views on faith. 
Armstrong insists that true religiosity is not about faith in any articles 

of  belief, but is instead determined only by the centrality of  compassion. This 
paper analyzes Armstrong’s philosophy, particularly focusing on her response to 
the rise of  religious and secular fundamentalism, and the motivations behind the 
creation of  the Charter for Compassion, launched in 2009. Armstrong’s ideas 
are also compared with Singaporean perspectives on the role of  compassion in 
religion, as explicated by civil society leaders who have founded com.passion.
sg, a Singaporean network inspired by the Charter. This paper argues that Arm-
strong’s ideas on compassion, advanced in her works and manifest in her Charter 
for Compassion, offer a constructive ideological platform for Singaporean civil 
society organizations that seek to transcend religious differences and make posi-
tive social change. By incorporating material gleaned from personal interviews 
with the founders of  com.passion.sg, the paper explores the reasons for their 
interest in Armstrong’s philosophy and how the activities of  the network may 
UHÁHFW�KHU� LGHDV��)LQDOO\�� WKH�SDSHU�FRQVLGHUV�KRZ� IXWXUH�GHYHORSPHQWV� LQ� WKH�
Singaporean inter-religious landscape may be shaped by Armstrong’s idea that 
compassion can function as a unifying ethos to encourage cooperation between 
different faith communities.

Introduction

In the last decade, both religious fundamentalist ideas and anti-religious 
discourses have seen their own growth, gaining traction in an age often charac-
WHUL]HG�E\�YRFLIHURXV�LGHRORJLFDO�UKHWRULF�DQG�ULJLG�GRJPDWLVP��<HW�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�
scholar Karen Armstrong has insisted on treading a middle ground, advocating 
a conception of  religion in opposition to prevalent understandings of  the divine 
promoted by fundamentalist religionists and militant secularists alike. Religion, 
according to Armstrong, should not be about belief  in any particular faith-based 
doctrines, but should instead involve a whole-hearted devotion to the principle 
of  compassion. In keeping with this conception of  religion, Armstrong launched 
an international campaign called the Charter for Compassion (2009), intended to 

1



promote compassion, mutual respect, and harmony between peoples across the 
ZRUOG��$UPVWURQJ�ÀUVW�H[SUHVVHG�KHU�GHVLUH�WR�FUHDWH�DQG�SURSDJDWH�WKH�&KDUWHU�
when she won the TED Prize on February 28, 2008 (Charter for Compassion). As a 
document based upon the Golden Rule, the Charter seeks to transcend religious, 
LGHRORJLFDO�� DQG� QDWLRQDO� GLIIHUHQFHV�� ,W� ZDV� RIÀFLDOO\� XQYHLOHG� LQ�:DVKLQJWRQ�
D.C. on November 12, 2009, receiving the widespread support of  leading think-
ers, individuals, and organizations from various faith traditions, including the 
Dalai Lama and the Mufti of  Egypt (Charter for Compassion).

To understand the background of  the Charter, we may consider Arm-
strong’s personal life and career, which reveals her perseverance in the face of  
adversity, her skill in writing sensitively about religion, and her popular appeal as 
a campaigner for interfaith harmony. She spent seven years as a Roman Catholic 
nun in the 1960s, but left her teaching order to read English at St. Anne’s Col-
OHJH��2[IRUG�� LQ� ����� �$UPVWURQJ��Spiral Staircase 11). During the period, she 
had suffered from hallucinations and anorexia, and it was only years later that 
she was diagnosed with temporal lobe epilepsy, though she managed to adjust 
to life after receiving proper treatment (Armstrong, Spiral Staircase 246). Becom-
LQJ�D�IXOO�WLPH�ZULWHU�DQG�EURDGFDVWHU��VKH�YLVLWHG�-HUXVDOHP�WR�ÀOP�D�WHOHYLVLRQ�
documentary, and the experience sparked her interest in the other two Abraha-
PLF�IDLWKV�²�-XGDLVP�DQG�,VODP��$UPVWURQJ��Spiral Staircase ������+HU�UHVHDUFK�
RQ�WKHVH�IDLWKV�DQG�RWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQV�OHG�WR�KHU�ZULWLQJ�RI �RYHU�ÀIWHHQ�
books, including A History of  God (1993), Jerusalem: One City, Three Faiths (1996), 
biographies of  Muhammad (1991) and Buddha (2001), as well as two memoirs, 
Through the Narrow Gate (1982) and The Spiral Staircase (2004), about her religious 
life and her experiences after the convent respectively. In recent years, she has 
also written A Case for God (2009) and Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life (2010). 
Today, she remains a best-selling author whose work has been translated into 
forty languages (Armstrong, Spiral Staircase i), writing and lecturing extensively 
about religious issues and spiritual values, especially compassion (Armstrong, 
Twelve Steps 3). 

*LYHQ�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�WKDW�$UPVWURQJ�KDV�KDG��LW�LV�VXUSULVLQJ�WKDW�WKH�ZD\�
Armstrong’s philosophy may continue to shape perspectives about religion has 
hardly been studied. There have been short analyses of  Karen Armstrong’s in-
dividual works, such as the review by Frances Spalding on The Spiral Staircase, as 
well as those by Diarmaid MacCulloch and John Wilson on The Great Transforma-
tion (2006). The Economist provides a succinct review on The Case for God, com-
PHQWLQJ�WKDW�$UPVWURQJ�LV�D�´VXFFHVVIXO�DPEDVVDGRU�RI �UHOLJLRQ�LQ�D�JHQHUDOO\�LU-
UHOLJLRXV�DJHµ��Q��SDJ����<HW�WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�OLWWOH�DQDO\VLV�RI �$UPVWURQJ·V�UHOLJLRXV�
philosophy as a whole, and there has also been almost no research done on her 
Charter for Compassion. A study of  this nature is thus particularly worthwhile, 
JLYHQ�WKH�JURZLQJ�LQÁXHQFH�RI �WKH�&KDUWHU��ZKLFK�KDV�EHHQ�DIÀUPHG�E\�PRUH�
than 90,000 people around the world (Charter for Compassion).

We see a convergence of  Armstrong’s global perspective and the local con-
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text of  Singapore in the creation of  a Singaporean non-governmental network 
called com.passion.sg. By comparing the ideas advocated by Armstrong and those 
promoted by key civil society leaders who have promoted compassionate action, 
it is possible to analyze the local impact of  Armstrong’s ideas among civil society 
activists in Singapore. This paper argues that Armstrong’s ideas on compassion, 
advanced in her works and manifested in her Charter for Compassion, offer a 
constructive ideological platform for Singaporean civil society groups that seek 
to transcend religious differences and make positive social change. The Charter 
DQG�WKH�LGHDV�EHKLQG�LW�WKXV�VHUYH�WR�DUWLFXODWH��UHÁHFW��DQG�HFKR�WKH�YLHZSRLQWV�
on religion advanced by several Singaporean civil society leaders, suggesting that 
$UPVWURQJ·V�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI �IDLWK�PD\�FRQWLQXH�WR�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI �
interfaith advocates in the city-state.

