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Introduction
Interfaith September is an opportunity to build understanding and
friendship with people of other faiths.
As Christians, we believe diversity is a part of God’s creation. Our
faith in Christ calls us to live together in peace and love and to
engage in genuine dialogue with people of other faiths.
In Australia today, there is much work to do healing divisions caused
by ignorance, fear and poor understanding. But by reaching out to
people of other faiths, we can make a difference.

We are grateful to UCA theologian Rev. Dr Clive Pearson for his
work compiling the interfaith reflections and worship resources.
We look forward to hearing how you have participated in Interfaith
September this year.
Wishing you a fruitful and enriching journey!
Rev. Michael Barnes,
Convenor
UCA Assembly Relations with Other Faiths

When we come together, we realise how similar we are. We
appreciate our differences in a much more nuanced way. The
friendships we make can transform and enrich us.
Standing together, we send a strong message to those around us
about our shared desire for peace and harmony.
We invite you to get involved in Interfaith September in any way
that suits you. You may follow the worship resource each week,
theme a sermon, use a suggested hymn or host an event. You may
choose another time of year that is more suitable. It is up to you.
This year we have produced four resources:
•
•
•

•

Lectionary Guide A week-by-week reflection on the gospels
contained in the Lectionary for September with four different
interfaith themes.
Worship Resource Alongside the Lectionary Guide, the worship
resource includes sermon starters, links to other resources, an
Order of Service and other ideas.
Videos Six videos sharing stories of interfaith friendship. These
are matched with the four weekly themes of the Lectionary
Guide and could be shared during worship or community
gatherings.
Interfaith Action Ideas and tips for how you can reach out to
people of other faiths and build on understanding and friendship.
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Lectionary Guide
This guide takes you through the lectionary of September with
interfaith reflections on the Gospel of each week.
The reflections offer commentary both on the text and how
we might understand it in an interfaith context.
They have been prepared by Rev. Dr Clive Pearson, research
fellow for the Public and Contextual Theological Research
Centre of Charles Sturt University and former principal of
United Theological College of the NSW/ACT Synod. Rev. Dr
Pearson’s specialist areas include Christian theology of “other”
faiths.
Each week is presented under a theme. The Lectionary Guide
is designed to be used in conjunction with the Worship Resource which contains sermon starters, suggested hymns and
links to further resources.
You might also like to use our Interfaith September Videos as
part of your worship. Following the weekly themes, the videos
feature stories of interfaith friendship between people of other
faiths.
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Week One
The Cost of Discipleship
Gospel Reading: Luke 14:25-33
Now large crowds were traveling with him; and he
turned and said to them, 26 “Whoever comes to me and
does not hate father and mother, wife and children,
brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be
my disciple. 27 Whoever does not carry the cross and
follow me cannot be my disciple.
28 For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not
first sit down and estimate the cost, to see whether he
has enough to complete it? 29 Otherwise, when he has
laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who see it
will begin to ridicule him, 30 saying, ‘This fellow began to
build and was not able to finish.’
31 Or what king, going out to wage war against another
king, will not sit down first and consider whether he is
able with ten thousand to oppose the one who comes
against him with twenty thousand?
32 If he cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he
sends a delegation and asks for the terms of peace. 33
So therefore, none of you can become my disciple if you
do not give up all your possessions.
25

Other readings: Jeremiah 18:1-11; Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18;
Philemon 1-21.
Interfaith September 2016

