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God took an enormous risk in creating humans. 
God made us free, free to accept God’s love, but 
also free to reject it. God does not control us. God 
does not determine us. We are responsible for our 
own actions, able to respond as we choose, free.   

That divine risk had profound implications for the 
universe. For humans truly to be free, we had to 
evolve within a material 
world where events occur 
on the basis of probability, 
not in accord with divine 
dictate. God cannot prevent 
bad things happening, since 
such divine intervention 
would impair the growth of 
that freedom which God so 
desires in us. Therefore, God 
cannot prevent devastating 
earthquakes and tsunamis. 
Nor can God stem floods and 
droughts which cause death 
and destruction. Neither can 
God save from extinction 
those species whose biology 
cannot adapt quickly enough 
to changing circumstances. 
But under God’s providence, 
slowly and inexorably, despite 
setbacks and blind alleys, the world evolved in all its 
myriad complexity and humans emerged free and 
responsible.

Recently there was the terrorist atrocity in Nairobi, 
where shoppers were killed indiscriminately. There 
is ongoing turmoil in Syria, where thousands have 
lost their lives and millions have been displaced. 
The political instability in Egypt continues to fuel 
sectarian tensions. There is violence and conflict 
in Afghanistan, Pakistan and in many other parts 
of the world. The Royal Commission in Australia is 
uncovering the awful trauma of abuse of children. 

All these disasters are “man-made”. They are 
the result of bad choices that men and women, 
individually and collectively, have made, but the 
victims who suffer the most are the poor and the 
innocent who had no say. 

There are also “natural” disasters such as 
earthquakes, over which we have no control, but 
tremble in awe at the immense power of nature.

There are other disasters, like the recent bushfires 
in NSW, or floods and mud slides in deforested 
areas, where climatic conditions and cumulative 
human choices over a long period of time combine 

to create high risk situations 
which threaten lives, homes 
and properties.

In response to all these 
disasters, natural and 
otherwise, some wring their 
hands and do little; but 
many are moved to respond. 
Negotiators mediate conflict 
and advocate for others’ 
rights. Professionals provide 
education, health and social 
development. Firefighters 
risk their lives defending 
homes and properties. 
Donors offer food, clothes 
and other household goods. 
Volunteers comfort the 
suffering, offer shelter and 
open their homes to the 

needy. Others open their hearts in prayer and 
intercession. Each one of us can play a part. Indeed, 
all of the world’s religions teach us to care for each 
other, especially those most vulnerable. 

This issue of Bridges reports how Christians and 
Muslims have responded generously to the various 
disasters that have touched people’s lives, showing 
forth the true use of our God-given freedom, 
embodying the love of God and neighbour.  

The 4th of November was Hijrah, the Muslim New 
Year. The 1st of January is New Year according to 
the Christian calendar. We wish all our readers a 
very happy and blessed New Year. May it be a year 
of new beginnings.

Patrick J McInerney
Editor
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In the past months the world has again been shocked 
by acts of violent terrorism. In April a bomb blast 
devastated the finishing line of the Boston Marathon. 
In May a soldier in plain clothes was run down and 
butchered in broad daylight in the middle of a street in 
London. 

It is impossible not to be affected by these terrible acts. 
We cannot escape them. They are reported in the 
news, forwarded on by social media, speculated about 
by talk-back radio. We feel revulsion at the horrible 
deeds and want to find someone to blame.

Muslims also feel the same 
revulsion, perhaps even 
more intensely. When 
people from other religions 
commit atrocities their 
religious affiliation does 
not get aired. But when 
misguided Muslims, acting 
contrary to express Quranic 
injunctions and violating 
cardinal Islamic principles, 
carry out similar acts, their 
affiliation with Islam is 
broadcast to the world and 
gives all Muslims a bad 
reputation by association. 
This is unjust. 

Beginning with my own initial 
response to the reports of 
these violent crimes, I reflect 
on the various responses to 
violence that Muslims and 
others make (p. 5). Avoiding 
both extremes of naïve 
idealization of Islam and accusatory scapegoating of 
Islam, I argue that what is required in these troubled 
times is a listening discernment that sifts the good 
and the bad. This applies not only to Islam but to all 
traditions, religious and secular. We need to recognize 
the goodness and decency of the vast majority of 
people of all faiths and none. We need to be rigorously 
honest and just in confronting evil, wherever it is found. 
We need to preserve and promote good relations 
with all. As the Bishops of England and Wales said in 
response to the brutal murder in Woolwich:

“At this time it is vital for people of all faiths to show 
real solidarity in their rejection of violence and in their 
commitment to peace. In particular it is vital that we 
build on the excellent relations we have between faith 
communities in this country, not least with the Muslim 
community.” 