Armstrong’s Philosophy

Armstrong derives inspiration from earlier religious thinkers who have 
contributed to the spiritual development of  humanity, particularly those from 
the period that the German philosopher Karl Jaspers has called the Axial Age 
(Armstrong, Great Transformation xii). From about 900 to 200 BCE, in four dis-
tinct regions, the majority of  the world’s religious traditions began laying their 
roots:1�&RQIXFLDQLVP�DQG�7DRLVP�LQ�&KLQD��+LQGXLVP�DQG�%XGGKLVP�LQ�,QGLD��
monotheism in Israel; and philosophical rationalism in Greece.2 This Axial Age 
appears to be foundational to her thought: she credits the sages of  the period 
DV�´VSLULWXDO�DQG�SKLORVRSKLFDO�JHQLXVHV�>ZKR@�SLRQHHUHG�DQ�HQWLUHO\�QHZ�NLQG�RI �
KXPDQ�H[SHULHQFHµ��Great Transformation xii), and she describes the Axial Age as 
D�WLPH�RI �´UHOLJLRXV�UHYROXWLRQ�WKDW�SURYHG�SLYRWDO�WR�WKH�VSLULWXDO�GHYHORSPHQW�
RI �KXPDQLW\µ� �Twelve Steps 26). According to Armstrong, despite the different 
historical and cultural circumstances of  the period, the Axial sages continue to 
speak to our current condition, and humanity has never surpassed the insights 
of  the Axial Age (Great Transformation xii). These insights may be summarized in 
WKUHH�SRLQWV��ÀUVW��WKH�XOWLPDWH�FHQWUDOLW\�RI �FRPSDVVLRQ��VHFRQG��WKH�ÀUP�UHMHF-
tion of  fundamentalism; and third, the perception of  religion as practice, and 
not belief.

(a) Centrality of  Compassion

7KH�ZRUG�¶FRPSDVVLRQ·�GHULYHV�IURP�WKH�/DWLQ�compassiǀnem, which in turn 
stems from the root words com��¶ZLWK·��DQG�pati��¶VXIIHULQJ·���¶FRPSDVVLRQ·��OED). 
Compassion is less about feeling sorry for people, and more about feeling with 
them; it is about sharing others’ sufferings by assisting them in bearing their 
EXUGHQV��$UPVWURQJ� DUWLFXODWHV� WKLV� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI � FRPSDVVLRQ�� GHÀQLQJ� LW�
DV�´DQ�DWWLWXGH�RI �SULQFLSOHG��FRQVLVWHQW�DOWUXLVPµ��Twelve Steps 6), and she high-
OLJKWV�LWV�YLWDO�UROH�LQ�WKH�FXOWLYDWLRQ�RI �VSLULWXDOLW\��´&RPSDVVLRQ�>���@�GHWKURQHV�
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the ego from the centre of  our lives and puts others there, breaking down the 
FDUDSDFH�RI �VHOÀVKQHVV� WKDW�KROGV�XV�EDFN�IURP�DQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI � WKH�VDFUHGµ�
(Spiral Staircase 331). Armstrong’s conception of  compassion is universal and 
all-encompassing; she suggests that her readers meditate upon an early Buddhist 
SRHP��´0D\�RXU� ORYLQJ� WKRXJKWV�ÀOO� WKH�ZKROH�ZRUOG�� DERYH��EHORZ�� DFURVV�²�
ZLWKRXW�OLPLW��RXU�ORYH�ZLOO�NQRZ�QR�REVWDFOHV�²�D�ERXQGOHVV�JRRGZLOO�WRZDUG�WKH�
ZKROH�ZRUOG��XQUHVWULFWHG��IUHH�RI �KDWUHG�RU�HQPLW\µ��6XWWD�1LSDWD������TWG��LQ�
Twelve Steps 150). Thus, in the attempt to move beyond the self, individuals can 
WUDQVFHQG�WKHLU�HJRWLVP�DQG�VHOÀVKQHVV��DOORZLQJ�IRU�DQ�HQKDQFHG�DZDUHQHVV�RI �
spiritual reality. Armstrong notes that while the sense of  compassion need not 
HQWDLO�IHHOLQJ�´HPRWLRQDO�WHQGHUQHVV�IRU�HYHU\ERG\µ��Great Transformation 398), it 
does demand individuals be helpful, loyal, and willing to render practical support 
WR� WKHLU� QHLJKERXUV�� 6LQFH� WRGD\� ´HYHU\ERG\� RQ� WKH� SODQHW� LV� RXU� QHLJKERXUµ�
(Great Transformation 398), it remains an imperative to maintain a compassionate 
spirit towards fellow human beings, particularly in a globalized age.

(b) Rejection of  Fundamentalism

)RU�$UPVWURQJ��¶IXQGDPHQWDOLVP·�GRHV�QRW�KDYH�D�SHUIHFW�GHÀQLWLRQ��EXW�
LW�LV�D�´XVHIXO�ODEHO�IRU�PRYHPHQWV�WKDW��GHVSLWH�WKHLU�GLIIHUHQFHV��EHDU�D�VWURQJ�
IDPLO\�UHVHPEODQFHµ��Battle for God x-xi). Common traits that characterize reli-
gious fundamentalist movements include a tendency to reduce their ideology 
WR�VSHFLÀF�¶IXQGDPHQWDOV�·�DQ�HPSKDVLV�RQ�WKH�LQFRPSDWLELOLW\�EHWZHHQ�VHFXODU�
and religious worldviews, and a fear of  annihilation in response to perceived 
threats (Armstrong, Battle for God 368). Armstrong criticizes fundamentalists for 
distorting the Axial traditions by accentuating the aggressive elements that have 
evolved over the centuries at the expense of  those espousing compassion and 
respect (Great Transformation� ������ 5HOLJLRXV� IXQGDPHQWDOLVWV� KDYH� ´WXUQHG� WKH�
mythos of  their religion into logosµ��$UPVWURQJ��Battle for God 366),3 and they have 
lost sight of  some of  the most sacred values of  faith either by maintaining that 
WKHLU�GRJPDV�FDQ�EH�SURYHQ�VFLHQWLÀFDOO\��RU�E\�GHEDVLQJ�WKHLU�LQKHULWHG�FRPSOH[�
mythology as a streamlined ideology.

$UPVWURQJ� VLPLODUO\� GLVDSSURYHV� RI � ´VHFXODU� IXQGDPHQWDOLVPµ� �Case for 
God�������DQG�VKH�LQGLFWV�WKH�´QHZ�DWKHLVWVµ��Case for God 290), including Richard 
'DZNLQV�� &KULVWRSKHU�+LWFKHQV� DQG� 6DP�+DUULV�� IRU� QRW� EHLQJ� ´WKHRORJLFDOO\�
OLWHUDWHµ��Case for God 293). The new atheists, according to Armstrong, disregard 
the religious mainstream when they depict religion simplistically as capable of  
RQO\� HYLO� DQG� ELJRWU\�� 7R� KHU�� FRQÁLFWV� DQG� SUREOHPV� DUH� OHVV� GXH� WR� UHOLJLRQ�
than to the greed, hatred and ignorance of  people who commit atrocities in the 
name of  faith (Case for God 293). Just as religious fundamentalism frequently 
misrepresents the tradition it claims to defend, the new atheists preach a gospel 
RI �JRGOHVVQHVV�ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�]HDO�DQG�LQWROHUDQFH�DV�WKHLU�RSSRQHQWV��6DP�+DU-
ULV�� IRU� LQVWDQFH�� IRUFHIXOO\�DVVHUWV� WKDW�´Most Muslims are utterly deranged by their 
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religious faithµ������KLV�LWDOLFV���,Q�UHVSRQVH�WR�VXFK�DUGHQW�DQWL�UHOLJLRXV�IHUYRXU��
Armstrong insists that the new atheists present an exaggerated image of  faith, 
QHJOHFWLQJ�LWV�LQFOXVLYH�DQG�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�DVSHFWV��WKHLU�DUJXPHQW�´HQWLUHO\�IDLOV�
to mention the concern for justice and compassion that, despite their undeniable 
IDLOLQJV��KDV�EHHQ�HVSRXVHG�E\�DOO�WKUHH�RI �WKH�PRQRWKHLVPVµ��Case for God 293). 
The problem with both religious and secular fundamentalists, as Armstrong ar-
JXHV��LV�WKDW�WKH\�ERWK�EHOLHYH�WKDW�´WKHUH�LV�RQO\�RQH�ZD\�RI �LQWHUSUHWLQJ�UHDOLW\µ�
(Case for God�������ZKLFK�OHDGV�WKHP�WR�LJQRUH�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�´WKH�¶RWKHU·�VLGH�PD\�
DOVR�KDYH�PHULWµ� �Case for God 309). In an embattled and polarized world, any 
GLYLVLYH�LGHRORJ\�²�ZKHWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�RU�VHFXODU�²�UHÁHFWV�WKH�LQWHOOHFWXDO�P\RSLD�
RI � LWV�DGKHUHQWV��JLYHQ�´WKH�FRPSOH[LW\�DQG�DPELJXLW\�RI �PRGHUQ�H[SHULHQFHµ�
(Armstrong, Case for God 293).

