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Christians in the
public square
The cost of
social engineering
Ludicrous Islam lite

Editorial
would have meant that if faith in Christ
were not allowed to show itself in
public, then the abolition of the slave
trade would have lost its drive and
momentum.

T

he prevailing wisdom today is
that religion has no place in the
public square because
somehow, in some way, by some
miracle, secularism guarantees an
unbiased neutrality while religion is
laced with bias and irrationality. People
can, therefore, be free to be what they
like in their private prayers, but must
not impose their views - or even air
them - in the public arena. There is
nothing particularly new about such an
approach. Lord Melbourne, in
opposing William Wilberforce's
campaign against the slave trade,
lamented: “Things have come to a
pretty pass when religion is allowed to
invade public life.” Presumably, this
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The result is not neutrality, tolerance,
and harmony. In the above example,
the result would be the victory of the
slave trade. In our day, it might mean
the victory of demands for the
recognition of homosexual relations or
free abortion. The truth is that every
opinion in the public arena has a
foundation in one kind of worldview or
another. If Christians cannot express
the Christian view, the result will not
be impartiality but the triumph of
another, unchristian, worldview.
Faith has a place in the public square,
even in days when paganism prevails:
Joseph worked under Pharaoh who
thought that he was the incarnation of
the sun god (Gen. 41:37-45); Daniel
became the leading president under

King Darius of Persia (Dan. 6:1-3, 28);
while Nehemiah made use of his
position as cupbearer under King
Artaxerxes to become the governor of
Judah, and so rebuild the wall around
Jerusalem (Neh. 2:1-8). Christians may
not always command a majority behind
them, but they have a legitimate place
in public affairs, not just in terms of
living Christianly but to put forward
Christian views. A society which builds
itself up on a foundation of secularism
will find that it is only another form of
idolatry. It is righteousness, not sin,
which exalts a nation (Prov. 14:34).
To return to Wilberforce, he did not
regard Christianity as essentially
political but considered that it had
wonderful political benefits. He often
cited Colossians 3:2, “Set your
affections on things above.” The
paradox is that only the heavenly
minded can be of much earthly use.
Peter Barnes
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Advance Australia
– where?
John Anderson talks to Peter Hastie

Christians owe it to the nation not to desert the public square.

P

olitics is often seen as an
unseemly business. The German
chancellor Otto von Bismarck
once reportedly said: “To retain respect
for sausages and laws, one must not
watch them in the making.” While this
may be a truism in regard to political
process, it should not be seen as a
reflection upon every politician.
Clearly, there are some who stand apart
from the crowd.
One such politician is John Anderson
AO, who is widely regarded as a man
whose political priorities were always
subservient to his faith in God and
sense of duty to the people of Australia.
Leader of the National Party and
Deputy Prime Minister from 1999 to
2005, he retired from politics in 2007.
John is married to Julia and they have
five children.
John, you played a key role in the
Howard government, rising to
Deputy Prime Minister. What led
you into this particular calling?
I really had no particular desire to enter
public life, other than a broad interest
in public policy and a desire to share
my views on the issues of the day. As a
young man I never had any ambitions

My father believed
that if you were
going to be in the
papers it should be
on the sporting
pages. Otherwise, no
decent human being
should feature in the
media.

to be a member of federal parliament or
a deputy prime minister. When I found
myself in those positions I was
completely surprised.
The immediate reason for my entry
into politics was that several senior
party people, including my sitting
member, Frank O’Keefe AM, urged me
to do so. Frank was retiring and he
thought I would be a good candidate
for the seat. As a Christian, I saw this
invitation as God opening the door on
a new sphere of service for me, and in
retrospect it certainly was.
Were there any particular qualities
that they saw in your life that they
thought especially suited you for a
public life?
I became involved in politics shortly
after the election of the Hawke
government. I had just become the
secretary of the local branch of the
National Party (not willingly, I should
add). One day in that capacity I had
gone to a meeting of delegates in our
region and our federal member, Frank
O’Keefe, made some comments about
the incoming government. He referred
to one of them as “un-intellectual”,
another as “someone who looked as
though he hadn’t had a shower”, and a
third, who had no sense of dress
because he came into the chamber
without wearing a tie. I passed a
comment on what he’d said, and I
began my opening remarks by
declaring, “as someone who actually
went to university, had a shower this
morning, and is wearing a tie, I’d like to
say x, y and z ….” and it caught his
attention. I think he thought, “this
young fellow can communicate”, and
that became the trigger for him to
become my sponsor.

I was only 27 when I won the preselection – it was apparently a landslide –
so I think I was too cock-sure by half,
spruiking the advantages of youth. I now
understand why the wisdom of years
should not be so lightly dismissed.
Nevertheless, my youth seemed to
impress the delegates and they decided
they wanted someone young. I won the
right to run for the seat for the party.
But between that time and the actual
election in 1984, the electoral boundaries
were redrawn and the seat was
abolished. So I was left high and dry.
I subsequently ran when the member
for the new electorate retired, and he
prevailed upon me to run in his place.
That was Ralph Hunt, a man for whom
I had huge respect. He was a wellknown Presbyterian and again I felt
God opening the doors. At that time I
felt an almost irresistible call to continue
to try those doors, even though I was
not a particularly keen politician.
What do you mean by that?
I am much shyer than people realise,
and I don’t enjoy the limelight. I do
enjoy a robust debate, but that’s a
different thing altogether. I have a real
dislike of being in the media.
Is that for family reasons, or personal
reasons?
It’s partly cultural, I think. My father
believed that if you were going to be in
the papers it should be on the sporting
pages. Otherwise, no decent human
being should feature in the media. It’s
also partly because I find myself at
variance with the values of almost all of
the modern mainstream media. While I
enjoy the company of many journalists,
I simply cannot sit comfortably with
their secularised, cynical, and
disrespectful views of the world.
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It’s not political
reform we need. It’s
a recovery of the
beliefs that drove the
values that drove the
ethics that made us
a free society.
Did you have any particular life
experiences that influenced your
decision that to go into politics?
I think we’re all a product of our
upbringing. My mother died when I
was very young and so my father had a
sad life. I was always conscious of the
courage with which he confronted it.
He’d been badly injured during the
Second World War. He had never
wanted to be in the army and he
loathed the whole idea of war and of
conflict. Nevertheless, he felt it was his
duty to defend Australia. That led me
to have a deep commitment to duty.
My father was a nominal Christian but
he did instil in me his strong moral
conviction that telling the truth was of
paramount importance no matter how
small the matter. He also taught me the
importance of doing your duty, even if
I found it inconvenient and
unappealing.
The formative influences on my
political convictions took place in the
mid-’70s, just before I went to
university. I remember watching one of
Sydney’s busiest arterial roads for over
an hour in my last week of school. I
think I saw only one or two cars pass by
because the state had been hit with yet
another major strike that crippled the
oil refineries. The Redfern mail
exchange was always out as well, so I
couldn’t get my mail.
All this industrial unrest led Lee Kuan
Yew, the Prime Minister of Singapore,
to warn Australia that it was in danger
of becoming “the poor white trash of
Asia”. Public finances and inflation
were also out of control.
Not long after I began at university I
remember that the Whitlam
government was dismissed and I think I
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really believed that I belonged in a
country that was in danger of fulfilling
Lee Kuan Yew’s prophecy. I thought my
generation was about to lose the kind
of opportunities that should have
existed in such a fortunate country.
What did you believe you could
achieve through the political process?
I think with the benefit of hindsight I
was a little naïve at the beginning. I
have always believed that politics was
important. For me, this meant
communicating and translating good
ideas into public policy. I was
convinced this could be achieved
through constructive debates where
ideas are presented in mutually
respectful ways. I thought that it was
almost impossible to achieve good
public policy outcomes from distorted
and dishonest debate.
Sadly, our society is now so dominated
by the influence of moral relativism
that debates are rarely decided on the
merits of the case. In fact, political
discourse has become so debased that
capable people with good ideas hold
back because they don’t want to be
demonised when their views run
counter to the prevailing “political
correctness”. As we listen to all the hype
about how our best days are still in
front of us, I don’t think we will find a
way forward because we don’t know
how to have an honest debate anymore.
Although there are ways forward for
Australia, I am not confident that we
will secure that future.
You are obviously concerned about
the present political process in
Australia and its captivity to
relativism and “spin”. How
important is a strong moral sense to
politics?
Politicians need to have strong moral
sensibilities. I was fascinated to read in
a recent editorial of The Asian Wall
Street Journal this statement: “As
Western culture asserts ever more
proudly the superiority of its moral
relativism, the more it might want to
listen to religious traditions that argue
on behalf of moral absolutes and the
inherent dignity of every human
being.”