Often the accusation is made that Muslims do not 
speak out against terrorist violence committed by their 
co-religionists. The reality is that Muslim leaders do 
protest, but their voice of moderation is not sensational 
so is not heard. We publish statements by the  
The National Imams Consultative Forum (NICF) and the 

Australian National Imams 
Council (ANIC) (p. 6), noting 
that the website of the former 
has pages of fatwas, rulings 
and authoritative statements 
against terrorism in Islam 
dating back years.

Secularity is a challenge 
to all people of faith who 
recognize God’s sovereignty 
over every sphere of life. As 
the Prophet Muhammad 
exercised both religious 
and political leadership, it 
seems to be a particular 
challenge in Islam. Often the 
Vatican too speaks critically 
of ‘secularism’. However, 
the proper autonomy and 
interdependence of the 
religious and the secular 
enables both to flourish and 
facilitates free, democratic, 
multi-religious societies 

in which all are equal before the law. In Struggling 
with Secularity Ron Rolheiser OMI provides a useful 
analysis of how to negotiate between the two extremes 
of naïve acceptance and total rejection (p. 7). 

The insert begins a new series in which young Muslims 
and Christians will reflect on the Pillars of Islam, starting 
with Ramadan which begins next month. 

We welcome the election of Pope Francis (p. 4) and look 
forward to the leadership he will give in interreligious 
dialogue, especially with Muslims. 

Patrick McInerney, Editor
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NEWS FROM THE CENTRE 

UN Peace Day Services

Staff at the Centre attended two events to mark 
the United Nations International Day of Peace. On 
21 September Fr Patrick McInerney, Fr Brian Vale 
and Ashleigh Green attended the interfaith peace 
service at St David’s Uniting Church Hall, Lindfield 
where members of various faith communities offered 
prayers for peace. On 29 September Ashleigh Green 
read from Christian scripture at an interfaith service 
at the Baha’i Temple. Both services highlighted the 
need for prayer as violence and hostility endures in 
the world. 

Golden Rule Discussion, Macquarie University

On 14 October Ashleigh Green led a discussion on 
the Golden Rule at Macquarie University’s Love, 
Peace and Faith event. The event began with a 
panel discussion featuring representatives from 
the university’s diverse faith societies. Following 
the panel discussion, the audience split into four 
groups, one of which discussed the universality of 
the Golden Rule and its relevance in today’s world. 
One student noted, “It is easy to follow the Golden 
Rule when I am with my friends; but when I am at 
the shops buying a shirt that was made by women 
in a sweat-shop and I know that I wouldn’t want to 
be in her position, it is much harder to follow the 
Golden Rule.” 

Golden Rule Discussion with Macquarie Uni Students

Opening Night of Seekers Hub Sydney

Fr Brian Vale attended the official opening of 
Seekers Hub Sydney (formerly Al-Ghazzali Centre) 
in Riverwood, Sydney on 4 October. Fr Brian used 
the occasion to congratulate Imam Afroz Ali and 
the Muslim community for their achievement of 
attaining such a fine facility and he presented them 
with a framed copy of The Golden Rule Poster. The 
opening attracted Muslims from interstate and New 
Zealand and proved a wonderful opportunity for 
networking.

 Auburn Gallipoli Mosque Open Day

On 8 September Auburn Gallipoli Mosque opened 
its  doors for the annual Open Day. Fr Patrick 
McInerney joined other guests in a tour of the 
mosque, information seminars and a light lunch. After 
promoting the open day on our Facebook page we 
received feedback from one young Catholic woman 
who attended, “I went to the Auburn Mosque Open 
Day and it was amazing. The event itself was very 
well organized and the people were very welcoming! 
It really helped me learn more about the reality of 
life for Muslims and it destroyed any prejudice and 
fear that I previously had.”

Eid al-Adha

Eid al-Adha commemorates Abraham’s willingness 
to sacrifice his son in fidelity to God. It is also the 
culmination of the Hajj Pilgrimage rituals (see Insert). 
On 15 October Fr Patrick McInerney attended the 
Eid Prayers at Lakemba and then visited the Eid 
Festival in Wyatt Park, Lidcombe.  The following 
morning he and Fr Brian Vale attended the Eid 
Prayers at the Shi’a mosque in Granville and visited 
the Islamic Centre at Earlwood.  This expression 
of solidarity was very much appreciated and many 
people thanked us for being with them on this sacred 
occasion.      

