Synod Ecumenical Relations Committee
1st December 2005.
The Revd Ray Richmond
Uniting Church Centre. Brisbane.
In the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
The Lord be with you.


It is a great pleasure to speak with you about the work of the Assembly Reference Group on “Relations with Other Faiths”.  I have been a member of this committee for about seven years and chairperson for about three years, to early last month (November).  The Assembly, under it’s recent re-organization, (occasioned by budget cuts), is unable to provide for a chairperson from interstate.  This was an unintended consequence of my retirement and move to Queensland.  The Queensland Synod, as you know, is represented on “Relations with Other Faiths” by the Rev. Andrew Gillies of Clermont. 
But before we get to work, a little levity is in order.


“Crossing the River”
(Some "sideways" humour from a friend in Seattle)

One day, three men were hiking and unexpectedly came upon a large raging, violent river.  They needed to get to the other side but had no idea how to do so.

The first man prayed to God, saying "Please God, give me the strength to cross the river."  God gave him big arms and strong  legs, and he was able to swim across in about two hours, after almost drowning a couple of times.

Seeing this, the second man prayed to God, saying, "Please God, give me the strength and the tools to cross this river."  God gave him a row boat, and he was able to row across the river in about an hour, after almost capsizing the boat a couple of  times.

The third man had seen how this worked for the other two, so he also prayed to God saying, "Please God, give me the strength and the tools, and the intelligence, to cross this river."  God turned him into a woman. She looked at the map, hiked upstream

about a half a kilometre, then walked across the bridge.......
We live in a strange new world!
The work of the ROF group has escalated in the last 6 years or so, due to growing tensions within communities here and worldwide.  Presidents James Hair and Dean Drayton have ably represented the church in visits to Indonesia, East Timor, Asia and the Pacific before and after 9/11, and given great leadership on issues within Australia on “the war on terrorism”, detention of prisoners, asylum seekers, civil rights, plus the tsunami, the earthquake in Pakistan, and racial tensions in Fiji.  At the local level church leaders and members have participated in multi-faith local meetings and forums mainly with the Muslim community and many manifestations of the “Harmony” Federal and State initiatives.  ROF have been on the front burner.
Was all this a total surprise?  Not to the World Council of Churches, the Vatican, and many National and Regional Councils.  The signs of deep trouble within the Muslim, Buddhist, Jewish, and Christian communities were present, visible and escalating through most of the last 50 years.  Conservative and fundamentalist forces were building long before 9/11, and not just in religious and faith endeavours.  We humans do not like change, and we invest our creativity with too much importance; even to the risk of worshiping our own creations and playing with heresy. This is a human problem as old as consciousness itself. 

I have been a participant observer for the whole of my adult life from the perspective of ecumenical teaching and community work in 10 countries.  (Australia, Samoa, India, Indonesia, UK, Canada, USA, Belgium, Spain and Portugal)  My first and last assignments with this church (Methodist & Uniting) were at The Wayside Chapel in Kings Cross, 1964 and 1991, where an inclusive and pluralistic Christian faith was proclaimed and practiced.

I quote:  (from Ted Noffs)

“I am a child of the stars. My religion, like the clothes I wear, will one day be part of the dust of the centuries.  I AM a Catholic, I AM a Protestant, I AM a Jew, I AM a Hindu, I AM a Moslem, I AM  a Sikh, I AM a Buddhist, and a Taoist,; because I am a human being, and nothing human can be alien to me.”     “By What Authority” p.121.
Ted Noffs said this was his creed. Ted was a stand-out bold pioneer way ahead of his time. He lived this creed.  It is not my creed; but I have found it to be very valuable poetry in my life for more than 30 years.
The Church has moved out of the confines of “ecumenical” activity, embraced formal “dialogue” with other faith leaders; most noticeably with “Christians and Jews” in  regional groups at first; and now seeks practical help at the local level for “Living with the Neighbour who is Different”. (to use the title of a work by Keith Rowe, produced by Doctrine and ROF Assembly groups). We humans have done this “moving on” reluctantly, and some are simply not ready to join these endeavours.
Church members have attended local meetings with other faiths in greater numbers and are asking for theological advice and practical knowledge about other faiths. Cultural and religious practices are mixed:  Food, clothing, greetings and prayer issues to the fore. Understandably the emphasis is on the Christian-Muslim relations.  We are blessed in most of our capital cities with well attended Multi-Faith groups. (IMF is the one I relate to most in Brisbane).