I don’t think I could have put it any
more effectively. We need to realise that
a debate conducted according to the
rules of moral relativism will be a
debate that very often fails to get to the
truth of the matter, because the speaker
and the audience believe that truth is
both elusive and relative. I think this is
a really serious situation and explains
why politics is viewed by so many with
disfavour.
Are politicians the ones to blame for
this failure?
They are partly to blame. However,
politicians are members of the broader
society that put them there; they most
often reflect the values of their
constituents.
Recently at a large breakfast function a
woman asked me: “Are you distressed
by the standards of current public
debate?” I replied by asking her:
“Before I answer your question, may I
ask how you feel about the way your
children and grandchildren
communicate with one another in
social media behind the anonymity of a
keyboard?” I sensed instantly that the
whole room got the point. We’ve
thrown civility away. I think that what’s
happening in Canberra, Macquarie
Street, other state parliaments, and in
local government. It’s a reflection,
unfortunately, of where we are as a
society. When people ask me, “why
can’t we have a more reasoned debate?”
my response is that we can have such a
debate if we allow others the courtesy
to present their views without being
interrupted, ridiculed and demonised
for what they say. Until this happens,
the possibility of fruitful debate will
elude us.
Do you think the church is in some
degree responsible for this state of
affairs?
I suspect that one day God will put the
church on the mat and asked why it has
held on to the truth so lightly. In many
sections of the Christian church people
are no longer convinced that the truth
is embodied in the person of Jesus
Christ and that the Scriptures are true
and trustworthy. This is what is
undoing us in the church.
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I was fascinated to hear a very senior
Asian western observer say, “The West
has become such a vacuum
philosophically that it doesn’t know
how to handle the strength of Islamic
belief ”. I think he made a very good
point. Many Christians have lost
confidence in the reliability of the Bible
and this, in turn, has left us uncertain
and directionless in what we believe
and how we should act.
Are some politicians too utopian in
their hope for political reform?
Yes, because it’s not political reform we
need. It’s a recovery of the beliefs that
drove the values that drove the ethics
that made us a free society.
As a Christian, are you concerned
about governments becoming
increasingly intrusive and
interventionist?
I believe governments have an
important but limited role. I think we
need to understand that the idea of
separation of church and state is a
biblical one. It surely derives from Jesus’
statement that we are to “render unto
Caesar that which is Caesar’s, and to
God that which is God’s”. We plainly
have government for a good purpose:
Paul says it is God’s agent to promote
order, discipline and to restrain evil in
society.
Since government is given the “power
of the sword” to contain wickedness,
authorities clearly have a responsibility
to restrain evil in their own
communities and to protect citizens
against external threats. Frankly, I find
it staggering that Australia now has the
lowest defence budget in real terms
since the 1930s, which was a very
dangerous and unstable time. It was
stupid then and it makes no sense now.
We are living in a very unstable world
with all sorts of tensions to the north. I
think we are mistaken if we believe that
we’ll be given our place at the
international table when we are busily
decimating our defence budget.
Conversely, I also think governments
are involved in too many things that
don’t concern them. I don’t think
governments should be dictating our
cultural values or insisting that our

children be taught revisionist history.
Nevertheless, politicians think they
should be providing the nation with its
cultural narrative and the “true” story
of our past. That has only happened
because our society no longer has an
overarching explanation of our past and
present to which everyone subscribes.
The fact that we’ve got to a stage where
such a narrative is being provided by
people for whom we have little respect
– members of the political class – tells
us something about our present
condition.
I know I am using strong language but
my great hope is that the situation in
Australia can be reversed. However, our
future will only be secured if we
successfully confront the challenges
before us. This will require a different
set of attitudes reflected in better
parliamentary debate and a greater
willingness to own the decisions that
arise from it, even if from time to time
they are uncomfortable or make
demands of us that we would prefer to
avoid.
Do you think the government is
making unwarranted intrusions into
our lives today?
I have already mentioned how the
political class is re-writing our cultural
values, which I think is regrettable.

Beyond that, I am very concerned
about the government’s approach to
public finance. We’re in danger of going
down the European road, where people
think that it’s the government’s job –
which really means the tax-payers’ job –
to look after us.
Ever since the 1960s our society has
increasingly become self-obsessed, and
narcissistic. Self-gratification has
become the order of the day and people
are obsessed with material comfort.
This has led to irresponsible borrowing
and unpaid debt. And when debts can’t
be paid people have said, “Well, the
government – meaning, the tax-payers
– must bail us out.” And then
governments, made up of politicians
wanting to be elected, have said “yes”,
all too often.
Do you think religious freedom is a
big issue in the West today?
Absolutely. The most basic and
fundamental right of any man or
woman in a free society is freedom of
thought and belief, and then the right
to express that belief. It is being
sacrificed today. I have little doubt that
if we continue down the current road
in a whole range of areas, it will become
impossible and even illegal for
Christians to express many of their
beliefs in the public square. I can

I find it staggering that Australia now has the
lowest defence budget since the 1930s. It
was stupid then and it makes no sense now.
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The most basic and
fundamental right of
any man or woman in
a free society is
freedom of thought
and belief, and then
the right to express
that belief.

churches and Christian institutions,
including schools, to employ people
who subscribe to their beliefs and
values. I think those tendencies are very
dangerous. I find it staggering that it’s
so easy now to mock the church and
Christian values. People ignore not only
the basis for our free, civilised, and
prosperous society, but fail to recognise
that if you don’t occasionally tend to
the soil in which the crops of your
freedoms are grown, the crop will one
day fail.

foresee a situation where my children
will not be able to tell their children, as
that the best place for sex is in the
confines of a happy, committed,
heterosexual relationship. It’s quite
possible that in a few years’ time that
would land them in court.

Are you satisfied that our
Westminster federal system of
government is in Australia”s best
interests?