Harmony Walk

Fr Patrick McInerney was one of 600 people from 
diverse national, religious and ethnic communities 
who took part in the second Harmony Walk in 
Sydney’s CBD.  This event promotes inclusivism 
and celebrates the enduring principles of fairness, 
harmony and respect. The crowds were entertained 
by a variety of musical performers.  For details see   
http://bit.ly/16nZKik 

Teaching at University
 
In the second semester Rabbi Gad Krebs and 
Fr Patrick McInerney co-presented the course 
Introduction to Judaism and Islam to over one 
hundred students at the Australian Catholic 
University (ACU).  Apart from the formal lectures, 
the course included visits to the Synagogue and the 
Mosque where the students experienced the place 
of worship, met and talked with members of the 
Jewish and Muslim congregations and discovered 
commonalities with their own traditions.  Fr Patrick 
has also been teaching twenty students on an 
online course on interreligious dialogue with the 
Broken Bay Institute accredited with the University 
of Newcastle.

http://www.un.org/en/events/peaceday/
http://www.columban.org.au/thegoldenrule
https://www.facebook.com/lovepeacefaithMQ
https://www.facebook.com/lovepeacefaithMQ
http://muslimvillage.com/2013/08/29/42571/sep-8-2013-syd-auburn-gallipoli-mosque-open-day/
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NEWS FROM THE WORLD 

Religions Unite to Protest Peshawar Church 
Bombing

In early October hundreds of Christians, Hindus, 
Shi’a and Sunni Muslims formed human chains 
outside churches in Karachi and Lahore to show 
their solidarity with the victims of the 22 September 
Peshawar church attack which resulted in over 85 
deaths. Two suicide bombers blew themselves up 
after the Mass at All Saints Church in Peshawar. 
Mohammad Jibran Nasir, one of the main organizers 
of the days of “prayer and resistance against 
terrorism” stated that, “The objective of this initiative 
was to demonstrate interfaith harmony among 
Pakistanis and express solidarity with the relatives 
of Peshawar victims.” 

For more information see: 
http://bit.ly/19OtS7d 
http://bit.ly/1cfeGA4

Photo credit: Malik Shafiq

Pope Francis Writes to Imam Ahmed al-Tayyeb

On 17 September Pope Francis sent a message to 
Ahmed al-Tayyeb, the Great Imam of the Islamic 
University al-Azhar, the main cultural institution 
of Sunni Islam. In a statement by the University it 
was reported that the Pope’s message expressed 
esteem and respect “for Islam and Muslims” and 
it promoted “understanding among Christians and 
Muslims in the world, to build peace and justice”.

Dialogue between the Vatican and al-Azhar had been 
interrupted by the University after Pope Benedict 
XVI expressed the need to protect Christians in 
Egypt and the Middle East after the 2011 attack on 
the Coptic Cathedral in Alexandria.

For more information see: http://bit.ly/HtVlRv 

Former Pakistani Minister Addresses Vatican 
Conference  

Paul Bhatti, whose brother was assassinated in 2011 
by Muslim fundamentalists in Pakistan, was invited 
to speak at a Vatican conference in October marking 
the 50th Anniversary of Pacem in Terris.Other 
speakers at the conference included Cardinal Peter 
Turkson, president of the Pontifical Council for 
Justice and Peace, Cardinal Jean Louis Tauran, 
president of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
Dialogue and Monsignor Michael Fitzgerald, former 
apostolic nuncio in Egypt. 

In an interview with Zenit, Bhatti said:

 Dialogue at the diplomatic level should have 
 the power to resolve the global humanitarian 
 crisis and the violence. If it fails, perhaps it 
 means that insufficient account was taken of 
 the reality of the situation, or persons were 
 not involved in the dialogue who were apt to 
 make a difference. Every situation is 
 directed, with a determined intellectual, 
 religious capacity to persons who have a 
 certain influence. ….it is necessary to share 
 our ideas with persons who can influence 
 those who do violence. Sometimes the failure 
 of the interreligious dialogue happens 
 because it does not involve those who don’t 
 think as we do.

For more information see: http://bit.ly/1drcYNq 

Israeli and Palestinian TV air film about conflict

Under The Same Sun is the title of a docu-drama 
filmed in the West bank and in east Jerusalem 
featuring both Israeli and Palestinian actors, 
produced by an Israeli and directed by a Palestinian. 
The film, which is currently onscreen overseas, 
follows the story of two businessmen – an Israeli and 
a Palestinian – who set up a solar energy company 
together provoking hostility from their families and 
communities. In response to the hostility, they mount 
a campaign through social media to get popular 
support in both communities and push for a peace 
agreement. While the story is fictional it explores 
real issues and imagines what is possible. The film 
was broadcast in Israel and Palestine on 2 October.