REFLECTION
It is very tempting in discussions between faiths to emphasise what
we have in common and downplay the differences. At times we may
overlook those differences for the sake of politeness or to avoid
confrontation. However, once relationships between people of other
faiths have been established, there is a desire for the other to say more
precisely what they think, do and believe, regardless of how we might
differ. Our Gospel from Luke today is well suited for that task. It is
concerned with discipleship.
Firstly, we should consider the biblical context. Jesus has finished a
meal hosted by a leader of the Pharisees. It is the Sabbath. Earlier in
the chapter, Jesus enquires of the lawyers and Pharisees whether it
is lawful to cure on the Sabbath. They do not respond and he heals
a man with dropsy. The actual dinner – who is invited and who has
the positions of honour – moves Jesus to tell the parable of a great
banquet. The themes of the hospitality of God are played out. ‘The
poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame’ are invited at the expense of
those who aspire to places of honour.
Then follows the call to true discipleship. This teaching is directed
towards the large crowds traveling with Jesus. The invitation is
open-ended. It is extended to ‘whoever comes to me’ rather than
being confined to a specific religious or social status. The invitation
cuts through well-respected family obligation. The radical nature
of this obedience is expressed through the hyperbolic imagery of
hatred towards parents, siblings and ‘even life itself’. The language is
exaggerated to press home the point. Duties towards family, especially
honouring and obeying one’s parents, lay at the heart of what the
crowds would have assumed to be the norm.
Jesus then describes the cost of discipleship. The would-be disciple
must be willing to ‘carry the cross’ and follow Jesus. The image of
the cross is stark. The audience would be familiar with the image of
carrying the cross signifying a condemned criminal bound for death.
It is no mere metaphor. Jesus has been inciting opposition from those
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with positions of power. The follower must be prepared to go in a
similar direction.
The cost of discipleship is then presented through parables of:
•

someone building a tower and not considering beforehand his
capacity to complete the task; and

•

a king waging a war against another king, unclear as
to whether he has the resources to wage that war or,
alternatively, should sue for peace.

The purpose of these two parables is summed up in a further
expression of what constitutes becoming a disciple. The would-be
follower is to give up all possessions.
The tone of this passage is demanding. It seems removed from
the invitational, compassionate and merciful language more often
associated with Jesus in his interactions with crowds and those
who require healing. The tone is more like what we might expect
of Jesus when he is dealing with his critics and those who lay
claim to honour.
Jesus is interested in those who would seek to be ‘my disciple’.
The word disciple means more than being a follower. It involves
being a learner. It is a call to participate in the alternative
reality which is the kingdom of God. It is a costly rather than a
comfortable way.
The comparison can also be made with first century Judaism
- a disciple would be willing to submit to the rabbi’s authority
with regards the meaning of scripture and questions to do with
righteous behaviour. However, the language of discipleship is
not confined to the Judeo-Christian tradition. The word sikh is a
Punjabi word which refers to being a disciple of God. Sikhs are
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those disciples who follow the writings and teachings of the Ten
Sikh Gurus. In Buddhism, a disciple is a Sravaka, a hearer, which
would involve accepting the Buddha as a teacher and observing
his teaching (the Dhamma) and the community codes of conduct.
To ‘carry the cross and follow’ constitutes the Christian call to
discipleship. As described in the gospel of Luke, it is a way which

... the call to follow, to set aside even your
closest worldly attachments and carry
the cross as a disciple of Jesus means
welcoming the other and serving the needs
of someone from a different religious and
cultural background – for Christ’s sake.
is profoundly counter-cultural and assumes a series of reversals.
Jesus - the one being followed - is counted among tax collectors
and sinners, those who are deemed not to be righteous. The
poor, lowly and vulnerable are privileged. The one who comes
from another culture and who may be regarded with suspicion
is often presented as the person who discerns who Jesus is or
demonstrates what it means to be a good neighbour.
In many cases , the call to follow, to set aside even your closest
worldly attachments and carry the cross as a disciple of Jesus
means welcoming the other and serving the needs of someone
from a different religious and cultural background – for Christ’s
sake.
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Week Two
Unexpected Joy
Gospel Reading: Luke 15:1-10
The Parable of the Lost Sheep
1 Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near
to listen to him. 2 And the Pharisees and the scribes were
grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats
with them.” 3 So he told them this parable: 4 “Which one of you,
having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave
the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is
lost until he finds it? 5 When he has found it, he lays it on his
shoulders and rejoices. 6 And when he comes home, he calls
together his friends and neighbours, saying to them, ‘Rejoice
with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.’ 7 Just so, I
tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who
repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no
repentance.
The Parable of the Lost Coin
8 “Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one
of them, does not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search
carefully until she finds it? 9 When she has found it, she calls
together her friends and neighbours, saying, ‘Rejoice with me,
for I have found the coin that I had lost.’ 10 Just so, I tell you,
there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner
who repents.”
Other Readings: Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28; Psalm 14; 1 Timothy
1:12-17