Are there other areas where you feel
some deep concern?
One issue that concerns me is the
proposed use of anti-discrimination
legislation to restrain the right of
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Yes, I believe it’s an unbelievable
blessing. I am not convinced that we
should revise our form of Westminster
government because I don’t think the
problem lies in the structure that our
forefathers devised. I believe, “If it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it”.
I think the acknowledgment of the

dignity of each individual and their
right to have a say in their lives in the
public sphere via the vote is a
wonderful privilege. However, built
into it are the checks and balances that
no one individual can obtain power or
exercise it for too long. And those
things reflect our dual nature. We are
stamped with the dignity of God and
yet destroyed by our own self-serving.
What do you think is the most
fruitful means of bringing about
social renewal in a society today?
I believe that society is only the sum
and total of the individuals that make it
up. If change is to occur it will take
place only because people are
transformed by the renewing of their
minds. It was the transformation of
sufficient European minds (particularly
in Great Britain) through the
Reformation and the subsequent great
revivals that so civilised our society.
What a tragedy if we were to throw it
away forever.
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Meddlesome
Christians
Why Christian voices are vital to political debate
At last year’s atheist convention in
Melbourne a very earnest woman from
the US-based Freedom from Religion
Foundation spoke of the important
work her organisation was doing. She
concluded with their latest success: they
had won a court challenge to prevent
university football players in Alabama
praying as a team before games.
She did not say the foundation knew of
even one player who regarded it as an
imposition or an offence. This, after all,
is deep in America’s Bible Belt. Nor did
she say why a few devout people
praying before a game was an evil that
must be eradicated; she may have
regarded it as self-evident, though it
eluded me.
There are circumstances where a
Freedom from Religion Foundation
would seem an excellent idea. Try those
parts of Pakistan where Sunni and Shia
Muslims are butchering each other with
suicide bombs, at least when they take
time out from burning Christian homes
and churches or persecuting minority
sects. But prayer before a football game
in Alabama is not the worst iniquity
that needs to be overcome.
There are two sorts of people in
particular who dislike religious views
being expressed in the public domain.
The first is those whom the religious
views are criticising, usually politicians
of one stripe or the other, of which
more below.
The second – far less tolerant, far more
insidious – consists of militant
secularists who argue that religion is
self-evidently irrational, seeks to impose
outmoded views on others, and
therefore must be eliminated from the

public conversation.
The self-interest of the first group is
usually self-evident. It is easy to
understand how a politician whose
policies are being criticised as less than
Christ-like might want his or her
clerical critics to confine their
comments to matters of personal piety.
But the second group is equally selfinterested. Religious people, they argue,
are already biased, not to mention
irrational, so what they say can be
discounted. The conceit (in both senses
of the word, a fanciful notion and
unwarranted pride) is that they
themselves are neutral,
presuppositionless, ideology-free, clearsighted and utterly rational.
They point the finger at the alleged
elitism, narrow-mindedness and
totalitarian tendencies of religious
voices, forgetting that pointing one
finger at an opponent means the other
three are pointing back at oneself. One
of the hallmarks of totalitarianism, of
course, is suppressing dissenting voices.
Nearly a decade ago, I wrote an opinion
piece for The Age replying to one by
then-Foreign Minister Alexander
Downer, who had been irked by some
criticism of the Coalition Government’s
policy by senior church figures and
accused them of chasing “cheap
headlines”.
It ran under the headline “Sorry, Mr
Downer, we do need our meddlesome
priests”, and I reproduce it because it is
still relevant, especially in an election
year. It was, of course, aimed at a
generally secular audience.
I noted that Downer was not the first

Barney Zwartz

politician to resent religious
interference, nor the last. Obvious
examples include Margaret Thatcher’s
irritation at the presumptuous prelates
who opposed economic rationalism and
the traditional antipathy of people
called Henry for people called
Thomas – for example, Henry II and
Thomas Beckett, or Henry VIII and
Thomas More.

The Old Testament
has much, much
more emphasis on
what we now call
social justice and
economic
exploitation than the
family values and
personal morals
politicians believe are
the proper preserve
of the church.
Then there’s Ahab, 9th century BC
king of Israel and husband of Jezebel.
He contended with two prophets:
Elijah, who fled into exile, and
Micaiah, who was imprisoned for
(accurately) predicting the wicked
king’s death in battle.
Even Ahab was following earlier
footsteps. Israel’s very first king, Saul,
soon fell foul of the prophet and judge
Samuel, and earlier still Moses
commanded Pharaoh to let his people
go, that they might worship God.
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Thus, unfortunately for Downer, he
was shaking his fist at a tradition
stretching back more than 3000 years.
The Judeo-Christian history is replete
with religious leaders demanding that
political leaders turn aside to consider
justice.
The Old Testament has much, much
more emphasis on what we now call
social justice and economic exploitation
than the family values and personal
morals politicians believe are the proper
preserve of the church. The prophetic
voice is primarily about repentance.
Amos is typical when he fulminates
against those who “turn justice into
bitterness and cast righteousness to the
ground”, who “trample on the poor”,
and “deprive the poor of justice in the
courts” (Amos 5).
In the New Testament, the Apostle Peter
makes the principle clear in Acts 5:29,
when he tells the religious rulers that he
must obey God rather than them.
In fairness to Alexander Downer, that
decade-old speech was carefully
nuanced. He recognised the church’s
right to join political debate, but
complained it too often sought cheap
headlines. He targeted bishops who
were “remarkably vague and uncertain
about matters which their faith should
teach them with certitude but
remarkably certain and dogmatic on
matters of considerable complexity and
ambiguity about which they have no
particular expertise”.
He suggested they drop the divisive
“partisan politicking” and concentrate
on providing a spiritual and moral
compass.
One might say fair enough. But,
though Downer did not endorse this,
he provided fodder for a widespread
view in the community that the church
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should focus on personal piety, that
religion is an essentially private affair
that has no place on the public stage.
Just watch the letters page for the
outrage when a Christian bishop or MP
speaks out on abortion or bioethics.
By the simple tenets of democracy, such
resentment is utterly misplaced.
Certainly in a pluralist society the
church can no longer expect to be the
dominant voice, but that doesn’t mean
it should suffer permanent laryngitis.
That so many people now believe
Christians should be silent represents
one of the church’s biggest failures over
the past 40 years: the retreat into piety.
The Catholic Church, with its tradition
of moral theology, can largely be
exempted, but in many Protestant
churches the emphasis has been very
much on individual salvation, on a
personal relationship with the Saviour,
at the expense of the communal and
social aspects of the faith.
But personal piety and social
commitment are not mutually
exclusive; quite the opposite. For
Christians, they feed each other.
Christians’ love and gratitude to God
helps drive their commitment to each
other, and to the poor, the lonely, the
lost. Christians are called into
community – an entirely private faith is
a contradiction in terms.
The subtext for political critics of the
church – including, I suspect, Alexander
Downer – is don’t embarrass us. Don’t
make difficulties. But many in the
community want the church to do
precisely that; to take a watchdog role.
As Archbishop Mannix observed,
politicians like to complain about
meddling clerics, but they only really
object when the intervention is on
behalf of the other side.

Militant secularists
are not at all
embarrassed by
disenfranchising up
to 70 per cent of the
population who
identify as religious.
And if parliament’s clerical critics
sometimes exaggerate, or seem selfinterested, or simply get it wrong,
politicians can hardly cast the first stone.
Ten years on, I think the debate has
become more important. Downer at
least recognised the church’s right to
join political debate, but one of the
strands of modern secularism says that
not only must the church stay out, so
must individual believers because their
contributions are tainted. Militant
secularists are not at all embarrassed by
disenfranchising up to 70 per cent of
the population who identify as
religious. And they strike a chord with
many ordinary Australians who resent
“religion” having the temerity to try to
interfere with their pleasures or
conveniences, even though they
otherwise have little sympathy with the
ultra-secularists.
Christians have their responsibility too,
which they largely observe, to frame
their political arguments in nonreligious terms. It not going to be
persuasive to claim “God says”, though
in fact I never hear this caricature in
actual public debate. In an ideal world,
everyone would argue from rational
premises that they could then
demonstrate. Few worlds are less ideal
than politics.
Barney Zwartz is religion editor of The
Age, Melbourne
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Rights
and wrong
Social engineering may criminalise Christianity