For more information see: http://bit.ly/1a3CrcN 

http://www.anglicannews.org/news/2013/10/human-chain-formed-to-protect-christians-during-lahore-mass.aspx
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/03/01/AR2011030101394.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_xxiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_j-xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem_en.html
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POPE FRANCIS CALLS FOR PEACE by Ashleigh Green  

When Pope Francis proclaimed 7 September 2013 
a day of fasting and prayer for peace in Syria, we 
at the Centre for Christian-Muslim Relations wanted 
to promote his initiative. Pope Francis invited 
Catholics, fellow Christians, followers of other 
religions and all people of goodwill to join him in 
prayer and fasting.  By promoting the initiative on 
our Christian-Muslim Relations Facebook page, we 
hoped to reach a diverse, multi-religious audience.  
When our Facebook post was re-posted 69 times 
and was viewed by over 6,500 Facebook users we 
were somewhat taken aback. The popularity of the 
post highlighted the resonance of Pope Francis’ 
words, actions and initiatives with a wide and varied 
audience. 

 

 
 
 

The post that was shared on the Christian-Muslim 
Relations Facebook Page to promote Pope Francis’
day of prayer and fasting

News reports show that Muslim groups globally 
responded to the Pope’s invitation to pray for peace 
on 7 September. Syria’s Sunni Muslim leader, Grand 
Mufti Ahmad Badreddin Hassoun, called on all 
Muslims in Syria to participate in prayers for peace “in 
communion with the Pope.” A peace service was also 
held at the Great Mosque in Paris. Ridwan Al-Sayyid, 
former professor of Islamic Studies at Harvard and 
the University of Chicago said, “The Pope’s Day of 
Prayer for Syria is fundamental to open the door to a 
peaceful solution, in lieu of military action that would 
increase even more the suffering of the peoples of 
Syria and Lebanon.” (Catholic Star Herald, 2013)

During a service at Santa Maria Draperis Church, 
Istanbul, Muslim preacher, Mahmut Kurtoglu, was 
asked to read parts of the Qur’an. At this service 
Bishop Louis Pelatre, apostolic vicar of Istanbul, told 
the packed church, “Peace requires a lot of effort. 
Engaging in war is relatively easy.” From behind the 
18th Century Church’s altar the bishop said, “This 
evening we have no weapons other than fasting 
and prayer.” (CNS, 2013).
 
On the evening of 7 September tens of thousands of 
people attended the Pope’s peace vigil in St Peter’s 
Square. During the vigil, Pope Francis reinforced 
the need for the world to unite in the petition for 
peace in Syria and the rest of the world: 

 This evening, I ask the Lord that we 
 Christians, and our  brothers  and  sisters  of  other 
 religions, and every man and woman of good 
 will, cry out forcefully: violence and war are 
 never the way to peace! Let everyone be 
 moved to look into the depths of his or her 
 conscience and listen to that word which 
 says: Leave behind the self-interest that 
 hardens your heart, overcome the 
 indifference that makes your heart insensitive 
 towards others, conquer your deadly 
 reasoning, and open yourself to dialogue and 
 reconciliation. Look upon your brother’s 
 sorrow and do not add to it, stay your hand, 
 rebuild the harmony that has been shattered; 
 and all this achieved not by conflict but by 
 encounter! May the noise of weapons cease! 
 War always marks the failure of peace, it is 
 always a defeat for humanity. Let the words 
 of Pope Paul VI resound again: ‘No more 
 one against the other, no more, never! ... war 
 never again, never again war!’ (Address to 
 the United Nations, 1965). 

https://www.facebook.com/ChristianMuslimRelations.CMI
http://www.catholicstarherald.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=8020:pope-francis-call-to-pray-for-peace&catid=80:that-all-may-be-one&directory=300009
http://www.catholicnews.com/data/stories/cns/1303839.htm
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POPE FRANCIS CALLS FOR PEACE by Ashleigh Green ANTI-SEMITIC ATTACKS by Ashleigh Green

 Let us pray for reconciliation and peace, let 
 us work for reconciliation and peace, and let 
 us all become, in every place, men and 
 women of reconciliation and peace! Amen.

Later in September Pope Francis addressed 
participants at an International Meeting for Peace by 
the Sant-Egidio Community. Again, he emphasized 
that, 

 Peace is everyone’s responsibility. To pray 
 for peace, to work for peace! A religious 
 leader is always a person of peace, because 
 the commandment of peace is inscribed in 
 the depth of the religious traditions we 
 represent.

Pope Francis asserted the fact that, “there can be 
no religious justification for violence, in whatever 
way it manifests itself” and he repeated the words of 
his predecessor Pope Benedict XVI that, “we must 
do away with every form of religiously motivated 
violence.”