Interfaith September 2016

REFLECTION
When we read or watch the news we might hear about the latest
political scandal, reports of crime or road fatalities, the ongoing war
in Syria and other conflicts, forecasts of climate change or the plight
of refugees. In terms of metaphor, 2016 could be described as a
‘wilderness’. There is not much joy being expressed except for the
adrenalin rush which accompanies a sporting success.
Today marks the 15th anniversary of 9/11. In its wake, we have seen
further acts of terrorism. Most recently the attacks in Paris, Brussels,
Istanbul and Nigeria. In its own distinctive way, 9/11 has become a
metaphor which seems to hold together themes to do with terrorism,
a clash of civilisational values, resilience and recovery.
In this context, we can consider how these parables Jesus tells might
be heard today. In what ways might they speak into a society which is
increasingly secular and multi-faith?
It cannot be assumed that the teaching of Jesus will be readily
recognised, let alone treated with respect. In The Future of Jesus1,
Peter Jensen argued that Jesus was becoming an ‘anonymous figure’
in Australia and something like a ‘footnote’ in the history of the
country. We can see the eclipse of Jesus at Easter time where the
heart of the Christian faith is often lost in a mix of good values, a sea of
chocolate and a field of bunnies.
To enter into the world of these parables, we have to cross into
cultures different from ours both in terms of time and place. Jesus is
attracting tax collectors and sinners. The Pharisees and the scribes
occasionally dine with Jesus but wish to do so on their own terms.
They are grumbling because they separate themselves from those
who are deemed to be sinners on religious grounds. The underlying
expectation is that Jesus should do the same and distance himself
from these outcasts.
1
Boyer Lectures for 2005: http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/boyerlectures/the-future-of-jesus/3339436
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In the first parable Jesus shares, the shepherd’s actions are
extravagant and hard to conceive. Would a shepherd really leave
behind 99 sheep in the wilderness while seeking the one which is
lost? The Greek word for leaving conveys a sense of abandoning.
The wilderness is a place of risk and vulnerability. In the second
parable, the woman has lost one coin, the equivalent of a day’s
wages. However she does not forsake the nine coins to look for
the other one.
The outcome of these two parables seem similar but are they?
There is certainly rejoicing in both instances when that which
was lost is found. The woman calls together her friends and
neighbours and the shepherd returns home with the lost sheep.
However, there is no reference to the other 99. Are they still in the
wilderness and hence at risk? Is this another one of Luke’s great
reversals? Are the grumbling Pharisees and scribes now, in effect,
lost or abandoned in the wilderness? Are they excluded from the
company Jesus seeks to host despite their life of privilege?
From the vantage point of relating to other faiths, what might
we say? Within our society, and also within Christianity, there are
those who might question or criticise efforts to build relationships
with followers of another faith. Its members may be regarded by
some as contemporary equivalents of tax collectors and sinners
and those who grumble about mixing with such may be likened to
the Pharisees. The good shepherd then may be viewed as the one
who leaves behind the assembled flock in search of sheep which
are otherwise deemed to be ‘lost’. Of course, those who belong
to another faith do not not think of themselves as ‘lost’. Rather,
the role of the church today might well be seeking to help those
people who belong to other faiths feel at ‘home’ in Australia.
It is easy for those who come to a new country and whose ways
are different to feel ‘lost’ in a whole variety of ways. Post-9/11
and other acts of terrorism, there have often been outbreaks of
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anti-Islamic behaviour within wider society. Muslims in Australia
experience hate talk and discrimination at levels three times
higher than non-Muslims2.
Coming out of his Croatian experience of civil war and interreligious conflict, Miroslav Volf has repeatedly written on the
need for forgiveness and embrace. The coming together of those