S

ome time ago my wife and one of
our girls went on a shopping trip
organised by our church. They
went for a whole day, leaving me
blessed with occupying six children. I
dropped the eldest girl at work and
three of the boys went fishing from the
pier at the bottom of our street.
That left me with the youngest two,
Lily and Malachi, otherwise known as
search and destroy. Lily wanted Malachi
and I to play dress ups. Lily pulled out
the big dress up box and started
dressing her younger brother in a
nurse’s uniform. Personally, I don’t
think he objected strongly enough.
She wanted me to wear a pirate’s outfit,
but it didn’t fit and the sword was
plastic. Reluctantly, I went along with
it. And for the next 20 minutes I was
harshly and routinely attacked by these
self-appointed midgets of mayhem. But
let me tell you something – a dad needs
to know when the game is over. So
when Lily threw me the nurse’s

Christians should
reject the
unreasonable
proposition that all
discrimination is
unjustifiable. Both
Scripture and
experience teach us
the necessity to
discriminate if we
are to make (any)
choices.

uniform, we had reached that point.
That is how many Christians feel about
human rights and anti-discrimination
laws. We are somewhat reluctant to get
involved. We are not entirely comfortable
with the language of rights. We are
much more comfortable with the
language of duties. And the day may
come when we refuse to play the game.
Nonetheless, as good citizens and
thoughtful Christians we need to get
involved in recent attacks on free speech
through the Federal Government’s draft
of its Human Rights and AntiDiscrimination Bill” The intention of
the draft bill is to consolidate the Racial
Discrimination Act 1975, Sex
Discrimination Act 1984, Disability
Discrimination Act 1992, and the Age
Discrimination Act 2004 into one
consolidated piece of legislation.
However, the bill is a direct attack on
freedom of speech and, by implication,
freedom of religion. No matter how
well intentioned the laws may be – and
they are probably not – if they are
passed in their current form the result
will be a significant restriction of
freedom of speech and religion.
In Division 2.17 various new attributes
will now be protected under law, such
as gender identity, sexual orientation,
social origin and political opinion. It
will be unlawful to discriminate against
these new protected attributes.
Discrimination is defined as
“unfavourable treatment” which is later
defined as any conduct that “offends,
insults or intimidates the other person”.
Let me start with discrimination. Why
is all discrimination wrong? Should it
be unlawful for Greenpeace to refuse to
hire someone who doesn’t share its

Darren Middleton

ethos? Should it be forced to hire a
whale-eating, climate-sceptic
accountant who drives a V8, just
because he is good at accounting?
Should a Christian hospital be
punished by law for showing
“unfavourable treatment” towards
doctors who do not share its pro-life
commitment? What is wrong with a
Christian playgroup choosing leaders
who share their commitment to the
Bible’s teaching on sexuality?
Strangely enough, our Greenpeace
friends seem to have no problems
discriminating against gas-guzzling,
planet-warming whale killers, but they
may well be outraged at the actions of a
Christian hospital or a Christian
playgroup discriminating against those
who did not share their ethos. It is an
unwritten proposition in the exposure
draft bill that discrimination is
unjustifiable and unwelcome. I disagree.
While the Bible has much to say about
justice and fairness (Lev. 19:15; Mic. 6:8;
Luke 11:42), and not showing
favouritism (Jas. 2:1ff ), it also models
for us justifiable discrimination. For
example, when choosing leaders it
discriminates (1 Tim. 3:1-12; Tit. 1:69) on a plethora of qualities that would
be unlawful today, like gender,
personality and household performance.
It defies common sense and biblical
example to legislate that people should
only be considered on their ability to
perform a task with no reference to
their character, morals or ethos.
Christians should reject the unreasonable
proposition that all discrimination is
unjustifiable on the basis that both
Scripture and experience teach us the
necessity to discriminate if we are to
make (any) choices.
AU TUMN 2013 9

Now the bill goes further, because it
defines discrimination as any conduct
that “offends, insults or intimidates the
other person”. Let’s be honest, while
some people have thick skins others are
masters at taking offence, and one
could imagine that a lively discussion on
homosexuality or politics could easily
offend or insult someone’s sensibilities.
My father has political leanings with
which I regularly and vigorously engage
(think socialism). Picture an animated
discussion over lunch at a local
steakhouse. We have already argued
over the futility of a carbon tax while
ingesting our entrée of garlic bread, and
we’re not even half way through the
main course when in exasperation he
calls me a stupid, Liberal-voting,
intellectual pygmy. Now putting aside
the tautology, I may well feel a little
offended or insulted, but should
offending or insulting someone’s
“political opinion” be deemed illegal?
And if it is, can you imagine the
implications for free speech?
If we cannot insult or offend someone
on the basis of their “protected
attribute” we are going to effectively
shut down debate in the public square
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on controversial issues. Even if insulting
or offending people is rude, it should
not be unlawful. While it may be rude
to debate or even reflect on someone’s
social origin (housing estate) or
political opinion (Greens) or sexuality
(homosexual) or race (aboriginality), it
should not be illegal. Similarly, when
Richard Dawkins reflects on
Christianity as a “virus” and teaching it
to children as “child abuse”, while it is
offensive it shouldn’t be unlawful.

and are absolute. Historically, human
rights have included such things as
freedom of speech and religion, right to
life, right to property, a right to a fair
trial. So slavery, torture, or arbitrary
detention are all denials of human rights.
They are often called liberty rights.
Selective rights are rights attributed to
select groups based on a racial, sexual or
political basis. These are not human
rights, but special rights, since they are
not universal.

The implications of this proposed
legislation are profound even if not yet
fully appreciated. It is fair to say that
we are witnessing the beginning of the
criminalisation of Christianity and free
speech. And while “no snowflake in an
avalanche ever feels responsible” you
don’t have to be a prophet, or a
daughter of a prophet, to see that each
case, each judgment, each new piece of
anti-discrimination law threatens to
bury the human right of freedom of
religion and speech under the avalanche
of selective rights.

Specials right afforded to Aboriginals,
homosexuals or even Christians –
whatever we think about them – are not
human rights but selective rights since
they only relate to certain groups
predicated on ethnicity, sexuality or belief.
What we are witnessing is the triumph of
selective rights of gender, sexuality and
political opinion over universal human
rights to freedom of speech and freedom
of religion. If the draft exposure bill is
legislated in its current form it will begin
the process of the criminalisation of
Christianity and free speech. As David
Hume warned us, “it is seldom that any
liberty is lost all at once”.

It is important to note the difference
between human rights and selective
rights. Human rights are those rights
that belong to all humans, at all times

Darren Middleton is a teaching elder at
North Geelong Presbyterian Church, Vic.
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World news
Muslims destroy village
The authorities in Pakistan have faced
severe criticism over the destruction of
an entire Christian neighbourhood by a
Muslim mob recently. Chief Justice
Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry said
that the attack on Joseph Colony could
have been avoided had lessons been
learnt from a similar episode in Gojra
in 2009 and a system put in place to
protect Christian communities.
Christians have seen signs signs of hope
in the way the authorities have
responded to the incident. The Punjab
government was quick to react, with
the Chief Minister Shahbaz Sharif
apologising to the Christian
community and promising that the
perpetrators would be dealt with
severely. Scores of arrests have been
made.

creating headlines and major ratings
figures.
More than 13 million viewers watched
the first episode, featuring a cast of
actors who are often so good-looking
that scenes from the Old Testament can
resemble a fashion advertisement. It has
consistently come in as the top-rated
cable TV programme on Sunday
nights, and some reports estimate that a
remarkable 50 million people have
watched at least part of one of the
episodes broadcast so far.
Experts say The Bible is revealing once
more that much of mainstream US
entertainment – on TV or cinema
screens – ignores the vast religious
audience.
UCA

The District Coordination Office set
up emergency shelters and provided
food for the victims. And repair work
on the torched houses and other
buildings got underway almost
immediately. Police have been deployed
to protect both the Christians living in
tents and the labourers doing the repair
work on their homes, and each family
has received 500,000 rupees ($A4820).

