CHRISTIANS AND MUSLIMS GATHER
The Synod Interfaith Relationships Committee was established by the Synod last year. Prior to that, the Synod’s Ecumenical Relationships Committee had begun looking at that area and has a representative on the Assembly’s Working Group on Relationships with Other Faiths.

The two committees have the same membership and simply divide the work between them.

The major activities have been to gather information about interfaith relationships and place it in our website at www.ecumenical.ucaweb.com.au and to develop a personal relationship with the Muslim Committee at the Kuraby Mosque. The first gathering with them was at the Mosque, where we observed their Mid-day Prayers, followed by a discussion about their worship. They then hosted us for a meal and table-discussion about matters of faith and life.

The second gathering last year was at Broadwater Uniting Church, where we celebrated Holy Communion with our Muslim friends sitting among us, participating at points where they could. Rev Dr Paul Walton preached a sermon on ‘Hospitality’. The Broadwater Road people hosted a lunch, the Muslim folk used the Chapel for their Mid-day Prayers and we viewed and discussed the DVD, The Imam and the Pastor. The full account of that gathering is in our website.

Our third gathering in April this year followed the same pattern as the first, with our Muslim friends as hosts at Kuraby. Friends from the Catholic Commission were with us. Following and excellent halal meal, we had small-group conversations and then a larger one on the lawn. 

A major point raised by Dr Mohamad Abdalla was his appreciation of the support he and the Muslim have received from the churches in such matters as media attacks last year on the Griffith Islamic Research Centre, of which he is the Director. The discussion focussed on ways in which various faith communities can support each other in times and issues such as that.

Another point related to ANZAC Day – which was a couple of weeks away as we spoke: Gallipoli saw terrible carnage on both sides – how we reflect on that today is a big issue. ANZAC Day remembrances may be perceived by some in the Muslim community as being xenophobic or marginalising. How we deal with each others’ community-memories requires great efforts in listening that we may understand.
We as a Committee are at the point where we realise that ‘dialogue’ is about listening to each other with openness and honesty, being honestly respectful of differences, being prepared to act together where we can. We can only say that friendships we are forming are characterised by a great openness and generosity of spirit.

The Committee wants to reflect on these meetings and offer suggestions to Congregations that may be guidelines for forming and growing relationships with people whose faith-formation has not been in the Christian traditions.
Our engagement has been with one group of Muslim people – it’s starting-point for us in working on the task that the Synod has entrusted to us. We are aware of the very comprehensive way in which the Aspley Congregation has engaged with the inter-faith question with a wider group of people from other faiths.


Some Reflections:
1. The inter-faith question is important, given the kind of world in which we live today – and how relate to the other who is different. The important thing in dialogue is listening. And in giving each other the space to be honest with each other.

2. Important too, is the question of how we relate to people of other faiths who come to our communities from places they can no longer call ‘home’ – from places where terrorism is a daily deadly reality. As Christians, how are we to show them the hospitality of Christ?

3. Is our faith-relationship with Jesus Christ secure enough that we can engage with others who are secure in their faith? 

4. What do we know about other faiths? How well do we know our own?

5. How do we as people of faith speak with others? In what ways do we want to bear witness to our faith in God we know through Christ? Is our faith about being agents of ‘conversion’? Also especially when dialoguing with other faiths that have a ‘conversion dimension’, eg Islam? The spirit of our gatherings have been meetings of mutual respect - listening to each other as we built bridges of friendship. 
6. Allow the Spirit to create the space in which we can relate to each other – and then see what happens. And listening for what God may be saying to of us in the encounter.
7. There is a parallel in dialogue with people of other faiths with the limits to which we can go in our dialogues with Christians of other traditions. The issues are similar at some points – dealing with differences in theology, liturgy, ecclesiology, etc.

8. We need clear parameters/answers to the question ‘Why are we doing this’? We do it because of our faith and not in spite of it.
9. What are some of the Biblical resources that speak to us about dialogue with people of other faiths? 

Out of all this, we hope to model something for local congregations living in a multi-cultural and multi-faith community.

Worth noting:
· the Uniting Church National Assembly is setting ground rules for guidance in inter-faith dialogues/relationships;
· the Keith Rowe study book Living with the Neighbour Who is Different is being revised and the new version will be available soon.
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