... the role of the church today
might well be seeking to help
those people who belong to
other faiths feel at ‘home’ in
Australia.
divided along the lines of the righteous and the lost can be one of
unexpected joy.
In these parables, Jesus mentions joy and rejoicing five times in
ten sentences. The language of joy can be found in other faiths
as well. For Buddhism joy is one of the ‘four unmeasurables’
along with love, compassion and equanimity. The practice of
sympathetic joy (mudita) is an unselfish joy that delights in the joy
and good fortune of the other. For Islam it can be associated with
the happiness of practising the faith along with the love of Allah
for the creation.

2
http://www.uws.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/988793/12441_text_challenging_racism_WEB.pdf
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Week Three

Peace Sunday: What’s Possible?
Gospel Reading: Luke 16:1-13
16 Then Jesus said to the disciples, “There was a rich man who
had a manager, and charges were brought to him that this
man was squandering his property. 2 So he summoned him
and said to him, ‘What is this that I hear about you? Give me
an accounting of your management, because you cannot be
my manager any longer.’ 3 Then the manager said to himself,
‘What will I do, now that my master is taking the position away
from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to
beg. 4 I have decided what to do so that, when I am dismissed
as manager, people may welcome me into their homes.’ 5 So,
summoning his master’s debtors one by one, he asked the first,
‘How much do you owe my master?’ 6 He answered, ‘A hundred
jugs of olive oil.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly,
and make it fifty.’ 7 Then he asked another, ‘And how much do
you owe?’ He replied, ‘A hundred containers of wheat.’ He said
to him, ‘Take your bill and make it eighty.’ 8 And his master
commended the dishonest manager because he had acted
shrewdly; for the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing
with their own generation than are the children of light. 9 And
I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest
wealth so that when it is gone, they may welcome you into the
eternal homes.
10 “Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and
whoever is dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in much.
11 If then you have not been faithful with the dishonest wealth,
who will entrust to you the true riches? 12 And if you have not
been faithful with what belongs to another, who will give you
what is your own? 13 No slave can serve two masters; for a
slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted
to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and
wealth.”

REFLECTION
Today is Peace Sunday. It is the Sunday closest to the International Day
of Peace around the world on 21 September. The Day was inaugurated
in 1982 and was designed initially to observe a day of ceasefire in war
zones and the provision of access for humanitarian aid. It later became
a day dedicated to peace education and, by extension, sustainable
development.
In more recent times, there has been a call to modify the term peace
by placing before it the word “just”. The movement for a “just peace” is
clearly intended to challenge the notion of a “just war” which became
a part of the Christian tradition from the fourth century onwards. The
current understanding of a just peace assumes that peace is more
than the absence of conflict: it involves the righting of wrongs and the
restoration and reconciliation of all parties. The United Church of Christ
in Canada has renamed its day to Just Peace Sunday1.
The language of peace permeates religious traditions. For Hinduism,
peace (Shanti) can lie in the cultivation of a way of life which leads to
an interior peace which can then contribute to world peace. One Hindu
example of peace and non-violence is, of course, the life of Mahatma
Gandhi. For the Buddhist, peace begins with an interior journey away
from greed, hatred and ignorance. In the Abrahamic faiths, Judaism
(shalom), Islam (salaam), and Christianity, the bestowal of peace is a
sign of welcome. In Australia, when acts of terrorism have occurred,
fear and poor understanding, have led some to question whether Islam
condones violence. However, the Arabic world ‘Islam’ is derived from
salaam and such peace is expected to extend from submission to God.
In Judaism shalom conveys a sense of wholeness. There are many
references to peace throughout the Hebrew Bible (Tanakh).
Our reading for today seems far removed from Peace Sunday. It has
the hallmarks of dishonesty, ingenuity, opportunism and intrigue. The
parable itself is peculiar to Luke – and it is reckoned to be one of the
most difficult to interpret in this gospel. The problem is several fold.