Family Voice has welcomed the new
Royal Commission on child sexual abuse
in institutions, but is concerned it may
not tackle the right questions.
Research officer Ros Phillips said: “Some
community leaders say new protocols
will detect paedophiles in or applying
for positions in churches, schools and
other groups so they no longer have the
opportunity to do the great damage
done in past years. But the reality is that
child sex abuse is increasing – and it is
often perpetrated by children on other
children.”

Prayer popular in UK

Atheist church opens

Bible rates again

Britain’s first atheist church has held its
first meeting at The Nave, a former
church-turned-performance space, in
Islington, North London.

At least everyone agrees on one thing: a
10-hour mini-series based on the Bible
is the most surprising television success
of the year in the US. Defying
expectations that a simple retelling of
the Bible stories, including depictions
of Adam and Eve and Samson and
Delilah, would not appeal to a modern
television audience, the series has been

Royal Commission concern

She said that just before announcing the
Royal Commission the Government
backed down on its promise to require
cleanfeed ISP filtering.

Barnabas Fund

It describes fantastical events, yet appears
on the History Channel. The characters
are household names, yet the cast is full
of unknown actors. Critics have queued
up to slam it, yet US viewers have
flocked to it in their millions.

About 200 people came to the first
service in January. The congregation
focused on the theme of Beginnings,
deliberating over ways that success can
be achieved by letting go of past failures
and avoiding “mental booby traps”. It
meets monthly

According to London’s Islington Gazette,
stand-up comedians Sanderson Jones
and Pippa Evans founded the so-called
godless church because they wanted a
space where non-religious folks could
commune and edify one another.
The church, named Sunday Assembly,
has been “championed as [a] chance for
disillusioned former believers, nostalgic
atheists and anybody searching for a
sense of community, to meet and turn
good intentions into action”.

Britain’s churches may be struggling to
make converts but a new survey in the
run-up to Easter has found no shortage
of people believing in prayer.
The new ICM survey of more than
2000 people, commissioned by the
Church of England, found that four in
five British adults still believe in the
power of prayer. When asked what they
would pray for, nearly a third (31%)
said world peace, followed by an end to
poverty (27%).
One in five (22%) said they would pray
for healing for another person, while 5%
said they did not know what they would
pray for, and 14% said they would never
pray.
Not surprisingly, the over-65s made up
the largest proportion of people praying
(89%). This was followed by young
AU TUMN 2013 11

people between the ages of 18 and 24
(85%). Less likely to pray were those
between the ages of 35 and 40 (75%).
Christian Today

Barnabas Fund

Islamists ‘large threat’
The French-led intervention in Mali
and deadly siege at a gas plant in
Algeria have focused the world’s
attention on the growing strength of
Islamist extremists in north Africa; they
have been described by UK Prime
Minister David Cameron as a “large
and existential threat” requiring a
response that may last for decades.
He said: “What we face is an extremist,
Islamist, al-Qaeda-linked terrorist
group. Just as we had to deal with that
in Pakistan and in Afghanistan so the
world needs to come together to deal
with this threat in north Africa.”
There are a number of Islamist groups
operating in north Africa. Because the
militants associate Christianity with the
West, Christian targets and individuals
– as well as Western ones – are
extremely vulnerable.
Christians were driven out of northern
Mali when the Islamists seized control
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of the territory last March. Churches
were destroyed and a harsh version of
sharia law imposed on the defenceless
population.

Syrian attacks ‘war crimes’
Human Rights Watch has condemned
opposition groups in Syria for
“unjustified attacks against minority
places of worship”, saying that these
amount to war crimes. Numerous
churches in Syria have been destroyed.
The leading human rights organisation
has released the findings of
investigations it carried out in Latakia
and Idlib governorates in November
and December 2012. It found evidence
that opposition fighters had
“deliberately destroyed religious sites”
and that the attacks had been carried
out after the areas had fallen to
opposition control and government
forces had left.
Sarah Leah Whitson, Middle East
director at Human Rights Watch, said:
“The destruction of religious sites is
furthering sectarian fears and
compounding the tragedies of the
country… Syria will lose its rich cultural

and religious diversity if armed groups
do not respect places of worship.”
Barnabas Fund
Trinitarian baptism agreed
Representatives of the United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops, the
Presbyterian Church-USA, the
Christian Reformed Church in North
America, the Reformed Church in
America, and the United Church of
Christ have signed an agreement
formally pledging to recognize one
another’s baptisms when water and the
Trinitarian formula are used.
In 1948, the Vatican declared that
“baptism conferred in the sects of the
Disciples of Christ, the Presbyterians,
Congregationalists, Baptists, [and]
Methodists” is “presumed as valid
unless in a particular case it is proven to
the contrary,” as long as “the necessary
matter and form have been used”.
A 2005 study conducted by the United
Church of Christ (UCC) found that
hundreds of UCC congregations do not
use the Trinitarian formula in baptism.
It found that 78% use traditional
trinitarian words of “in the name of the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (or Ghost)”,
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while another 9% use those words, but
add more inclusive words such as “One
God, Mother of us all”, and 14% use
“Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer,” or
a variation of it.
CWN
Scroll scholar jailed
Raphael Golb, son of Dead Sea Scroll
scholar Norman Golb, will head to jail
as a result of his unorthodox methods
of supporting his father: fraud, forgery,
and harassment of another Dead Sea
Scroll scholar, Lawrence Schiffman.
The case arose in 2009, when Raphael
Golb created fake email accounts and a
website to impersonate New York
University's Schiffman, who disagreed
with Norman Golb's views on the
scrolls. Posing as Schiffman, Raphael
Golb “espoused the views of Norman
Golb and (again, as Schiffman) confessed
to plagiarizing from Norman Golb”.
Raphael Golb was originally sentenced
in 2011, when a New York jury
declared him guilty on 30 of 31
charges. He appealed the criminal
conviction, arguing that he had been
attempting to parody Schiffman. The
court affirmed the lower court’s ruling
on 29 of the 30 convictions, but threw
out a charge of identity theft.
Christianity Today
Iranian pastor jailed
Pastor Saeed Abedini has been jailed for
eight years for “threatening national
security” with his church planting,
reports Morning Star News. “The
promise of his release was a lie,” said his
wife, Nagmeh Abedini, in a statement.
“We must now pursue every effort, turn
every rock, and not stop until Saeed is
safely on American soil.”

The United States' Commission on
International Religious Freedom said in
a statement: “The national security
charges leveled against Mr Abedini are
bogus and are a typical tactic by the
Iranian government to masquerade the
real reason for the charges: to suppress
religious belief and activity of which the
Iranian government does not approve.”
Christianity Today
Notre Dame rings purer
Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris has
received a shiny new set of bells.
Immortalized in the classic 1939 film
The Hunchback of Notre Dame, the
famous bells are being replaced with
more melodious new ones.
Nine enormous bronze bells have made
their way on flatbed trucks from a
Normandy foundry to what is hoped
will be their home for centuries to
come, helping the medieval edifice to
rediscover its historical harmony.
The bells, named after saints and
prominent Catholic figures, rang for
the first time on March 23, in time for
Palm Sunday and Easter week.
They are joining the cathedral’s oldest
surviving bell, a 17th century Great Bell
named Emmanuel, to restore the 10-bell
harmony originally conceived for Notre
Dame’s bell towers. The cathedral
celebrates its 850th anniversary this year.
UCA

Faith key to movie-going
According to a new survey from Barna
Group, faith determines a person's
movie-going habits more than almost
any other demographic factor except
age—especially if you're an evangelical
Christian.
Barna surveyed more than 1000
American adults and found that
evangelicals reported seeing an average
of 2.7 movies in cinemas last year, more
than any age group except those aged
18 to 28.
Large numbers of evangelicals turned
out to see summer blockbusters like
The Avengers (42% of evangelicals
reported seeing it) and The Hunger
Games (36%). Fewer evangelicals
reported seeing Skyfall (12%), Argo
(3%), and Lincoln (3%).
Christianity Today
Scouts delay gay move
The leadership of the Boy Scouts of
America has postponed a decision on a
proposed policy change that would
have ended a ban on openly
homosexual members.
The Scouts’ executive board announced
that “due to the complexity of this
issue, the organisation needs time for a
more deliberate review of its
membership policy”. The decision will
be made in May, after consultation
with members, the board said.

