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Introduction 

This paper sets out to explore the question of public value1 as it applies to Christianity in 

Australia today. The first point to make is that if there was a simple, single answer to this 

question, there would be no reason to ask it. But in this once (at least nominally) Christian 

country,2 which is now one of the world’s most secular societies, there is no consensus on 

matters of religion. In the 2016 Census, a bare majority of Australians (52 percent) identified 

as Christian, while 30 percent said they had no religion. This represented a drop of 8 percent 

and a rise of 10 percent respectively on figures registered just five years earlier. The 

argument that evidence of renewed religious vigour is to be found in the growth of Spirit-

filled expressions of Christianity is not supported by the statistics. Pentecostal Christians 

accounted for just 1.1 percent of the population in 2011 and 2016, while the relative 

popularity of Charismatic Christianity has not arrested the overall decline in the percentage of 

Australians identifying with mainstream churches.3 Fewer than one in ten Australians attend 

church weekly.4 In Australia, the public value of Christianity is a matter of dispute both 

within the churches and in the wider public space. 

 
1 The words “public value” here signal a good that is obvious, or at least accessible, not just to Christians but to 
people of other religious persuasions and none. 
2 While some Australian historians, and other commentators, have argued, and continue to argue, that religion 
has never been taken seriously in this country, Christianity seems to have enjoyed, at the very least and for a 
long time after the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788, a clearly perceived public or social significance. Roy 
Williams points out that, “in a census conducted in 1828—the first in New South Wales—not a single person 
out of a population of 36,598 identified as an atheist,” while in 1901, the year of Federation, “some 96 percent 
of respondents identified as Christian.” In 1959, three out of every ten Australians attended events associated 
with the visiting American evangelical Baptist, Billy Graham, and this in a population that was a quarter 
Catholic. Roy Williams, Post-God Nation? (Sydney: HarperCollins Publishers, 2015), 9–10. The public 
significance of religion has, however, declined markedly in Australia, and in the West generally, over the past 
fifty years.  
3 And while it may not be unreasonable to find signs of religious renewal in those free spirits—“not religious but 
spiritual” people—who decide for themselves who or what God is for them, to call such people, if only 
provisionally, Christians is to risk a progressive devaluation of Christianity’s scriptural, doctrinal, and 
traditional underpinnings.  
4 A recent study of “faith and belief” in Australia concluded that 15 per cent of the population went to church at 
least once a month, while less than half that number (7 per cent) were “‘extremely involved’ in practicing their 
religion and worshipping as part of a group.” Mark McCrindle, “Faith and Belief in Australia: A national study 
on religion, spirituality and worldview trends,” McCrindle Research Pty Ltd, May 2017. A community survey 
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Charles Taylor gives a general description of Western secularity which fits the Australian 

case. He describes it first in terms of public spaces that have been emptied of all reference to 

a transcendent reality; then in relation to a decline in religious belief and practice; and finally 

as consonant with the multiplication of worldviews which has made belief in God just one of 

the available options.5 In many social situations, the prevailing assumptions are now 

exclusively material. Most public figures are careful to distinguish between any private faith 

they may have and their public actions. They do not bring God to the office.6 And this is the 

key to understanding our current situation, which is not new. Gerhard Ebeling had a 

remarkably clear sense of it almost sixty years ago. Secularism, he wrote, is an historical 

novelty “independent of statistics and prognosis.” Whether people choose to describe 

themselves as religious or non-religious is not important. What we have to understand is that 

the very nature of religious belief has changed. It no longer defines people comprehensively. 

They are now at most partly religious. They are religious only “in the religious province of 

their being, whereas for the rest over broad stretches of their life their existence is in fact as 

non-religious as any.”7 

Barry Harvey describes contemporary religion as but one element of an essentially 

secular process of cultural engineering which divides culture into “autonomous value spheres 

(science, religion, morality, art)” and confines religion, “as a private facet of human 

experience,” to a particular space “within the contours and dynamics of modernity.”8 