(c) Religion as Practice, Not Belief

For Armstrong, the crucial demand that religion should make upon indi-
viduals is not on what they believe, but how they behave; it is a transformative 
experience that changes individuals at a profound level. Armstrong appeals to 
the Axial Age thinkers to support this understanding of  faith, as for the Axial 
VDJHV��́ UHVSHFW�IRU�WKH�VDFUHG�ULJKWV�RI �DOO�EHLQJV�²�QRW�RUWKRGR[�EHOLHI �²�ZDV�UHOL-
JLRQµ��Great Transformation xiv). Religion thus requires orthopraxy, not orthodoxy 
(Armstrong, Spiral Staircase 267); right practice, not right belief. As Armstrong 
PHPRUDEO\�SXWV�LW��´5HOLJLRQ�LV�QRW�DERXW�DFFHSWLQJ�WZHQW\�LPSRVVLEOH�SURSRVL-
WLRQV�EHIRUH�EUHDNIDVW��EXW�DERXW�GRLQJ�WKLQJV�WKDW�FKDQJH�\RXµ��Spiral Staircase 
304). It is only after ethical behaviour is practised that individuals can encounter 
WKH�VDFUHG�SUHVHQFH�ZLWKLQ�²�D�SUHVHQFH�WKDW��DV�$UPVWURQJ�GHVFULEHV��́ PRQRWKH-
LVWV�FDOO�*RG��EXW�ZKLFK�RWKHUV�KDYH�FDOOHG�WKH�7DR��%UDKPDQ�RU�1LUYDQDµ��Spiral 
Staircase 328). Religious insight thus emerges on the condition that individuals 
practise a compassionate lifestyle, enabling them to be liberated from the prison 
of  selfhood.

In addition, Armstrong exhorts individuals to abandon what she describes 
DV� WKH� ´VWULGHQW� OXVW� IRU� FHUWDLQW\µ� �Case for God 276) which has characterized 
the modern age, as it is unrealistic and immature to expect religion to provide 
absolute certainty in their beliefs. The religious sages of  the Axial Age, as Arm-
VWURQJ�QRWLFHV��IRXQG�LW�´HVVHQWLDO�WR�TXHVWLRQ�HYHU\WKLQJ�DQG�WR�WHVW�DQ\�WHDFKLQJ�
HPSLULFDOO\µ� �Great Transformation�[LLL��²� LI � D�SDUWLFXODU� UHOLJLRXV�GRFWULQH�PDGH�
people kinder and more compassionate, it worked; but if  did not, it had to be 
discarded.4 Rather than blindly conforming to religious teachings, the Axial sages 
VHDUFKHG�IRU�WULHG�DQG�WUXH�PHWKRGV�WR�OLYH�D�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�OLIH��´/LNH�DQ\�VNLOO�µ�
$UPVWURQJ�PDLQWDLQV��´UHOLJLRQ�UHTXLUHV�SHUVHYHUDQFH��KDUG�ZRUN�DQG�GLVFLSOLQHµ�
(Case for God 4). Just as it is futile and ineffective to learn driving just by studying 
WKH�+LJKZD\�&RGH��LQGLYLGXDOV�PXVW�GLVFRYHU�UHOLJLRXV�LQVLJKWV�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV�E\�
translating doctrines into ethical action.
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Counter Arguments to Armstrong

While Armstrong’s arguments have received some support, there have 
also been criticisms of  her philosophy, as her ideas have been disparaged as 
RYHUO\�LGHDOLVWLF�DQG�WKXV�GLIÀFXOW�WR�DGRSW��7KH�ÀUVW�PDLQ�FRXQWHU�DUJXPHQW�LV�
WKDW�KHU�SRVLWLRQ�RI �XQLYHUVDOLVP�²�WKH�EHOLHI �WKDW�WKH�GLIIHUHQW�WHUPV�XVHG�E\�WKH�
$[LDO�VDJHV��OLNH�´¶*RG·��¶1LUYDQD·��¶%UDKPDQ·��RU�WKH�¶:D\·µ��$UPVWURQJ��Great 
Transformation�[LLL���GHVFULEH�WKH�VDPH�VDFUHG�UHDOLW\�²�LQYROYHV�DQ�RYHUVLPSOLÀFD-
tion and essentialization of  faith, failing to recognize the diversity and heteroge-
neity between various religions. Keith Johnson has criticized universalism on the 
JURXQGV�WKDW�IDLWKV�PDNH�´FRQWUDGLFWRU\�WUXWK�FODLPVµ�������DQG�DQ�DVVHUWLRQ�RI �
parity between faiths ignores their essential differences. For instance, Johnson 
FODLPV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�´YDVW�FKDVPµ������EHWZHHQ�PRQRWKHLVWLF�DQG�SRO\WKHLVWLF�
UHOLJLRQV��ZKHQ�-HZV�GHFODUH�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�RQO\�RQH�*RG�EXW�+LQGXV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�
WKHUH�DUH�PDQ\�JRGV��´RQH�RI �WKHP�PXVW�EH�ZURQJµ�������$UPVWURQJ·V�HPSKDVLV�
on the commonality between faiths thus seems to gloss over their different truth-
FODLPV��DV�WKH�´ODZV�RI �ORJLFµ��-RKQVRQ�����QHFHVVLWDWH�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ�WKDW�WKH�
validity of  a certain religion entails the fallaciousness of  others.

<HW�$UPVWURQJ� LV� IXOO\� DZDUH� RI � WKLV� FULWLFLVP�� VKH� KDV� DQWLFLSDWHG� WKDW�
some readers may regard her emphasis on compassion as a diversion from the 
essential question about the validity of  religious truth claims (Spiral Staircase 326). 
$UPVWURQJ�LQVLVWV�WKDW�KHU�SRVLWLRQ�´LV�QRW�WR�VD\��RI �FRXUVH��WKDW�DOO�IDLWKV�DUH�WKH�
VDPHµ��Case for God�������DQG�VKH�DFNQRZOHGJHV�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�´LPSRUWDQW�GLI-
IHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�%UDKPDQ��1LUYDQD��*RG�DQG�'DRµ��Case for God 306), but this 
does not mean that only one particular religious interpretation must be correct. 
Instead all religious language is necessarily limited in its capacity to articulate 
the nature of  the absolute. Religious thinkers of  various traditions, Armstrong 
REVHUYHV��KDYH�HQGHDYRXUHG�WR�H[SODLQ�WKDW�WKH�XOWLPDWH�´FDQQRW�EH�DGHTXDWHO\�
expressed in any theoretical system, however august, because it lies beyond the 
UHDFK�RI �ZRUGV�DQG�FRQFHSWVµ� �Case for God 307). Competing truth-claims are 
thus merely different linguistic expressions of  a Truth that is beyond language, 
and can be interpreted as contrasting lenses on the same reality. It seems that 
assigning an objective value to the truth-claims of  monotheism or polytheism 
is beside the point for Armstrong. As she points out, distinguished theologians 
of  various traditions have maintained that the divine is not a mere entity whose 
QDWXUH�FDQ�EH�GHÀQHG� LQ�REMHFWLYH� WHUPV� �Spiral Staircase 326). Any attempt to 
describe the elusive reality of  the absolute is merely one out of  many possible 
abstractions that are symbolic of  but do not manifest absolute truth.