Abedini was born in Iran, but married
an American woman and moved to the
US, where he converted to Christianity.
He was imprisoned in Iran after being
arrested while visiting his family in
September.
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The proposed policy change had drawn
an outpouring of reactions from
members of the Boy Scouts and
sponsoring organisations. The drive to
allow homosexual members had caught
many members by surprise, since just
last summer the board had reaffirmed
its traditional policy. The scouting
organisation was reportedly under
pressure from corporate sponsors to
allow homosexuals.
CWN
Putin backs Orthodox
President Vladimir Putin has called for
a greater role for Russian Orthodoxy
“and other traditional religions” in
Russian life.
“While preserving the secular nature of
our state, and not allowing the overinvolvement of the government in
church life, we need to get away from
the vulgar, primitive understanding of
secularism,” he said.
“The Russian Orthodox Church and
other traditional religions should get
every opportunity to fully serve in such
important fields as the support of
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family and motherhood, the
upbringing and education of children,
youth, social development, and to
strengthen the patriotic spirit of the
armed forces.”
CWN
Church praises media
Father Robert Oliver, a Boston priest
who is the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith’s new promoter of
justice, said at a news conference that
the media performed a service in
uncovering the clerical abuse scandal.
Father Oliver is responsible for
addressing cases of child sexual abuse
by Roman Catholic clergy. He said the
congregation is examining 600 cases,
most of which involve abuse that
allegedly took place between 1965 and
1985.
“I think that certainly those who
continued to put before us that we need
to confront this problem did a service,”
he said. “They (the media) helped to
keep the energy, if you will, to keep the
movement going so that we would,
honestly and with transparency, and

with our strength, confront what is
true.”
“Every single one of us begins with
denial,” he added. “I think the leaders
of the church, the members of the
church, we are no different from
anyone else. In the beginning our
reaction was ‘no this is not possible,
people don’t do this to children’.”
CWN
Stem cell advance
Researchers at the University of
Edinburgh have developed a “printer”
for processing human embryonic stem
cells.
After the embryos were killed and the
stem cells obtained, the stem cells were
placed in a “nutrient-rich soup,”
creating “bio-ink,” LiveScience.com
reported. The “bio-ink” was then
“printed” in clumps on to a dish.
A “cell printer” has also been developed
for adult stem cell research, which does
not involve the destruction of innocent
human life.
CWN
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Ludicrous
Islam lite
Intended to counter radicals, the
new history curriculum will likely fail.
Noel Weeks
With support from the Myer
Foundation, the National Centre for
Excellence in Islamic Studies at the
University of Melbourne has produced,
in May 2010, a manual for
introducing Islamic perspectives into
Australian schools (Learning from One
Another: Bringing Muslim Perspectives
into Australian Schools). Political,
religious and educational issues are
intertwined in this document.
There are many more Buddhists than
Muslims in Australia. Why focus on
Muslims rather than Buddhists? Fear of
militant Islam, especially home-grown
forms, gives rise to such endeavours.
We face the threat of a feedback loop:
the more Islamic terrorism causes
apprehension and fear, the more
Muslims in Australia are likely to meet
with hostility and ostracism, and the
more that happens the more they are
open to radicalisation. In that sense,
this is as much a political document as
an educational document.
The ethos of Australian education is
both secular and parochial. When that

This work is full of
the language of
tolerance and
respect. Yet again
and again it is Islam
that is expected to
yield, not Australian
secularism.

secular parochialism encounters Islam,
it encounters a perspective which is
very clearly religious and which has, as
its historical foundation, events which
occurred outside of Australia. How will
the secularity and insularity of the
Australian school system deal with
something so different? That question
is just as relevant to Christians as to
Muslims because, what the system
attempts to do to Islam in this
document, will be the approach applied
to Christianity.
This work is full of the language of
tolerance, respect and solving problems
by dialogue. Yet again and again it is
Islam that is expected to yield, not
Australian secularism. On sex
education: “Muslim parents need to
accept that sex education as delivered in
Australian schools is necessary and
important for their adolescent
children”. On objections to mixed
bathing and girls’ swim suits: “The
school and the parents need to work
together to enable all Muslim girls to
learn the potentially life-saving skill of
swimming.” There is no
comprehension here that a community
might exist that has a different scale of
values than secularism.
That this is Islam, seen though secular
eyes, is illustrated by the poem used as
an example of Muslim poetry. It is by
the famous poet Rumi where he
proclaims that he could not find Allah
on the Christian cross, or in a Hindu
temple or in Mecca. Instead he found
Allah inside of himself. Pity the poor
teacher, led by this text, who uses the

poem as an example of what all
Muslims believe and has orthodox
Muslims in the class. For Rumi was a
Sufi, a form of mysticism which
contains elements of pantheism and
self-deification and is therefore viewed
as heretical by many Muslims. Rumi is
far more congenial to a secularist than
to a true Muslim or a Christian.
A good proportion of the document is
taken up with examples of
achievements by Muslims. The
suggestion is that, at appropriate
points, teachers might inject these and
thus counter false images of Muslims.
Yet in turn this raises a larger problem.
In many curricular areas the examples
chosen come from the great age of
Islamic culture, approximately late
Middle Ages in the division of history
we use. There is no question of the
greatness of Islamic civilisation in that
period and the historical significance of
its stimulus to European cultures. No
properly educated person should lack
awareness of that great civilisation.
However, are these snippets of
information going to be anything more
than contextless, and hence largely
meaningless, insertions? Hence we must
deal with, not just the secularity, but
also the insularity of Australian
education; an insularity which the
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history version of the National
Curriculum is likely to promote rather
than lessen.
Modern relativist secularism believes
there is no meaning outside of us.
Pragmatically, so that students may find
a job, it will educate about things
outside of the autonomous individual
but, basically it believes there is nothing
meaningful outside of the individual.
The only meaningful history is my
history. Hence the small child cannot
be expected to understand anything
outside his own world of experience.
The first three years are spent slowly
and painfully extending the child’s
world so that it may include the history
of his small local area. So ideologically
blinded is the curriculum that nobody
asks why children who thrilled to their
parents’ reading of The Lion the Witch
and the Wardrobe and similar literature
are supposed to understand nothing
beyond their noses.
In accord with the doctrine that
everything important happens close to
us, the rest of primary school history
must also be restricted to Australia.
Naturally that creates a huge problem
for high school history, especially as
there is a desire to introduce a more
sophisticated Australian history in the
later years of high school. Hence in
Year 7 the scope is 60,000 B.C. to 650
A.D. How much background to the
rise of Islam is going to be conveyed in
that mad rush to
make up for the
egotistically
Australian
concentration of
primary school?