So where does this leave us?  Many are nervous about poorly understood words like “Pluralism”, “Secularism”, “Gnosticism”, “Relativism”, and “Apostasy” etc.  You can probably add some other words to that list of “damned if you do” words.
For my part, I find myself cautious about the key distinctive and experienced realities that are central to my Christian faith.  The centrality of the Jesus of History and the Christ of faith, our experience of the Holy Spirit, of the Trinity and God’s Holy Word, are in the first instance non-negotiable in dialogue; but we can learn much from each other when we witness to the experience of them.  Genuine dialogue now hopefully includes the prospect of growth, and broadened understandings and even modification.  So we need great courage and trust in dialogue participants, especially as they get to the local non-official level which is the current trend to be encouraged.  I read recently, that “if something is worth doing, it is worth doing badly”.  That’s a bit like “do your best; but do it.”
Now I know most of you have been engaged in multi-faith activities.  And I expect, like me, you have experienced that many who share your faith are “reluctant”, “stuck”, or stubbornly opposed to being anything more than barely civil to people of other faiths.

So let’s have a conversation together about our present readiness to move further into this new world of developing relations with other faiths.  (Is someone taking notes?)
1. What are the churches (and other faith communities) doing more of and with more confidence than in previous times?

2. What is being done poorly or not at all?

3. What activities have you seen or been a part of and who was involved?

4. What have you identified as the significant differences and gifts of our faith which are the “hard ground” or the “foundations” of our witness?

5. What parts of our witness in dialogue need a lot more clarification and work?
6. What activities are you most excited about?

7. Of those who are “stuck” or “reluctant”, what do they say they need?
Do you have any questions for me?
I have noticed that most Synods began multi-faith activities from within “ecumenical” committees, and later done this work with a “multi-faith relations” committee.  What is likely to be the focal point for this work in the Queensland Synod?  I don’t have anything to recommend, but I think your observation that this work will continue to increase is correct.  Thank you very much for sharing your stories and experiences.
May God bless us with a deepened journey and spiritual renewal for the sake of our world in distress?
For information about the Assembly’s Reference Committee on Relations with Other Faiths, go to the Assembly website and use the Google to find the Reference Group’s page. 

From the Reference Group’s page:


1. INTRODUCTION
“Relations with people of other faiths is not an optional extra for us but an essential area of interaction and witness. The church proclaims the inclusiveness of God’s love to all humankind and promotes peace with justice, compassion, understanding and harmony. It also proclaims that it is God who created the earth and all humankind – the one God who we worship as Creator, Saviour and Holy  Spirit. “ 
(Keith Rowe in ‘Living with the Neighbour who is Different.’)

People of other faiths have always lived in Australia. Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander communities who have cared for the land and lived in it from time immemorial had a sophisticated and complex spirituality that was integral to their existence and life. On the first fleet were 16 Jewish prisoners. Many Afghan cameleers who opened up the desert areas of Australia’s inland in the 1800’s were Muslims. Buddhist and Hindus came with the gold rushes and as cane cutters.
At a time in Australian and world history 

· where the self-concept of Australia as a tolerant and accepting society is being challenged, 
· when there is significant growth in Islam and Buddhism in Australia 

· where divisions between people are growing, 

· where labeling and vilification are exacerbating difficult conflict situations, 

· when the growth in census figures for those who profess no religious affiliation is rising significantly 

the church seeks to explore, again and deeper, its relationships with those who confess faith and spirituality differently from us and with whom we share this place and this land.
1. The mission statement from the mandate of this agency is 
i. to promote knowledge and understanding of other living world faiths and their communities in Australia and to advise the Assembly on appropriate ways to foster relationships with such communities.

The 10 member reference committee has worked consistently over the past three years to fulfill its mandate and the priorities of the Assembly within the very limited resources it has. It has no staff , a very tiny budget, and relies on the faithful work of a small group of people from NSW as the committee, plus some administrative assistance and support from the Associate General Secretary. It seeks to be aware of work being done in other synods as well as NSW and, through its work and national contacts with other faith communities, is a resource for synods, congregations and presbyteries.
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