A response to this argument may be that Armstrong suggests religious 
relativism, allowing one to adopt any conception of  God that suits the indi-
YLGXDO��EXW�VKH�KDV�DQRWKHU�UHMRLQGHU��2QH�FDQQRW�VLPSO\�EHOLHYH�ZKDW�RQH�ZDQWV�
about the divine, because a decisive test for the validity of  a religious doctrine is 
WKDW�´LW�PXVW�OHDG�GLUHFWO\�WR�SUDFWLFDO�FRPSDVVLRQµ��$UPVWURQJ��Spiral Staircase 
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������&RPSDVVLRQ�ZDV�WKH�´OLWPXV�WHVWµ��Spiral Staircase 328) for the Axial sages, 
who believed that if  a religious belief  compelled individuals to develop kindness 
and empathy, it was valid theology, whereas if  a doctrine led believers to become 
hostile or cruel towards others, it was demonstrably invalid (Armstrong, Spiral 
Staircase 328). Armstrong thus denounces the crusaders who slaughtered Mus-
OLPV�DQG�-HZV��WKH\�KDG�VXFFXPEHG�WR�LGRODWU\�E\�LPSRVLQJ�´WKHLU�RZQ�IHDU�DQG�
ORDWKLQJ�RQ�WR�D�GHLW\�ZKLFK�WKH\�KDG�FUHDWHG�LQ�WKHLU�RZQ�LPDJH�DQG�OLNHQHVVµ�
(Spiral Staircase� ������ %\� FRQWUDVW�� ´WKRXJKWIXO� -HZV�� &KULVWLDQV� DQG�0XVOLPVµ�
(Armstrong, Spiral Staircase 328) who commit themselves to the practice of  com-
SDVVLRQ��OLNH�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�RI �RWKHU�IDLWKV�ZKR�GR�WKH�VDPH��FDQ�H[SHULHQFH�´WKH�
WUDQVFHQGHQFH�WKDW�JLYHV�PHDQLQJ�WR�WKHLU�OLYHVµ��$UPVWURQJ��Case for God 308). 
For Armstrong, compassion is the benchmark by which religious believers may 
be judged, and the particular language used by individuals to describe the divine 
is less important than the actions they undertake which manifest their beliefs.

The second main argument made against Armstrong is that her call for 
compassion may be sound rhetoric, but it is too unrealistic given modern geo-
political realities. As articulated in a question raised during a lecture delivered by 
$UPVWURQJ��´7KHRU\�LV�JRRG��FRPSDVVLRQ�LV�JRRG�EXW�LI �VRPHRQH�NHHSV�NLOOLQJ�
RQH�RI �\RX��DQG�GRLQJ�LQMXVWLFHV�DJDLQVW�\RX��LV�LW�QRW�TXLWH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�EH�FRP-
SDVVLRQDWH"µ��08,6���6XFK�VHQWLPHQWV�ZHUH�DOVR�UHÁHFWHG�E\�DQRWKHU�DXGLHQFH�
PHPEHU� DW� WKH� VDPH� OHFWXUH��ZKR� DVNHG�� ´2Q�FRPSDVVLRQ�� GR� \RX� WKLQN� LW� LV�
SRVVLEOH� WR� VXFFHHG� LQ� WKH� FXUUHQW�ZRUOG�SROLWLFDO� VLWXDWLRQ"µ� �=DNLU�+����7KH�
concern is that the struggle for justice may demand bloodshed, and compassion 
might merely be a lofty ideal that can hardly be translated into reality.

Armstrong’s answer is to appeal to a wider perspective by considering 
the inadequacy of  alternative modes of  action other than compassion. As Arm-
VWURQJ�DUJXHV��FRPSDVVLRQ�LV�LQ�IDFW�́ WKH�RQO\�WKLQJ�WKDW�ZLOO�VXFFHHG�LQ�WKLV�PRG-
HUQ�SROLWLFDO� FRQWH[Wµ� �TWG�� LQ�=DNLU�+���� DV� VHOI�LQWHUHVW� DQG� VKRUW�WHUP�JRDOV�
RQO\�OHDG�WR�JUHDWHU�GLIÀFXOWLHV��$V�H[HPSOLÀHG�E\�ÀJXUHV�VXFK�DV�1HOVRQ�0DQ-
dela, Desmond Tutu or Mahatma Gandhi, non-violent campaigns were effective 
in achieving political reform. In any case, the problem with states or individuals 
employing non-compassionate approaches is that they result in the betrayal of  
WKH�YDOXHV�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�VXSSRVHG�WR�GHIHQG�²�$UPVWURQJ�SRLQWV�WR�$EX�*KUDLE�
and Guantanamo Bay as notorious examples of  torture and human rights vio-
lations (MUIS). Appealing to the Axial sages again to defend compassion, she 
REVHUYHV��´7KH�VDJHV�RI �WKH�$[LDO�$JH�GLG�QRW�FUHDWH�WKHLU�FRPSDVVLRQDWH�HWKLF�
in idyllic circumstances. Each tradition developed in societies like our own that 
ZHUH� WRUQ� DSDUW� E\� YLROHQFH� DQG�ZDUIDUH� DV� QHYHU� EHIRUHµ� �$UPVWURQJ��Great 
Transformation xiv). In other words, the Axial sages were not utopian dreamers 
who developed their ethics in ivory towers, but were actively responding to the 
violence of  their time, and nevertheless were convinced that compassion was 
not merely edifying rhetoric, but that it actually worked to transform society for 
the better. The challenge for religious believers then, according to Armstrong, 
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is how they can adapt the compassionate ethics of  the Axial Age to their own 
reality, translating them to a new cultural and religious context in a world scarred 
by injustice and aggression.

The Charter for Compassion

$UPVWURQJ·V�&KDUWHU�IRU�&RPSDVVLRQ��VHH�)LJ�����DUWLFXODWHV�DQG�UHÁHFWV�
key aspects of  her philosophy, establishing a way for religious discourses to be 
translated into an action-oriented campaign. Analyzing the text of  the Charter, it 
is evident that several of  Armstrong’s ideas are neatly encapsulated.5 According 
WR�WKH�&KDUWHU��FRPSDVVLRQ�LV�´DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI �DOO�UHOLJLRXV��HWKLFDO�DQG�VSLULWXDO�
WUDGLWLRQVµ��SDUD������DQG�WKH�*ROGHQ�5XOH�LV�HPEHGGHG�DV�DQ�XQGHUO\LQJ�UDWLR-
QDOH��7KH�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI �FRPSDVVLRQ��WKDW�LW�HQMRLQV�XV�WR�´GHWKURQH�RXUVHOYHV�
IURP�WKH�FHQWUH�RI �RXU�ZRUOG�DQG�SXW�DQRWKHU�WKHUHµ��SDUD������GLUHFWO\�HFKRHV�
LWV�GHÀQLWLRQ�LQ�$UPVWURQJ·V�The Spiral Staircase (331), while her exhortation to 
´UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�DQFLHQW�SULQFLSOH�WKDW�DQ\�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI �VFULSWXUH�WKDW�EUHHGV�
YLROHQFH��KDWUHG�RU�GLVGDLQ�LV�LOOHJLWLPDWHµ��SDUD�����LV�D�VFDUFHO\�YHLOHG�UHIHUHQFH�WR�
WKH�$[LDO�VDJHV�ZKR�SUHDFKHG�FRPSDVVLRQ�DQG�UHVSHFW��+HU�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI �´WKH�
HYLOV�FRPPLWWHG�LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI �UHOLJLRQµ��Case for God 292) is further mirrored 
LQ�WKH�&KDUWHU·V�DFNQRZOHGJHPHQW�WKDW�´ZH�KDYH�IDLOHG�WR�OLYH�FRPSDVVLRQDWHO\�
and that some have even increased the sum of  human misery in the name of  
UHOLJLRQµ��SDUD������DSSDUHQWO\�SUH�HPSWLQJ�DFFXVDWLRQV�PDGH�E\�WKH�QHZ�DWKHLVWV�
that believers have ignored the atrocities perpetrated by their co-religionists.