During the same address, Pope Francis highlighted 
the power of “tenacious, patient, strong, intelligent 
dialogue” in the face of war:

 Dialogue can defeat war. Dialogue makes 
 people of different generations live together, 
 who often ignore one another; it makes 
 citizens of different ethnic provenance and 
 different convictions live together. Dialogue 
 is the way of peace because dialogue 
 fosters understanding, harmony, concord, 
 peace… Each one of us is called to be an 
 artisan of peace, uniting and not dividing, 
 extinguishing hatred and not harbouring it, 
 opening the ways of dialogue and not raising 
 new walls! We must dialogue, meet with one 
 another to establish in the world the culture 
 of dialogue, the culture of encounter... 
 Dialogue and prayer grow and wither 
 together. Man’s relationship with God is the 
 school and food of dialogue with men. 

It is fitting that Pope Francis ended his address 
to the Sant-Egidio Community by drawing on the 
connection between dialogue, prayer and peace. 
Only three weeks earlier, his call for a day of 
prayer stimulated dialogue between Christians and 
Muslims as they united with a common vision for 
Syria and the rest of the world. 

For the full text of the addresses we refer you to: 
http://bit.ly/1ab4uuW
http://bit.ly/1ihjC9b

The Columban Mission Institute joined a number 
of religious, ethnic and community organisations in 
signing a joint statement responding to the violent  
anti-Semitic attack in Sydney on 26 October.

Four men and a woman were walking home from 
the synagogue in Bondi, Sydney when a group of 
eight young men began yelling anti-Semitic insults 
at them. The confrontation led to a physical fight that 
resulted in injuries among the five Jewish people 
aged between 27 and 66. 

As the staff of the Columban Mission Institute we 
deplore this violent attack and are proud to sign this 
public letter that affirms the values of multiculturalism 
and respect for all people.

JOINT LETTER ON ANTI-SEMITIC 
INCIDENT IN EASTERN SUBURBS

As proud and concerned Australians and 
residents of NSW, we the representatives of the 
undersigned community based organisations 
strongly condemn the recent violent and 
anti-Semitic attack on a Jewish family in 
Sydney’s eastern suburbs.

Violence, and violence that is motivated by 
racial, cultural or religious hatred is abhorrent 
to us and unacceptable in our diverse society. 

We call for the full investigation of the incident 
and the prosecution of the perpetrators, while 
also supporting their rehabilitation. 

We commend the by-standers and others who 
acted with civic responsibility and courage, 
and came to the aid of the victims. 

We see this as an important time for all our 
efforts to promote inter-ethnic, inter-racial and 
inter-faith cooperation and dialogue, including 
the updating of racial vilification legislation. 

An attack like the one that has taken place 
also attacks our overall way of life. Therefore, 
such incidents – while generally isolated in our 
society – need to be taken very seriously and 
need to be used by all of us to demonstrate 
commitment to Australia’s predominantly 
successful multicultural model.

http://www.santegidio.org/index.php?&idLng=1064
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-10-26/jewish-attack-antisemitic-bondi-charged/5047598
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MUSLIM CHARITIES RESPOND TO NSW BUSHFIRES by Ashleigh Green 

The fires that ravaged much of NSW in October 
stirred an outpouring of goodwill across the 
country. Within hours of homes and businesses 
being destroyed, social media sites were flooded 
with offers of time, money, goods and services to 
help those affected. I remember seeing one family 
use Facebook to advertise their offer of a car to a 
family that had lost their own. While the fires caused 
widespread devastation, what emerged from the 
ashes was sense of community that crossed barriers 
of religion, gender, age and race. 

While we often hear about the wonderful work of 
Christian charities, it is important not to overlook the 
work of Islamic organizations that are playing a vital 
role in the relief effort. On 25 October Australian 
Grand Mufti, Dr Ibrahim Abu Mohamed spoke to 
SBS, “Today we collectively extended a prayer for 
rain, protection and relief from the bushfires and all 
harm to, not just NSW, but all of Australia because 
this is our community…” 

Here, we share with you some of the work of 
Australian Muslim charities that continue to play a 
fundamental role in the bushfire relief efforts. 

Mission of Hope

MIssion of Hope is a Sydney based Muslim charity 
with a focus on health and community development. 

Mission of Hope’s ‘Gimme $5 for Fire’ campaign 
is exactly what the name suggests – individuals 
donate $5 and the money that accumulates is used 
to fund the SES bushfire relief efforts.