one of many manifestations of Islam.
There is very little in the year 9 and 10
curricula that will convey any
background for Islam, partly because
the curriculum clearly wants to leave
the other stuff and go back to Australia.
I come back to my previous question.
How can an appreciation of the past
greatness of Islamic civilisation be
conveyed when schools are working
with a curriculum that assumes
Australia is the centre of the universe?
The document we are considering tries
to make the best of a bad situation by
stressing the importance of Muslim
camel drivers for the opening up of the
Australian interior. I do not doubt that
fact: I merely suggest Islam is much
more than camel-driving in Australia.
May I return to the political issue: the
need to prevent Islamic radicalisation.
Is what we have presented here likely to
endear Australia to a sensitive Muslim –
the assumption that swimming lessons
are more important than his
community’s feeling for modesty; being
taught a “blasphemous” composition as
great Islamic poetry; the sprinkling of
the names of some past Islamic greats
when the history curriculum is too
fixated on Australia to allow even the
most cursory examination of the
periods of history that are most
significant for Muslims? I think it is a
recipe for radicalisation.
Paradoxically Christians and Muslims

My fear is not that
this document will
spread Islam. It is
that the stupidity of
the curriculum being
imposed on children
will be intensely
alienating for
Muslims.
should have a similar concern with the
egotistic narrowness of the national
history curriculum. Oh that the
Christian school movement had not
given up its fight for a distinctively
Christian curriculum!
My fear is not that this document will
spread Islam. It is that its insensitivity,
and the stupidity of the curriculum
being imposed on children, will be
intensely alienating for Muslims. We
may have problems with many aspects
of Islam but let us remember that there
is much in Australian culture that is
offensive, and understandably so, to
them. In short, the secularist attempt to
pander to Islam does not take Islam
seriously, and is likely to do more harm
than good.
Dr Noel Weeks is a former lecturer in
anncient history at the University of
Sydney.

Year 8 is devoted to
the period Ancient to
Modern. The spread
of Christianity and
Islam are treated but
not their origins.
Schools may choose
to study the
Ottoman Empire as a
depth study but that
is an elective and one
wonders how many
will choose it. Besides
the Ottomans are but
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books
Evolution
Impossible
John F. Ashton
Masters Books,
2012
Mark Powell
The debate
surrounding
creation and
evolution struggles in that it
requires a degree of knowledge
involving the techniques and validity of
such things as radiometric dating,
geological columns and the benefits (or
more precisely, the lack thereof!) of
gene mutation. This can lead many to
think that maybe it is best to treat the
account of creation in Genesis 1 and 2
as merely “poetic”, as some influential
Christian teachers have recently
suggested. That way science can
continue to say one thing and Christian
faith another – even if the two do
contradict each other on certain key
points.
Into the breach has stepped Dr
John Ashton, himself an adjunct
professor of biomedical science in
Melbourne. Ashton has written an
excellent little book (just under 200
pages) summarising, explaining and
finally critiquing the evidence many
people use to support the theory of
evolution. It is an excellent place to
begin to understand the issues. The
book itself is well researched and the
enthusiastic reader will find a wealth of
secondary literature to pursue through
the extensive footnoting. I would
especially recommend it for anyone
involved in studying the hard sciences
at university.
The major strength of Ashton’s
approach is that he writes from within
the scientific community. Hence, his
strategy is to provide hard facts (i.e.
evidence) as to why the theory of
evolution cannot explain the origin of
the universe. Ashton also illustrates
how scientific theories themselves are in

a constant state of flux. For instance,
Darwin’s infamous “tree of life” which
he used as a basis to explain his theory
involving change and development
within species is now rejected by most
scientists as being inadequate and even
mistaken.
Last century infamous theological
liberal Maurice Wiles argued that the
evangelical doctrine of Christology and
in particular the atoning work of Christ
rested on the historical error or
“mistake” of there been a real person
called Adam who fell into sin. Since, in
his opinion, the events involving the
Garden of Eden were based on myth
and therefore should be understood
metaphorically, our understandings of
the incarnation and of redemption
should be viewed the same way.
Ashton’s book demonstrates that this is
definitely not the case.
Mark Powell is part of the ministerial
team at Cornerstone Presbyterian
Church, Strathfield, NSW
No Pressure,
Mr President!
Eric Metaxas,
Nashville: Thomas
Nelson, 2012.
Peter Barnes
On 2 February
2012 Eric
Metaxas, riding the
success of his best-selling biography of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, was privileged to
give the National Prayer Breakfast
address in Washington DC. Normally
these are rather innocuous affairs, full
of religious clichés. However, Metaxas
clowned his way through a speech on
real faith in God as exemplified by
Bonhoeffer and William Wilberforce.
Some of his jokes have a “you needed to
be there” quality about them, and some
of his media references I found
somewhat esoteric, although footnotes
did help. Yet sometimes Falstaff gets to
make a point, and Metaxas does not

hold back on abortion and the biblical
view of sexuality before President Obama,
who has exhibited no commitment to a
biblical view of anything, let alone
saving faith in Christ.
Metaxas regarded it as “a holy privilege”
to speak at the breakfast, and was able to
give copies of his two biographies to the
president, and then to lead the assembled
body of 3500 in singing Amazing
Grace. So far there is no indication that
revival is about to break out in DC, but
as Metaxas says, “who can fathom such
things?” so “Praise the Lord”.
Peter Barnes is
editor of AP
Mortality
Christopher
Hitchens
London:
Atlantic Books,
2012.
Peter Barnes
Christopher
Hitchens’ best-known contribution
to the literary world was God is Not
Great: How Religion Poisons Everything.
Sadly, we go the way of all flesh, and in
2011 Hitchens died of cancer of the
oesophagus. While he was dying, as a
citizen of what he called “the sick
country”, he wrote Mortality which is
at least a recognition of the universal
human problem. Cancer came upon
him quite suddenly and he wrote: “In
whatever kind of a ‘race’ life may be, I
have very abruptly become a finalist.”
He died determined to be an atheist,
indeed a blasphemer, to the end, and so
far as we know he did so.
This short book, of little more than a
hundred pages, packs an enormous
amount of sadness into a relatively
confined space. It is all what the
Christian has heard before. For
example, Hitchens considers that
Calvinism and prayer are contradictory,
and that Calvinism means that “it does
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not matter whether you try to lead a
holy life, or even succeed in doing so”.
He does not appear to have noticed
Calvinism’s claim, which is also the
Bible’s, that no one has tried to live a
holy life, let alone succeeded. That,
surely, is foundational to understanding
Reformed doctrine on the way of
salvation.
Hitchens tried to maintain a whimsical
approach to dying, and cited Kingsley
Amis:
Death has this much to be said for it:
You don’t have to get out of bed for it.
Wherever you happen to be
They bring it to you – free.
Occasionally, there are flashes of
wisdom. He says that he stopped
quoting “whatever doesn’t kill me
makes me stronger”, and wonders why
he ever thought it profound. His last
jotting was “No person is whole. No
person is free”. And the delusional last
word from Carol Blue, his wife, is that
“time after time, Christopher has the
last word”. One thinks not. Alas,
atheism poisons everything.
The Secret Thoughts
of an Unlikely
Convert
Rosaria Champagne
Butterfield
Pittsburgh: Crown &
Covenant
Publications, 2012.
Peter Barnes
It is all too rare
that we read a book wherein there is so
much refreshment and encouragement.
Until her conversion, which she

describes as a train wreck, Mrs
Butterfield was Dr Champagne, an
associate professor in English and also
Women’s Studies at Syracuse University,
and a practising lesbian.
The beginnings of her conversion
might be traced to a series of questions
posed to her in a respectful manner by
a Reformed Presbyterian pastor. The
story from there is a fascinating one,
full of depth, honesty, and struggle.
Mrs Butterfield writes of “the first rule
of repentance: that repentance requires
greater intimacy with God than with
our sin”. When Christ first gave her the
strength to follow Him, she did not
immediately stop feeling like a lesbian.
Later, she writes: “Some people are
smart enough to learn lessons the easy
way. Not me. I always need to fall on
my face.”
Mrs Butterfield has some strong things
to say against modern seeker-sensitive
services, and the watering down of the
gospel. She also records what she had
written concerning her Women’s
Studies 101 syllabus: “NB: Students are
expected to write all papers and
examination essay questions
from a feminist worldview or
critical perspective. In Spanish
class you speak and think in
Spanish. In Women’s Studies you
speak and think in feminist
paradigms. Examination essay
questions written from critical
perspectives outside of feminism
will receive an automatic grade of F.
Papers written from critical
perspectives outside of feminism
will be allowed one revision. Any
student who is unable to write and
think from a feminist critical