+RZHYHU�� DV� LI � VSHDNLQJ� WR� ERWK� VHFXODULVWV� DQG� UHOLJLRQLVWV� ZKR� KDYH�
IDOOHQ� SUH\� WR� ELJRWU\��$UPVWURQJ�ZDUQV� WKDW� ´WR� LQFLWH� KDWUHG� E\� GHQLJUDWLQJ�
RWKHUV�³�HYHQ�RXU�HQHPLHV�³�LV�D�GHQLDO�RI �RXU�FRPPRQ�KXPDQLW\µ��SDUD������
suggesting that any attempt to demonize one’s adversaries will inevitably betray 
its own cause. Noticeably, there are no hints of  Armstrong’s belief  in the inef-
fability of  God, and little reference to her conception of  religion as practice 
and not belief. It is likely that by strategically de-emphasising this aspect of  her 
philosophy, Armstrong has couched the Charter in terms that would allow it to 
gain greater recognition and acceptance, attracting a wider audience. Nonethe-
OHVV��WKH�&KDUWHU�LQFOXGHV�QRW�PHUHO\�DEVWUDFW�UKHWRULF�EXW�DOVR�VSHFLÀF�FDOOV�IRU�
VRFLDO�DFWLRQ��SDUWLFXODUO\�HGXFDWLRQ�´WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�\RXWK�DUH�JLYHQ�DFFXUDWH�DQG�
UHVSHFWIXO� LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�RWKHU�WUDGLWLRQV��UHOLJLRQV�DQG�FXOWXUHVµ��SDUD������
Such calls echo appeals that have been made by other scholars, such as Charlene 
Tan’s recommendation for students in Singapore schools to be exposed to op-
SRUWXQLWLHV�WR�OHDUQ�PRUH�DERXW�RWKHU�IDLWK�WUDGLWLRQV��LQ�ZKDW�VKH�FDOOV�´6SLULWXDO�
(GXFDWLRQµ� ������� VR� WKDW� VWXGHQWV� FDQ� ´GHYHORS� DQ� HPSDWKHWLF� DZDUHQHVV� RI �
DQG�UHÁHFWLYH�DSSURDFK�WRZDUGV�WKH�YDULRXV�UHOLJLRQVµ��������7KH�&KDUWHU��LQ�LWV�
DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI �VSHFLÀF�LPSHUDWLYHV�DQG�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV��WKXV�SURPLVHV�WR�RIIHU�
a useful platform on which interfaith leaders can ground their efforts to improve 
relations between faith communities and foster inter-religious harmony.
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The Development of  com.passion.sg

Interfaith harmony is particularly crucial for a country like Singapore, 
which has a diverse number of  faith communities. While Buddhism currently 
has the largest group of  adherents (Singapore Department of  Statistics), several 
RWKHU�UHOLJLRQV�DUH�SUDFWLFHG�OLNH�&KULVWLDQLW\��7DRLVP��+LQGXLVP��,VODP��-XGDLVP��
DQG�6LNKLVP��DV�ZHOO�DV�=RURDVWULDQLVP��-DLQLVP�DQG�%DKD·LVP��7KDP������$V�D�
FLW\�VWDWH�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�WUDQVQDWLRQDO�WUHQGV�VXFK�DV�LQFUHDVLQJ�UHOLJLRVLW\�DQG�WKH�
rise of  fundamentalism, Singapore has been alert to how these external pres-
sures may affect social stability and cohesion. Concerns about threats to religious 
harmony have led the Singapore government to enact legislation such as the 
0DLQWHQDQFH�RI �5HOLJLRXV�+DUPRQ\�$FW��05+$��LQ�������ZKLFK�JLYHV�WKH�VWDWH�
the legal option to prosecute individuals who present a threat to public order due 
WR�WKHLU�UHOLJLRXV�H[WUHPLVP��(��7DQ������<HW�D�UHOLDQFH�RQ�WKH�VWDWH�WR�SUHVHUYH�
social harmony may not be ideal, given that legislation may not be sustainable 
or effective in the long run. As Singaporean civil society leaders have pointed 
out, non-governmental initiatives at the grassroots level to promote interfaith 
harmony can balance with state intervention to provide a practical and balanced 
DSSURDFK��3KXD��+XL��DQG�<DS������

It is in this context that the movement called com.passion.sg was launched 
by a group of  Singaporean civil society leaders inspired by Armstrong’s Charter 
for Compassion. Formed on 14 June 2009, the movement is envisioned as a 
network of  individuals, rather than a new society, and aims to create opportuni-
WLHV�WR�SUDFWLVH�FRPSDVVLRQ�WKURXJK�UHÁHFWLRQ�DQG�VRFLDO�DFWLRQ��'��7DQ�+�����
Founding members include San Francisco-based Dr. Tan Chong Kee, who 
IRXQGHG�WKH�QRZ�GHIXQFW�RQOLQH�IRUXP�¶6LQWHUFRP·��$OYLQ�7DQ��DUWLVWLF�GLUHFWRU�
RI �6LQJDSRUHDQ�WKHDWUH�JURXS�¶7KH�1HFHVVDU\�6WDJH·��DQG�<DS�&KLQJ�:L��D�FRU-
SRUDWH�WUDLQHU��'��7DQ�+�����$FFRUGLQJ�WR�<DS��ZKR�GLVFXVVHG com.passion.sg in a 
personal interview,6�WKH�LGHD�IRU�WKH�JURXS�ZDV�WULJJHUHG�E\�D�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�
members of  the Association of  Women for Action and Research (AWARE), a 
non-governmental organization in Singapore,7 as the founding members were 
particularly concerned about potential religious polarisation in society:

People were galvanized into two camps. We realized that if  we were 
in the other camp’s shoes, we would have felt attacked, given the 
KRXUV�RI �QRQ�VWRS�VFUXWLQ\�>���@�:H�WKRXJKW��WKHUH�PXVW�EH�D�EHWWHU�
way to do this. Then somebody mentioned that this was what Karen 
Armstrong was trying to do with the TED Prize, and we all went to 
FKHFN�RXW�KHU�FRPSDVVLRQ�ZHEVLWH�>���@�:H�VWXGLHG�WKH�&RPSDVVLRQ�
Charter a lot more closely, and we realized that we could use their 
YDOXHV�DQG�SULQFLSOHV��<DS��
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A major motivation for the choice to employ the Charter as the basis for a new 
movement seems to have been the nature of  Armstrong’s discourse. In her prin-
ciple of  compassion, the founders of  com.passion.sg found a credible platform on 
which to build their movement. Comparing Armstrong’s ideas with the founders’ 
SHUVRQDO� SHUVSHFWLYHV�� VLJQLÀFDQW� RYHUODSV� FDQ�EH�REVHUYHG�EHWZHHQ� WKH� SULQ-
ciples explicated by Armstrong and those promoted by the founders.