Ibrahim Abdo from Mission of Hope explains 
that, “$5 doesn’t sound like much, but when the 
message gets out that we’re doing something to 
help the fire victims you get a lot of people wanting 
to pitch in. Eventually, the money adds up to a 
significant amount.” Mission of Hope is also calling 
for volunteers to assist with the SES clean up at 
Windsor. 

Islamic Relief Australia
 
Islamic Relief  is a non-profit humanitarian aid or-
ganization working in over thirty countries with 
branches in Sydney and Melbourne. 

In response to the recent bushfires, Islamic Relief 
set the goal of collecting 1000 sleeping bags for 
Blue Mountains residents who had lost their homes. 
Along with successfully collecting 1000 sleeping 
bags Islamic Relief volunteers delivered sweets 
and refreshments to firefighters, they delivered 
a range of supplies to the Springwood Country 
Club evacuation centre and they set up a fund for 
monetary donations. 

Mohammad Kandil, head of communications at 
Islamic Relief Australia says, “We are responding to 
the bushfires in much the same way we are currently 
responding to the humanitarian crisis in Syria. 
Islamic Relief Australia feels that humanitarian work 
should start at home which is why we’re passionate 
about helping those affected by the bushfires. (CRC 
Interface, 2013). 

Volunteers from Islamic Relief Australia delivering sleeping bags 
to bushfire victims. Photos courtesy of Islamic Relief Australia’s 

Facebook Page. 

http://www.sbs.com.au/news/video/56413251743/Outpouring-of-support-continue-for-bushfire-victim
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Mission-of-Hope/125520454300991?fref=ts
https://islamic-relief.com.au/
http://www.interface.org.au/support_pours_in_as_fires_continue_to_burn
http://www.interface.org.au/support_pours_in_as_fires_continue_to_burn
https://www.facebook.com/IslamicReliefAus
https://www.facebook.com/IslamicReliefAus
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MULTIFAITH STATEMENT ON ASYLUM SEEKERS by Brian Vale 

The Australian Human Rights Commission’s 
Snapshot Report 2013 entitled Asylum seekers, 
Refugees and Human Rights states that:

 In 2012 Australia received 15,963 
 applications for asylum, which constituted 
 2.2% of the total number of applications 
 for asylum submitted worldwide. The number 
 of persons seeking asylum in 2012 equated 
 to less than 7% of Australia’s intake, and 4% 
 of the overall growth in Australia’s population 
 in that year (p. 5).

Political rhetoric during the recent federal election 
helped heighten Australia’s fear of “boat people” 
and perpetuated the myth that “we are being 
swamped” by asylum seekers and refugees. Post-
election, the newly elected government’s instruction 
to refer to asylum seekers as “illegal arrivals” 
added to the injustice and inaccuracy as it is not an 
offence against any law to come to Australia to seek 
protection.

In June this year Pope Francis chose to make his 
first papal visit outside Rome to the Sicilian island 
of Lampedusa. As a small island close to North 
Africa, thousands of migrants use Lampedusa as 
a stepping stone to Europe and there have been 
several drowning disasters in the area recently. 
Pope Francis asked whether people see these 
immigrants as neighbours and challenged the 
“globalization of indifference”. 

On 2 September 2013 the Victorian Interfaith 
communities produced the following  statement as a 
contribution to the ongoing discussion on this issue: 

 On behalf of Victoria’s faith communities, we 
 join together to call on all Australian 
 political parties and leaders to treat asylum 
 seekers with the respect they deserve, and 
 to uphold their basic rights to seek asylum in  
 Australia, and to work and contribute to the 
 Victorian and Australian community.

 All major faiths have a tradition of welcoming 
 the stranger and the foreigner and assisting 
 those in need, where every person is 
 precious and entitled to live with dignity, and 
 each person’s life and rights are protected.

 At the same time, we share the concerns of 
 many in the community at the number of 
 people who have perished as a result of 
 attempting to arrive in Australia by boat to seek 
 asylum.

  As faith community leaders, we add our 
 collective voice to that of many not-for-
 profit organisations, individuals, businesses 
 and community groups who are seeking to 
 ensure that all asylum seekers who are 
 granted entry into Australia are afforded 
 the right to work and the opportunity to 
 sustain themselves as productive members 
 of our community.

 We call for:

 Avoidance of the use of negative rhetoric 
 and language that dehumanises asylum 
 seekers; undermines the integrity of the 
 discussion on this complex humanitarian 
 issue; and perpetuates misunderstanding 
 and intolerance; 

 Immediate extension of the right to work 
 to all asylum seekers released into the 
 Australian community on bridging visas; 

 Adequate Commonwealth support and living 
 allowances to asylum seekers living in the 
 Australian community on bridging visas so 
 that they can sustain themselves and their 
 families whilst they await the outcome of their 
 claim for protection; and

 The Australian Government to work with 
 other governments in our region, and globally, 
 to find sustainable and, above all, 
 compassionate solutions to the challenge of 
 supporting asylum seekers.