perspective or worldview with a clear
conscience should drop the class now.”
As in Australian universities, there are
few things more totalitarian than a
fashionable way of thinking.
When she was a lesbian, Rosaria rejected
same-sex marriage: “Why add good
people to a sick institution?” But as a
Christian, she married Kent Butterfield
in 2001 and went on to adopt four
children and to offer foster care to
others. In becoming a Christian, she did
not lose her capacity to think. On the
contrary, she has some strong things to
say on the issue of “cultural sameness”,
and is discerning on how a Christian is
to deal with an unsympathetic world. In
the end, the wonderful lesson is that
God is in heaven, and still at work in
this world.
Word Wise,
volume 2
Bible Animals
Alison Brown
Edinburgh:
Banner of
Truth, 2012.
Peter Barnes
These are two
books designed
for quite young children, from the pen
of Alison Brown, a former primary
school teacher with five children of her
own, albeit now young adults and
teenagers. Each page of Word Wise deals
with a matter of science from the Bible,
and consists of a passage of Scripture, an
explanation, and an activity. Mrs Brown
clearly, and rightly, believes that writing
helps learning, so the children are
encouraged to write out verses and
complete activities associated with each
lesson. Taken as a whole, the lessons will
help children to connect the Bible with
the physical world around them.
The second book, Bible Animals, is
designed for a younger child. Having
said that, I thought the colouring-in
assignments looked quite difficult! Both
books are very attractively presented, and
should be put to good use especially in
Christian families, but there may well be
opportunities to use them more widely.
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Gospel-Powered
Parenting
Author: William
P. Farley
P&R Publishing,
2009
Don Kerr
William Farley
is clear about
his objective:
“I wrote this book to centre parenting
in the Bible, more specifically the core
of the Bible – the gospel. I am
convinced that the gospel is sufficient
to answer all our parenting questions.”
Farley proceeds to lay out quite a
different approach from most parenting
books. He doesn’t focus on techniques,
the “how” of parenting; instead his
foundation is very much on the “why”
of parenting which in turn impacts the
practicalities.
He breaks the book into 12 chapters
that are very readable, each ends with a
series of questions that can be used for
small discussion groups – as we did in a
parenting study we ran at Revesby
Presbyterian Church.

The first five chapters focus on our
assumptions and understanding of who
God is. At first this may seem an
unusual starting point, but the
emphasis on seeing how our
assumptions about parenting impact us,
and then considering our
understanding of God as our Heavenly
Father, provide a valuable foundation
for the following chapters. His chapters
on Gospel Fear, God as a Holy Father,
and God as a Gracious Father provide
clear outlines of how we see God and
how this should direct our actions and
approach as parents.
The following seven chapters cover
areas such as the relationship between
husband and wife, the importance of
male servant leadership, what discipline
is, showing that our parenting has
eternal implications, and finally the
love that flows from the gospel. There
are sections in these chapters where our
study group engaged in good strong
discussion – such as the difference
between the spiritual leadership of a
home and other training areas where a
mother may take the lead.

something slightly different, but this
did challenge me to think through his
argument. In a small group scenario
this is of great benefit, as it provoked
discussion on these areas.
The biggest benefit of Farley’s book is
that he brings us back to understand
who God is, and makes us grasp what
assumptions we have in approaching
parenting, and then works to make us
think through how our understanding
of the grace of the gospel works out in
how we act as parents.
Don Kerr is an elder at Revesby
Presbyterian Church, Sydney
Book available at Reformers Bookshop
phone: (02) 9564 3555
web: reformers.org.au

Farley uses some phrases and
illustrations where I may have chosen
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To hear only what is bland and innocuous
is to be imprisoned in immaturity.
Mark Twain is supposed to have
quipped that “No man's life, liberty, or
property are safe while the legislature is
in session.” The situation may be even
worse if there is a Senate committee
trying to drum up work for antidiscrimination boards. At present,
Australia has a Senate Committee
looking to revise and extend our antidiscrimination laws. It is proposed to
add “sexual orientation” and “gender
identity” as new categories to be
protected by magistrates armed with
legislation requiring interpretations. It
is also proposed to outlaw conduct that
“offends, insults or intimidates the
other person”. Much might be said
against these proposals, but let us note
three points.
The truth is offensive.
The Bible does tell us to give no offence
to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of
God (1 Cor. 10:32), but this is
referring to secondary issues where
salvation is not necessarily at stake. On
more significant issues, the Bible makes
it clear that God’s truth is offensive.
The committee’s proposal invents a
new and dangerous right. We do not
have a right not to be offended. To hear
only what is bland and innocuous is to

If anti-discrimination
boards existed then,
Jesus might have
been reported, and
an expensive court
case might have
resulted.

be imprisoned in immaturity. George
Orwell has been often cited in this
regard but he deserves to be heeded: “If
liberty means anything at all, it means
the right to tell people what they do
not want to hear.”
People took offence at what Jesus said,
especially in His hometown of Nazareth
(Matt. 13:57). When Jesus made a clear
distinction between the divine Word of
God and human traditions, the
disciples were rather shocked and said:
“Do you not know that the Pharisees
were offended when they heard this
saying?” (Matt. 15:12) If antidiscrimination boards existed then,
Jesus might have been reported, and an
expensive court case might have
resulted.
These laws become instruments for
propaganda and coercion.
The most obvious recent example of
this is the Racial and Religious
Tolerance Act, passed in Victoria in
2001, which made it an offence to
offend, insult or humiliate anyone on
racial or religious grounds. This led to a
prolonged and costly court case. Finally
on 17 December 2004 justice was
supposedly done, and Judge Michael
Higgins found two pastors, Danny
Nalliah and Daniel Scot, to have
offended. Truth is no defence in this
kind of case. What matters is that
people's feelings are hurt. Such
legislation tends to undermine respect
for the law.
The whole approach is contrary to
the Bible’s approach to law.
An apostate Christendom has given
way on this. A Uniting Church

the

Truly
offensive

LAST WORD

Peter Barnes

minister, Elenie Poulos, argues against
any discrimination on the grounds that
“the miraculous healing stories in the
Gospels, regardless of whether you
believe in their literal truth or not, are
demonstrations of a love that reaches
out to those suffering prejudice, a love
that challenges the systems, religious or
otherwise, that force people to the
edges of society, where they have no
chance of flourishing.”
That is all very eloquent, but one is
reminded of Mark Twain again: “Few
things are more irritating than when
someone who is wrong is also very
effective in making his point.” If the
healing accounts are not historical, they
are hoaxes, and we have no reason to
believe that Jesus is the Christ. Also, it
stretches credibility to think that Jesus
saw His mission in terms of condoning
immorality and sodomy.
According to the Senate committee,
sexual orientation and gender identity
are givens. However, sexual conduct,
like any other conduct, is what people
do, not what they are. The logic of the
committee’s approach is that there
could be nothing in the sexual area that
could be classified as wrong. This
would lock the sinner into his sin. With
the Bible, there is condemnation by
God’s law but also the possibility of
forgiveness by His grace (1 Cor. 6:911). In fact, only because there is
identifiable sin can there be heartfelt
forgiveness.
Is the gospel offensive? I should hope
so. To remove its offensiveness would
be to remove its truth, clarity, and
freedom, and would jeopardise
salvation itself.