The founders’ motivations are anchored by compassion, as its univer-
sality has an inherently positive appeal. Their testimony validates Armstrong’s 
point that compassion, far from being idealistic and untenable, can be a useful 
PHWKRG�LQ�UDOO\LQJ�VXSSRUW�IRU�VRFLDO�FDXVHV��$V�<DS�PHQWLRQV��´&RPSDVVLRQ�LV�
VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�QR�RQH�FDQ�TXDUUHO�DERXW��VR�LW·V�YHU\�XQLI\LQJ�µ�$UPVWURQJ·V�FDOO�
IRU�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�GHYHORS�FRPSDVVLRQ�E\�UHPRYLQJ�WKH�´HJRWLVP�WKDW�KROGV�XV�
EDFN�IURP�>���@�WUDQVFHQGHQW�H[SHULHQFHµ��Spiral Staircase 313) also resonates with 
IRXQGLQJ�PHPEHU�$OYLQ�7DQ��ZKR�UHDVRQV� WKDW�´SHRSOH�ZKR�FOLQJ� WR�GRJPDV�
can be quite egocentric; the thinking is this: if  I believe all this, I’ll receive salva-
WLRQ�²�WKDW�LV�HJR�µ�,Q�WKH�UHMHFWLRQ�RI �HJRWLVP��GRJPDWLVP��DQG�IXQGDPHQWDOLVP��
the founders maintain that love and compassion surpass doctrine in importance. 
Tan, speaking from a Catholic background, maintains:

&KULVW�HPERGLHV�ORYH�²�ORYH�RQH�DQRWKHU�DV�,�KDYH�ORYHG�\RX��6R�DOO�
the other religions actually practise the same thing; it’s all semantics, 
LVQ·W�LW"�7KH�WKLQJ�LV��ZKDW�GR�\RX�SUDFWLFH"�>���@�7KHUH�DUH�D�ORW�RI �
things that already divide us in life, and there’s no reason why reli-
gion should serve to divide, rather than to unite so as to help people 
who are less fortunate (A. Tan).

The founders thus agree with Armstrong that religion should be less about 
RUWKRGR[\�DQG�PRUH�DERXW�RUWKRSUD[\��<DS��ZKR�LV�%XGGKLVW��DIÀUPV��´5HOLJLRQ�
VKRXOGQ·W� MXVW�EH� VHHQ�DV� D�EHOLHI��EHFDXVH� LW·V� D� ORQJ�SURFHVV�RI �SUDFWLFH�µ�%\�
emphasising the value of  compassion as a common denominator for all people, 
the founders seek to heed Armstrong’s call to promote harmony and mutual 
respect, adopting the Charter as an ideal platform for advancing the agenda of  
compassion.

Armstrong’s call to translate belief  into action is thus manifest in com.
passion.sg, which has focused mainly on poverty issues in Singapore, assisting the 
needy regardless of  their religion (com.passion.sg). Although Singapore has one 
of  the highest levels of  gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in the world, 
estimated at around US$56,532 (S$70,450) in 2010 (Wealth Report 2012, 11), 
there are still needy Singaporeans from the bottom 30 per cent of  local house-
KROGV�ZKR�VWUXJJOH�ZLWK�´UHODWLYH�SRYHUW\µ��$VKHU�DQG�1DQG\������,W�LV�WKLV�XQ-
derprivileged group that com.passion.sg has chosen to target, and the network’s 
VWDWHG�DLP�LV�WR�´LGHQWLI\�DQG�DGGUHVV�WKH�JDSV�LQ�DWWLWXGHV�DQG�SROLFLHV�WRZDUGV�
WKH�ORFDO�SRRUµ��com.passion.sg���$FFRUGLQJ�WR�<DS��ZKR�LV�D�IRUPHU�VRFLDO�ZRUNHU��
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public assistance is generally available for the poor in Singapore, but these social 
VDIHW\�QHWV�DUH�QRW�DOZD\V�VXIÀFLHQWO\�FRPSUHKHQVLYH��DQG�VRPH�QHHG\�IDPLOLHV�
VWLOO�VWUXJJOH�WR�VWD\�DÁRDW��<DS·V�FODLPV�DUH�FRUURERUDWHG�E\�DFFRXQWV�SURYLGHG�E\�
other charitable organizations in Singapore, noting that some low-income house-
holds are trapped in a poverty cycle due to factors such as health problems or 
family circumstances (Methodist Welfare Services Singapore n. pag.). The Singa-
pore government has consistently maintained that it cannot adopt a welfare-state 
V\VWHP�GXH�WR�WKH�QHHG�IRU�¶VHOI�UHOLDQFH�·�ZKLFK�PHDQV�WKDW�QRQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO�
organizations play an essential role in supporting needy households not eligible 
for public assistance (Lim n. pag.). In particular, com.passion.sg has contributed 
to this cause by introducing three kinds of  programmes, described in their bro-
chure, that have promoted compassion towards the poor through concrete ini-
WLDWLYHV��FDWHJRUL]HG�DV�FRPSDVVLRQ�LQ�´DFWLRQ�µ�´H[SUHVVLRQ�µ�DQG�´UHÁHFWLRQ�µ

�D��´&RPSDVVLRQ�LQ�$FWLRQ��9ROXQWDU\�,QLWLDWLYHV�µ

7KH�PDLQ�SURJUDPPH�DGYRFDWHG�LQYROYHV�ERWK�ÀUVW�KDQG�REVHUYDWLRQV�RI �
needy households and low-wage earners, as well as fundraising projects for the 
poor.

�� Exposure visits to lower-income neighborhoods such as Jalan Membina 
�ZLWK�DERXW����SHUVRQV�DWWHQGLQJ���IROORZHG�E\�VKDULQJ�RI �UHÁHFWLRQV�DQG�
slide-show presentations

�� Familiarization tours to districts popular with migrant workers like Little 
India: such workers, who constitute about 20 per cent of  the resident popu-
lation in Singapore, are usually low-wage earners employed as manual labor 
in construction, shipyards, sanitation services and manufacturing (TWC2)

�� $�SURMHFW�FDOOHG�́ 1HLJKERXUV�LQ�1HHG�µ�ZKLFK�KDV�UDLVHG�PRUH�WKDQ�86������
(S$10,000) for the Evercare Welfare Centre’s Emergency Fund, for distribu-
tion to needy households and the poor

The exposure tours and familiarization visits aim to raise awareness about the 
local poor and inspire compassion for them, alerting individuals to the reality 
RI � ´WKH� LQHTXDOLW\� EHWZHHQ� ULFK� DQG� SRRUµ� �$UPVWURQJ��Twelve Steps 65). The 
PRYHPHQW�DOVR�FRUUHVSRQGV�WR�$UPVWURQJ·V�FDOO� WR�´WUDQVODWH�WKH�&KDUWHU� LQWR�
SUDFWLFDO��UHDOLVWLF�DFWLRQµ��Twelve Steps 5) when it directly seeks to alleviate the 
SRYHUW\�RI �ORZ�LQFRPH�KRXVHKROGV��<DS�UDLVHV�WKH�H[DPSOH�RI �D�QHHG\�PRWKHU�
with myopia who could not become a hospital attendant unless she had spec-
tacles, which she could not afford, and just US$65-81(S$80-100) provided by 
com.passion.sg for the Evercare Welfare Centre’s Emergency Fund allowed her to 
purchase the spectacles that she needed to secure employment.8 As Armstrong 
UHPLQGV�UHDGHUV��DQ�DFW�RI �FRPSDVVLRQ�´QHHG�QRW�EH�D�JUDQG��GUDPDWLF�JHVWXUHµ�
(Twelve Steps 103), and even a relatively small sum can go a long way in helping 
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WKH�QHHG\��7KXV��WKH�QHWZRUN·V�HIIRUWV�UHÁHFW�WKH�&KDUWHU·V�PHVVDJH�WKDW�WKH�VSLULW�
of  compassion obliges individuals to work unstintingly in assisting others in need 
(para. 1).

�E��´&RPSDVVLRQ�LQ�([SUHVVLRQ��$UWV�,QLWLDWLYHV�µ

Besides poverty alleviation efforts, a series of  arts initiatives have been 
spearheaded by members of  the network to raise societal awareness about the 
plight of  the local poor.