Other readings: Jeremiah 8:18-9:1; Psalm 79:1-9; 1 Timothy 2:1-7.
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http://www.ucc.org/justice_just-peace
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In the first instance, the parable seems to endorse the actions of
the unjust steward by his master. It is evident that he indulged in
careless spending and the rich man is not likely to be forgiving.
The parable then depends upon the manager’s shrewdness. He
is mindful of his fate and so seeks to make his master’s debtors
indebted to him. The manager achieves this by reducing the
debts his master is owed. Surprisingly, the master commends the
steward. We are not told why.
Secondly, the rest of the reading is bound to the parable. It
invites the hearer to make friends by means of dishonest wealth.
The following piece of wisdom concerns how someone who
is dishonest when entrusted with little is likely to be dishonest
when entrusted with more. And, finally, comes a theme which is
particularly strong in Luke concerning love of God and love of
wealth: no slave can serve two masters.
Arguably, the manager is commended for investing in enduring
relationships. Is it a parable which is designed to encourage us
to act shrewdly in this world? Is it supposed to endorse actions
which acquire credit at the end of time rather than in the here and
now? We do not know for sure.

... The language of peace permeates
religious traditions. For Hinduism, peace
(Shanti) can lie in the cultivation of a way
of life which leads to an interior peace
which can then contribute to world
peace...
In the Abrahamic faiths, Judaism
(shalom), Islam (salaam), and Christianity,
the bestowal of peace is a sign of
welcome.

How might we understand this text on Peace Sunday?The
language of peace is often associated with idealism and
utopianism, however, the construction of peace can be a great
deal more difficult and complex. One might argue the “dishonest
manager” is concerned not only for his own well-being but is also
discerning that the debtors may not be able to meet full payment
of what they owe. He takes this action for the sake of a just
peace.
And so, one lesson we may take from this parable is that when we
negotiate peace, we need to consider the well-being of all who
will be affected, there may be risks associated with our actions
and we may need to consider an unfamiliar and uneasy path.
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Week Four

From the underside of history
Gospel Reading: Luke 16:19-31
19 “There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine
linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. 20 And at his
gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, 21
who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich
man’s table; even the dogs would come and lick his sores. 22
The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to
be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried.
23 In Hades, where he was being tormented, he looked up
and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. 24 He
called out, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send
Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my
tongue; for I am in agony in these flames.’ 25 But Abraham
said, ‘Child, remember that during your lifetime you received
your good things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but
now he is comforted here, and you are in agony. 26 Besides
all this, between you and us a great chasm has been fixed,
so that those who might want to pass from here to you
cannot do so, and no one can cross from there to us.’ 27
He said, ‘Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s
house— 28 for I have five brothers—that he may warn them,
so that they will not also come into this place of torment.’ 29
Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; they
should listen to them.’ 30 He said, ‘No, father Abraham; but
if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’
31 He said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the
prophets, neither will they be convinced even if someone
rises from the dead.