This statement is supported by the following 
organizations and individuals:

 • Anglican Diocese of Melbourne
 • Buddhist Council of Victoria
 • Interfaith Centre of Melbourne
 • Islamic Council of Victoria
 • Jewish Community Council of Victoria
 • UNESCO Chair in Interreligious and 
   Intercultural Relations
 • Uniting Church in Australia
 • Victorian Council of Churches

For further information regarding this statement, 
please contact David Marlow on 0407 389 919 or 
david@jccv.org.au. 

The statement is available online at: 
http://bit.ly/1cnFdiI 

http://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/asylum-seekers-refugees-and-human-rights-snapshot-report
http://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/asylum-seekers-refugees-and-human-rights-snapshot-report
http://www.news.com.au/world/ten-myths-around-asylum-seekers-arriving-on-boats-in-australian-waters/story-fndir2ev-1226676024840
http://www.news.com.au/world/ten-myths-around-asylum-seekers-arriving-on-boats-in-australian-waters/story-fndir2ev-1226676024840
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/minister-wants-boat-people-called-illegals-20131019-2vtl0.html
http://www.catholic.org/international/international_story.php?id=51628
http://www.faithvictoria.org.au/news-a-articles/latest-news/154-multifaith-statement-on-asylum-seekers
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WHAT’S COMING UP

16 November  UN International Day of Tolerance - http://bit.ly/1K1Pwp 

25-26 November  Australasian Conference on Islam - To be held at the Novotel Hotel Parramatta, the 
   inaugural two-day conference will feature Australian and international academics 
   speaking on Muslim identify formation in religiously diverse societies. Further 
   information including registration details is available online: http://bit.ly/1gU67B0   

30 November Multifaith Service Project - In collaboration with The Church of Jesus Christ of  Latter 
Day Saints, the Columban Mission Institute will host a multi-faith service project 
to gather donations for struggling farming families this Christmas. Where: LDS 
Chapel, 19 Kelly St Punchbowl, 2-4 pm. Bring: a non-perishable food donation. 
Light refreshments and entertainment provided – contact us for more details.

1-24 December  Advent (Christian) - A time of preparation for the birth of Jesus Christ on Christmas day.  

25 December  Christmas Day (Latin Christian) - Birth of Jesus Christ.

7 January   Christmas Day (Orthodox Christian) - Birth of Jesus Christ.

14 January   Mawlid al-Nabi (Muslim) - Birth of the Prophet Muhammad. 

1-7 February  World Interfaith Harmony Week - Held annually during the first week of February, 
   World Interfaith Harmony Week seeks to spread the message of harmony and 
   tolerance. Events to mark the week take place globally. http://bit.ly/d1mVdf 

5 March   Ash Wednesday (Christian) - Start of Lent.

9 March   Affinity’s Women of Faith Dinner - A women’s only event celebrating friendship and 
   embracing diversity. To be held at Westella Residence, Lidcombe at 5.45 pm. More 
   details available online: http://bit.ly/Ho110a 

Help us spread the news about the Centre and BRIDGES and send us the name and address 
of someone else who may be interested in subscribing to a hard copy (please complete 
details below), or invite them to subscribe directly on-line at http://www.columban.org.au/
publications/bridges/index/.

There are no subscription fees for BRIDGES, but a kind donation would be 
appreciated as it would help with the cost of production:
     Please accept my donation of $........................................ 

You could also help us save on costs by opting to receive BRIDGES via email.
E-mail your details and request to cmr.cmi@columban.org.au   

Would you like to receive BRIDGES regularly? Have you moved? Want to change your subscription?
(Please send us your current [and former] contact details)

Name:................................................................................................................................. 
Current Address: 
City/Suburb: …………………………….. State: ……………………….. Postcode: …………
Previous Address (if you’ve moved): 
City/Suburb:.…………………………….. State:.……………………….. Postcode:.…………
Telephone: (W).....................................  (H) ..............................(M)..................................... 
Email (preferred):…………………………………….…………
No. of hard copies required:  ……..



Hajj
Welcome to the third of five inserts that explore the pillars of Islam. These inserts can be used as a 
starting point for classroom and small group discussions. 

As you read this edition of Bridges, four-thousand Australian pilgrims will have recently returned from 
Mecca in Saudi Arabia where they took part in the Hajj, the annual Muslim pilgrimage. We were fortunate 
to chat to one Australian pilgrim only days before he departed Sydney for his journey. 