�� 6RFLDO�GLDORJXHV��IRU�LQVWDQFH�ZLWK�DUWLVW�DQG�DUWV�HGXFDWRU�)HOLFLD�/RZ�DW��4�
6$0��D�ORFDO�PXVHXP�����2FW�������

�� Public art installations advocating compassion, such as one displayed in col-
laboration with Post-Museum and Ngee Ann Polytechnic’s Interdisciplinary 
Studies’ conference (4-16 Nov. 2009)

�� 6KRUW�YLGHRV�RQ�<RX7XEH�ZLWK�FRPSDVVLRQ�DV�D�WKHPH�E\�ÀOP�PDNHU�/RR�
=LKDQ�� LQFOXGLQJ�D�YLGHR�LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�VRFLDO�ZRUNHU�$OYLQ�&KXD�HQWLWOHG�
´com.passion.sg�IRU�RXU�/RFDO�3RRUµ9

�� 3KRWRJUDSK\�SURMHFWV��OLNH�́ /RYH�0HPHµ�E\�SKRWRJUDSKHU�7DQ�1JLDS�+HQJ��
promoting the idea of  love and compassion in Singapore

$W�ÀUVW�JODQFH��DUWV�LQLWLDWLYHV�PD\�DSSHDU�H[WUDQHRXV�RU�SHULSKHUDO�WR�WKH�SURPR-
WLRQ�RI �FRPSDVVLRQ��VLQFH�WKHUH�DUH�QR�GLUHFW�EHQHÀFLDULHV�ZKRVH�VXIIHULQJ�LV�DO-
leviated by such artworks. But these initiatives are in line with Armstrong’s vision 
DERXW�´WKH�UROH�WKDW�DUW�FDQ�SOD\�LQ�H[SDQGLQJ�RXU�V\PSDWKLHVµ��Twelve Steps 88). 
The cultivation of  compassion demands that the faculty of  imagination has to be 
GHYHORSHG�ÀUVW��DOORZLQJ�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�LGHQWLI\�HPSDWKHWLFDOO\�ZLWK�RWKHUV�ZKRVH�
experiences differ from their own (Armstrong, Twelve Steps 88). Armstrong ob-
VHUYHV�WKDW�WKH�SDLQ�RI �ÀFWLRQDO�FKDUDFWHUV�LQ�ÀOPV�PD\�PRYH�YLHZHUV�WR�WHDUV�DV�
their compassion is aroused, even though they may be aware that their suffering 
LV�ZKROO\�ÀFWLWLRXV��Twelve Steps 88). Similarly, it is plausible that the depiction of  
WKH�DFWXDO�GLIÀFXOWLHV�H[SHULHQFHG�E\�WKH�ORFDO�SRRU�PD\�HQFRXUDJH�DIÁXHQW�6LQ-
JDSRUHDQV�WR�EHFRPH�PRUH�VHQVLWLYH�WR�WKHLU�QHHGV��,I �DUW�FDQ�´XQVHWWOH�XV�DQG�
PDNH�XV�TXHVWLRQ� LQJUDLQHG�SUHFRQFHSWLRQVµ� �$UPVWURQJ��Twelve Steps 88), the 
artworks, videos and photographs of  com.passion.sg�PD\�SURPSW�GHHSHU�UHÁHFWLRQ�
about the reality that poor people do exist in Singapore, despite the country’s 
UHSXWDWLRQ�DV�D�SURVSHURXV� $́VLDQ�ÀQDQFLDO�KXEµ��/LP�Q��SDJ����7KURXJK�WKH�DUWV�
initiatives of  com.passion.sg, individuals may be led, in the words of  Armstrong’s 
&KDUWHU��´WR�FXOWLYDWH�DQ�LQIRUPHG�HPSDWK\�ZLWK�WKH�VXIIHULQJ�RI �DOO�KXPDQ�EH-
LQJVµ��SDUD�����

�F��´&RPSDVVLRQ�LQ�5HÁHFWLRQ��/HDUQLQJ�DQG�'LVFXVVLRQ�,QLWLDWLYHV�µ
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7KH�ÀQDO�SURJUDPPH�LQYROYHV�GHYHORSLQJ�D�GHHSHU�UHÁHFWLYH�DWWLWXGH��HP-
SKDVL]LQJ� D� FRQVLGHUDWLRQ� RI � WKH� FRPSOH[� GLIÀFXOWLHV� LQYROYHG� LQ� DWWHPSWV� WR�
tackle poverty.

�� The Singapore launch of  the Charter, conducted in conjunction with the 
international launch, involving talks and meetings (12 Nov. 2009)

�� )RUXPV��VXFK�DV�´:RUNLQJ�ZLWK�:DQW�µ�ZKLFK�SURYLGH�D�SODWIRUP�IRU�GLVFXV-
sions about the complexity of  poverty and possible strategies to assist the 
underprivileged

�� Round-table discussions with relevant stakeholders, such as government 
ERGLHV��SURIHVVLRQDOV�DQG�SKLODQWKURSLVWV��ZLWK�ÀQGLQJV�DQG�UHFRPPHQGD-
tions presented

$UPVWURQJ�XUJHV�KHU�UHDGHUV��´:H�PXVW�ORRN�DW�RXU�FRPPXQLW\�ZLWK�FRPSDV-
sion, estimate its strengths as well as its weaknesses, and assess its potential for 
FKDQJHµ��Twelve Steps 61). The members of  com.passion.sg�VHHP�WR�UHÁHFW�KHU�DW-
titude of  careful scrutiny about the ways to advance positive change in society, 
discussing ideas thoughtfully while avoiding hasty or simplistic approaches, and 
FRQVLVWHQWO\�DELGLQJ�E\�FRPSDVVLRQ�DV�´WKH�FRPPRQ�JURXQG�RQ�ZKLFK�ZH�QH-
JRWLDWH�RXU�GLIIHUHQFHVµ��com.passion.sg���5HÁHFWLYH�GHOLEHUDWLRQ�DQG�GLDORJXH�DUH�
thus guided by the essence of  the charter. com.passion.sg’s declaration states 
WKDW�´FRPSDVVLRQ��DQG�WKH�*ROGHQ�5XOH�RI �HWKLFV��FDQ�JXLGH�ZKDW�ZH�VD\�DQG�GR�
WR�EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQG�RQH�DQRWKHUµ��com.passion.sg��LV�D�GLUHFW�UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKH�ÀUVW�
VHQWHQFH�RI �WKH�&KDUWHU��ZKLFK�FDOOV�XSRQ�DOO�LQGLYLGXDOV�´WR�WUHDW�DOO�RWKHUV�DV�
ZH�ZLVK�WR�EH�WUHDWHG�RXUVHOYHVµ��SDUD������:LWK�LWV�LQFOXVLYH�HWKRV��WKH�&KDUWHU�
SURYLGHV�DQ�LQVSLULQJ�PHVVDJH�DQG�D�ÀUP�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU� com.passion.sg activists 
to stress the importance of  compassion for the economically underprivileged, 
RIIHULQJ�WKHP�WKH�´MXVWLFH��HTXLW\�DQG�UHVSHFWµ��SDUD����� WKDW�DOO�KXPDQ�EHLQJV�
deserve.