Other readings: Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-15; Psalm 91:1-6, 14-16: 1
Timothy 6:6-19.
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REFLECTION
We live in a globalised world where there is an increasing gap between
the privileged, the wealthy and the well-resourced and those at the
other end of the spectrum. It is the kind of situation which several
decades ago led to the rise of liberation theologies in Latin America
where various theologians underlined a bias to the poor in the gospels.
The imbalance between the wealthy and the poor is a key feature
of the world religions. In Judaism, giving to the poor is an obligation
through the commandment of tzedakah, a Hebrew word which
translates to “righteousness, fairness, justice”. It is not merely an act
of charity, but an act of justice and a means to pursue social and
economic justice. In the Tanakh (the Hebrew Bible), prophetic witness
was often directed towards those who were the most vulnerable and
those who were exploited in unjust ways.
In Islam, Muhammad took pride in his poverty. It is claimed that his
wife, A’isha took on voluntary poverty as did the first two successors
of Muhammad – Abu Bakr and Umar. The Sufi mystical tradition
likewise prized poverty and abstinence as a spiritual discipline.
Following in the tradition of Guru Nanak, Sikhism associates poverty
with humility. Guru Nanak was born into a high-caste but dispensed
with the sacred thread associated with that status in order to
associate with the gareeb (the poor).
Buddha was also born into great wealth and luxury but increasingly
became aware of suffering, ill-being and poverty. In Buddhism the
practice of ‘almsgiving’ (dana) is one of the three elements of practice
set down by the Buddha for lay people.
Of all the gospels Luke is the one which is most concerned with the
relationship between the rich and poor. References to rich people can
be found at 8:2-3; 23:50-53; Acts 4:36-37; 10:1-48; 16:13-15, and 18:78. The parable of Lazarus and the rich man is not found in any other
gospel. It is preceded by a couple of sections which set the theme
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for this chapter: listen to the law and the prophets. The Pharisees
have all heard what is said by Jesus but they ridicule him.
According to Luke, there appears to be a connection between the
Pharisees’ love of money and their ridiculing Jesus.
The parable is tailor-made for a bottom-up perspective on life.
The rich man furnishes an extreme example of someone who
is well-off not noticing the plight of the poor man at his gate.
The rich man is defined by his clothes (he is dressed in linen and
expensive purple), his table fellowship and the quality of the food
he can afford. The poor man is unwell. He has been reduced to
begging and relying upon what falls from the rich man’s table. The
dogs (an unclean animal) lick his wounds. Nevertheless, Lazarus is
given a name which means “God has helped me”. It is ironic that
the rich man, who would be lauded in life and well-known, has no
name. He is able to keep the poor at a distance because his house
possesses a gate.
The naming of Lazarus thus is a part of Luke’s strategy of a great
reversal, that is, the poor are lifted up and blessed while the
rich are brought down and subject to woe. The catalyst for this
transition in the parable comes at the point of death. Lazarus is
received by Abraham. He is given a place of honour by his side.
The rich man is consigned to Hades. The rich man still seems to
think that he can exercise power and influence. He asks Abraham
for Lazarus to be sent to him to be a comforter. He is denied. For
the first time in the parable he shows concerns for others. The
rich man asks if Lazarus can be sent to warn his brothers what will
happen to them if they do not mend their ways. The rich man is
advised that even if someone returned from the dead they would
not be likely to repent.
Mutual concern for the poor and an obligation to act on behalf
of those who are treated unjustly provides a solid foundation for
collaboration between people of different faiths.
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Like many charities started by Christian organisations, there are
many people of other faiths working to make their communities a
better place.

... Mutual concern for the poor and an
obligation to act on behalf of those
who are treated unjustly provides
a solid foundation for collaboration
between people of different faiths.

For example, the United Muslim Women Association in Sydney
provides support to women impacted by domestic violence. Sikh
temples all around the world offer langar where meals are served
by volunteers free of charge to all people, in keeping with the Sikh
values of hospitality, equality and inclusiveness. Stand Up is a
Jewish charity in Australia partnering with Indigenous Australians
and supporting refugees.
At the same time, there are many examples of members of
different faiths working side-by-side on community and justice
issues such as climate change, asylum seekers and housing
affordability. Recently Muslim faith leaders in Queensland stood
behind the offer of Christian Churches to offer sanctuary to
asylum at risk of being returned to offshore detention centres1.

1
http://www.sunshinecoastdaily.com.au/news/islamic-community-joins-christians-support-asylum-/2925353/
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Stay in touch
assembly.uca.org.au/rof
facebook.com/interfaithUCA
rof@nat.uca.org.au