We hope you enjoy this insert!

What is Hajj?

Hajj is a pilgrimage to Mecca in Saudi Arabia that around three million Muslims make every year. As one of the 
five pillars of Islam, Hajj is a once-in-a-lifetime obligation for those Muslims who have the physical and financial 
ability to undertake the journey. Hajj takes place annually during Dhul-Hijjah, the 12th month of the Islamic 
calendar. In 2013 Hajj fell between 13th and 18th October. 

During Hajj pilgrims take part in a number of activities including:

•   Entrance into a state of self-control called ihram, during which pilgrims are forbidden to disturb living 
    creatures or even raise the voice in anger. The state of ihram is signified (for men) by the wearing of two 
    pieces of unsewn white cloth. (No specific clothing is prescribed for female pilgrims). 
•   Circling of the Ka’aba, the cubic building that Muslims believe was built by Abraham and Ishmael.
•   The Sa’i, or “hastening” between two small hills near the Ka’aba, to commemorate Hagar’s search for water    
    to offer her son Ishmael. 
•  The “Day of Arafah” on the 9th day of Dhul-Hijjah. Arafah is the empty plain near the city of Mecca. On this    
    day, the climax of the Hajj season, pilgrims assemble for supplication to God. 
•   Stoning of the three pillars representing Abraham’s rejection of Satan’s temptation. The stoning indicates the  
    pilgrim’s rejection of evil deeds.  
•   Sacrificing an animal in remembrance of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son Ishmael at God’s 
    command. The meat is distributed to relatives and to 
    the needy.  
•   Cutting the hair to symbolize the completion of Hajj. 

November 2013

Stoning of the three pillars 
Photo: Wikimedia Commons

The ritual of Hajj is about being realigned 
with what our inner selves ought to be 
orbiting: presence with Allah, a focussed 
consciousness that is often absent in the 
giddy spin of normal life.

Credit: Gezzeg/ shutterstock.com 



Discussion Questions
1. In what ways is a pilgrim different to a tourist?

2. After reading Khaled’s interview responses, what 
would you find to be the most challenging aspect 
of Hajj? 

3. Khaled describes the way he had to prepare 
himself spiritually, physically, emotionally and 
mentally. Have you ever experienced a spiritual 
event that has changed your life? How did  
you prepare? 

COLUMBAN MISSION INSTITUTE

Interview with an Australian Hajj Pilgrim

Khaled El is a technology support engineer for Medibank and he lives in Sydney, NSW.  
At the time of the interview Khaled was preparing for Hajj and was set to leave on  

25th September 2013.

How are feeling knowing you’ll be performing Hajj soon? 

I feel nervous as I don’t know what to expect or whether my Hajj will be accepted, but also excited as I know 
that this will be a life-changing experience. Everybody says that it is the journey of a lifetime. Whenever I see 
photos or videos about Hajj I just wish the day that I fly out would come sooner!

Tell me about your preparations.

Preparations have been a struggle because fourteen weeks ago I had surgery on my foot and was on crutches 
for eight weeks. In between recovery and work commitments I also had to prepare myself spiritually, physically, 
emotionally and mentally for this life-changing experience. You also have to also ask people for forgiveness if 
you have wronged them in any way. 

What does Hajj mean to you? 

Hajj is a spiritual, life-changing journey and an opportunity to start a new chapter of my life. Hajj is also a 
demonstration of unity amidst diversity. It doesn’t matter if you are Chinese, Bosnian, Turkish, Australian, 
Somalian or any other nationality, three million people are there with the same goal - to worship the Creator 
and to complete one of the five pillars of Islam. I hope that Hajj will bring me closer to God as I enter the land 
of our beloved prophet.

As a young Australian Muslim, what do you think this will do for your character? 

This experience will reveal to me the strengths of my character but also my weaknesses and what areas of my 
life I need to improve. Hajj will be also be an exercise in tolerance because when there are three to five million 
people from diverse cultures in the one place, it is likely that there will be some challenges. And when I am 
waiting in long queues at bathrooms, bus stops and airports - sometimes up to 10 hours – I know it will test my 
patience. But I hope to come away stronger.

What are your expectations? 

I am expecting lots of queues, many different languages and diverse cultures. I am also expecting to see lots 
of love, brotherhood and sisterhood and unity. 

What do you plan to do or change when you come back? 

I will strive to become a person in terms of my character and my relationships. I plan to convert my weaknesses 
into strengths and be more thankful to God for giving me a fresh start. Hajj should change me emotionally, 
spiritually, mentally and physically. 
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