7KH�PRYHPHQW� WKXV�KDV�VLJQLÀFDQW�SRWHQWLDO� WR�PDWXUH�DV�DQ�DFWLRQ�
based network, encouraging dialogue between individuals of  different reli-
JLRXV�DIÀOLDWLRQV��$V�+HDWKHU�&KL��DQ�HDUO\�PHPEHU�RI � com.passion.sg, notes, 
´,WV�FRQFHSWXDO�XQGHUSLQQLQJ�KDV�D�EURDG�EDVHG�DSSHDO��DQG�WKURXJK�HQJDJH-
ment with a diverse range of  activist and faith groups, it might be able to 
VHUYH�DV�D�QHXWUDO�SODWIRUP�IRU�GHEDWH�DQG�GLVFXVVLRQ�µ�*URZLQJ�VWHDGIDVWO\�
ZLWK�PRUH� WKDQ� ����PHPEHUV� �<DS��� WKH� JURXS� LV� FXUUHQWO\� VXVWDLQDEOH� DV�
ÀQDQFLDO�FRVWV�DUH�VKDUHG�DPRQJVW�PHPEHUV�DQG�HDFK�FRQWULEXWHV�WKHLU�RZQ�
VNLOOV�VXFK�DV�JUDSKLF�GHVLJQ�RU�SKRWRJUDSK\��2Q�JRLQJ�SURMHFWV�LQFOXGH�SODQV�
to compile members’ personal experiences of  compassion together in a book 
RU� D�ZHEVLWH� �<DS���1HYHUWKHOHVV�� FKDOOHQJHV� UHPDLQ� DKHDG�� ÀUVW�� WR� HQVXUH�
that there are enough resources to sustain the movement; second, to pre-
serve an apolitical and secular basis so as to maintain neutrality; and third, 
WR�GHYHORS�ZKDW�&KL�GHVFULEHV�DV�´D�IRFXVHG�VHW�RI �SURJUDPPHV�WKDW�PDNHV�

13



¶SUDFWLFLQJ�FRPSDVVLRQ·�OHVV�DEVWUDFW�DQG�PRUH�FRQFUHWH�µ�,I �WKHVH�FKDOOHQJHV�
are overcome, com.passion.sg promises to serve as an enriching organic initia-
tive, creating greater space in civil society to promote interfaith understand-
ing in Singapore.

Conclusion

%\�HQFRXUDJLQJ�DFWLYLVWV�ZKR�VHHN�WR�ÀQG�FRPPRQ�JURXQG�ZLWK�PHP-
bers of  other faiths, Karen Armstrong’s Charter for Compassion offers a 
constructive ideological platform for civil society groups that seek to tran-
scend religious differences and make positive social change. The useful ex-
ample of  com.passion.sg demonstrates how local civil society activists may be 
inspired by global campaigns. Indeed, campaigns like Armstrong’s Charter 
may have considerable impact in promoting awareness of  inter-religious 
engagement, and most importantly, the value of  compassion in faith and 
VSLULWXDOLW\��´&RPSDVVLRQ�µ�DV�$UPVWURQJ�QRWHV��´LV�QRW�D�YHU\�SRSXODU�YLU-
WXHµ��TWG��LQ�08,6���)UHTXHQWO\��UHOLJLRXV�EHOLHYHUV�KDYH�SUHIHUUHG�EHLQJ�ULJKW�
RYHU�EHLQJ�NLQG��VHOI�ULJKWHRXVQHVV�RIWHQ�WUXPSV�V\PSDWK\��<HW� WKHUH� LV�QR�
need to wait for the state to impose demands for greater civic conscious-
QHVV�ZKLFK�PD\� DSSHDU� VWUDLQHG� DQG� DUWLÀFLDO�� LQVWHDG�� FLYLO� VRFLHW\� OHDGHUV�
can initiate movements to uphold compassion, the Golden Rule, and the 
appreciation of  alternative perspectives. As See Guat Kwee recommends, a 
pool of  dedicated interfaith professionals can serve to deepen dialogue and 
broaden participation by involving not only mainstream religious leaders, but 
also youths, adults, and the elderly (683). Such professionals can effectively 
share Armstrong’s insight that there is a core spirit of  compassion within 
religion, though often hidden by secondary factors. In the journey of  faith, it 
is this spirit that demands to be uncovered, unveiling the beauty and power 
of  religion to bring light to a troubled world.

NOTES

1. Armstrong notes that Rabbinic Judaism, Christianity, and Islam were latter-
GD\�ÁRZHULQJV�RI �WKH�RULJLQDO�$[LDO�$JH��DV�WKHVH�WKUHH�WUDGLWLRQV�UHGLVFRY-
ered the Axial vision and translated it into an idiom that spoke directly to the 
circumstances of  their time (Armstrong, Great Transformation xii).

2. The sages of  the period included the Buddha, Socrates, Confucius and Jer-
emiah, as well as Mencius, Euripedes, and the mystics of  the Upanishads 
(Armstrong, Great Transformation xii).

3. As Armstrong explains, mythos�UHIHUV�WR�P\WKRORJLFDO�VWRULHV�WKDW�DUH�´QRW�
LQWHQGHG� WR�EH� WDNHQ� OLWHUDOO\µ� �Battle for God xiii) but are concerned with 
ultimate meaning, while logos� GHVFULEHV� ´UDWLRQDO�� SUDJPDWLF�� DQG� VFLHQWLÀF�
WKRXJKWµ��Battle for God xiv).
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4. For instance, Armstrong details how the religious reformers of  India took 
DJJUHVVLRQ�RXW�RI �VDFULÀFLDO�ULWXDOV��Great Transformation 79); Confucius tried 
to extract the militant egotism that had distorted Chinese rites and ceremo-
nies (Great Transformation 302), and early biblical writers took the antagonism 
and belligerence out of  the ancient creation stories, producing a cosmogony 
LQ�ZKLFK�*RG�EOHVVHG�DOO�KLV�FUHDWXUHV�²�LQFOXGLQJ�/HYLDWKDQ��ZKRP�+H�KDG�
slaughtered in older narratives (Great Transformation 177).

5. The full text of  the Charter for Compassion can be found at www.charter-
forcompassion.org.

6. With the help of  Dr. Lai Ah Eng, personal interviews were secured with 
0V��<DS�&KLQJ�:L�DQG�0U��$OYLQ�7DQ��'U��7DQ�&KRQJ�.HH�ZDV�XQDYDLODEOH�
DW�WKH�WLPH��+HQFH��IRU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI �WKLV�SDSHU��WKH�IRXQGHUV�UHIHUUHG�WR�
DUH�<DS�DQG�$��7DQ��0V��+HDWKHU�&KL��RQH�RI �WKH�HDUOLHVW�PHPEHUV��ZDV�DOVR�
interviewed, via e-mail.

7. The Association of  Women for Action and Research (AWARE) is a Singapor-
ean non-governmental organization concerned with promoting gender equal-
ity.The women’s advocacy group came under the spotlight in 2009 when it 
was taken over by a group of  new members, several of  whom belonged to the 
same church, who claimed that AWARE was promoting homosexuality. This 
¶QHZ�JXDUG·�H[HFXWLYH�FRPPLWWHH�ZDV�ODWHU�WKURZQ�RXW�GXULQJ�DQ�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�
JHQHUDO�PHHWLQJ�DWWHQGHG�E\�DQ�HVWLPDWHG�������PHPEHUV��'��7DQ�+����

8. 3XEOLF�DVVLVWDQFH�LV�DYDLODEOH�IRU�VXFK�FDVHV�LQ�6LQJDSRUH��EXW�<DS�H[SODLQV�
that if  the mother had applied to the local Community Development Coun-
cil for support, the processing time would take three weeks, and she had to 
UHSRUW�IRU�ZRUN�EHIRUH�WKDW��+HU�ORZ�OHYHO�MRE�PHDQW�WKDW�WKH�KRVSLWDO�ZRXOG�
be unwilling to wait for her to purchase spectacles, as there were several 
other applicants ready to take up her job, and if  she failed to report as re-
quired, the hospital would simply hire someone else.

9. The video can be accessed here: <http://www.youtube.com/
ZDWFK"Y �%/8�WNL3$0!�
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