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<« SriLankan children after their
performance at the Asian Ethnic
Cultural Performances 2015. Folk
dance is an important means to
pass cultural knowledge to the
next generation.
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Introduction

Being a multicultural city, Hong Kong has numerous South Asian
communities. A common feature of the South Asians is that religion
is a crucial part of their daily life. However, their respective faiths may
not be shared by the Chinese community here, and hence, they face
difficulties in practicing their religions in Hong Kong. Our two case
studies seek to explore the difficulties encountered by the Bangladeshi
and Sri Lankan communities.

Islam is the religion of the majority of Bangladeshis in Hong Kong, which
is shared by other ethnic groups. Meanwhile, most Sri Lankans in Hong
Kong practice Theravada Buddhism which is different from the Buddhism
practiced by local Chinese.
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Practicing Islam among the Bangladeshis

Bangladeshi Muslims, like Muslims of other ethnic groups, must follow
the guidelines written in the Quran in their daily life.

Food

All food consumed by Muslims needs to meet"halal"requirements. "Halal"
in Arabic means"permissible". In a broad sense it means behavior that
meets Islamic Law; in a narrow sense it means food prepared according
to the Islam code. Food considered not

permissible includes rotted animals, blood, -

pork, and meat that is not slaughtered in J

the name of Allah. Alcoholic drinks are not

permitted as well. However, the availability HALAL

of halal food in Hong Kong is very limited.

For example, most schools and hospitals do

not provide halal menu for Muslim students

and patients. Cooking at home is also a

challenge as there are limited outlets that a Logo for halal certification

sell halal meat. Currently, fresh items are — #RFEENRE

available only in Wan Chai, Tsim Sha Tsui,

and Yau Ma Tei wet markets. There is also a lack of halal restaurants in
tourist attractions. While Disneyland and Ocean Park have introduced
halal food in recent years, there is still no halal food at The Peak.

Headscarf and Muslim women

According to the Quran, both females and males should dress and
behave modestly in public. It does not have specific instructions on
dresses, and so various clothing characteristics have been developed by
different Muslim societies. One common characteristic is that women
are required to cover the hair as they reach puberty, and especially in
occasions where non-lineal adult males are present. The most common
headscarf in Bangladesh is a hijab (meaning" cover").
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There is a general misunderstanding which links the headscarf to female
suppression. We found that, to our Bangladeshi women interviewees,
they have the freedom to choose whether to wear a headscarf or not.
Many of them choose to wear one to show their faith, and they often
feel more comfortable when wearing a headscarf. Nowadays, the
headscarf has become a fashion product which has vibrant and colorful
designs.

Public Health

Some Bangladeshi interviewees commented that the cultural sensibility
of public health professionals needs to be improved. They felt that their
religious needs are often ignored. For example, Muslim women need to
follow modesty requirements in relation to the opposite sex. However,
one interviewee told us that she felt being mocked by the staff when she
asked to be seen by a female nurse or female doctor. We believe that a
more user-friendly and cultural sensitive environment should be created
so that the needs of patients of different backgrounds can be met.

Praying

Muslims are required to pray five times a day, and attend the Jum’'mah
prayer (means Friday prayer) once a week. However, prayer facilities such
as mosques and prayer rooms are insufficient in Hong Kong. There are
six mosques in Kowloon and Hong Kong Island but there are 300,000
Muslims in Hong Kong. To solve this issue, some Islamic education centers
in apartment buildings have been established to meet the religious needs
of Muslims living in different districts.

<« Jum'mah prayer at
Ibrahim Mosque, Yau
Ma Tei
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Sri Lankan Buddhists' Religious Practice

Most of the Sri Lankans in Hong Kong are Theravada Buddhists. The
lack of their own temple has led to a number of challenges when the Sri
Lankans practice their religion. For example, Katina (a ceremony practiced
from July to October) needs to be performed by a high monk who
stays in the temple for four months. The ceremony is infeasible in Hong
Kong because there is no temple to accommodate the monk. Poya Days
(full moon day in each month) are public holidays in Sri Lanka so that
Buddhists can participate in a whole-day ceremony. In Hong Kong, the Sri
Lankans can only practice two of the Poya Days, Vesak (May) and Poson
(June), which commemorate the birthday of Buddha and the arrival of
Buddhism in Sri Lanka respectively.
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Despite these challenges, Sri Lankans in Hong Kong persevere by
borrowing venues such as the Thai temple, Chinese temples, or local
community centers. A Dhamma School is established for children to learn
about Sri Lankan culture and Buddhism. They also meditate at home, and
learn from the monk as long as there is one in Hong Kong. When there
is no Sri Lankan monk residing in Hong Kong, they turn to Bangladeshi
or Thai monks. Still, this situation has a lot of uncertainty and irregularity
which impacts on their spiritual wellbeing. In addition, as religious
ceremonies are major social occasions where they can meet one another,
the restrictions in venue make it difficult for the community to develop
social bonding.

Comparison and Discussion

Both communities face challenges when practicing their religions.
Although the challenges are different, the lack of venue is a common
issue. For the Bangladeshi community, as Islam is not a major religion in
Hong Kong, the understanding of mainstream society is not high enough.
For the Sri Lankan community, the difference in Buddhist practices and
culture is a source of their problem. As citizens of a multicultural world
city, we should pay attention to our fellow members’ religious needs and
appreciate the richness of culture they have brought to our common
home.
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