Although Harvey objects to this, most people do not, since it permits the private affirmation 

of religious belief in largely unexceptional ways precisely because the affirmation is personal 

and keeps religion in its place.9 Christians follow a salvific path which they are more than 

 
run at much the same time (2016) by the National Church Life Survey (NCLS) indicated that 11 per cent of 
Australians were attending church weekly. NCLS Research notes, however, that “attendance rates obtained from 
sample surveys tend to be inflated compared to head counts and estimates from church leaders and 
administrators.” The NCLS churches’ own Estimates of Attendance Database suggests that five years earlier, in 
2011, 1.43 million (6 per cent) of Australians attended church weekly. This is close to McCrindle’s “extremely 
involved” 7 per cent. 
(www.2016ncls.org.au/resources/downloads/Local%20Churches%20in%20Australia-
Research%20Findings%20from%20NCLS%20Research(2017).pdf.)  
5 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2007), 2–3. 
6 As Tony Abbott said on the eve of the 2013 elections which made him prime minister: “I think it is essential 
that someone of faith understand that while faith is a splendid thing in private life it can often be quite a 
misleading guide in public life.” Annabel Crabb, “Call yourself a Christian: private faith, public politics,” The 
Drum, ABC News, 4 September 2013. 
7 Gerhard Ebeling, Word and Faith, tr. James W. Leitch (London: SCM Press, 1963), 131–32.  
8 Barry A. Harvey, “A Post-Critical Approach to ‘Religionless Christianity,’” in Theology and the Practice of 
Responsibility: Essays on Dietrich Bonhoeffer, eds. Wayne Whitson Floyd Jr. and Charles Marsh (Valley Forge, 
PA: Trinity Press International, 1994), 39, 47.         
9 Might the public value of Christianity perhaps be said to emerge from these private spaces in the form of 
people who, generally without separating themselves from the wider society, live self-consciously or intuitively 
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happy to share with others, but they know that in Australia and other Western countries the 

traffic on that path is thinning as people choose other ways of relating to the transcendent, or 

give up on it entirely and compass themselves instead with a self-sufficient humanism which 

begins and ends with them. I will thus argue that the issue of public value—of Christianity’s 

generally recognised and universally available goods or benefits—is complicated by the fact 

that Christianity can no longer be assumed unequivocally to have this value, which is now 

defined for the most part apologetically against its critics, rather as it was in the early days of 

the church.  

One might, perhaps, reasonably expect a study of this kind to focus principally on the 

church as the institutional embodiment of Christianity in Australia. I have been reluctant, 

though, to do this in any obvious way and have tried instead to avoid either drawing a line 

between Christianity on the one hand and the church on the other or giving the impression 

that Christianity and the church—Christ and the place through which “the wisdom of God” is 

made known (Eph. 3:10)—are one and the same thing. It will be nonetheless evident that 

much of Christianity’s contemporary public value is still bound up with the church and its 

services to the community. Without the church and its variously embodied forms of sociality, 

Christianity dissolves into the interior life of individuals. Without the church, health, social 

welfare, and education services in Australia would be critically impoverished and Australia’s 

will and determination to respond compassionately to people in need around the world would 

be much diminished. The church is active, too, in “the public square” where it works, with 

other elements of civil society, to remedy injustice (in relation to Australia’s treatment of 

refugees, for example) and to promote internationally responsible policy responses to global 

challenges (climate change and nuclear weapons). But the church is also beset with grave 

weaknesses and these must not be overlooked. They include the subordination of women, the 

sexual abuse of children, a too frequent failure to “speak truth to power,” and a degree of 

self-preoccupation that makes it hard for the church fully to understand either the parlousness 

of its present situation or the reasons for it. It is nonetheless important to recognise that the 

church’s failings as an institution are not necessarily the failings of Christianity—although 

they sometimes are. I will then first examine the public value of Christianity—which includes 

the church but is not coterminous with it—under some familiar headings (moral authority, 

family values, education, Christian community, social justice) before closing with some 

 
Christian lives? The answer is probably yes, to some degree, but the evidence for this will always be episodic 
and anecdotal. 
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reflections on the mystery of God’s love for the world which I believe still has the potential 

to speak to all but the most exclusively secular dispositions.10 

The moral authority of Christianity 

A religion is always more than faith and worship. It includes a code of conduct, a way of 

thinking and acting that is held to be consistent with a particular system of belief in the 

transcendent. Christianity is essentially a religion of atonement and redemption. Jesus Christ 

came to restore fallen humanity to a right relation with God. Human beings are reconciled 

with God—made whole again—by a special revelation of God. This act of God, this perfect 

grace, is an unmerited gift to all believers; but it is not without moral implications. Truly to 

follow Jesus Christ is to do what he tells his followers to do.  

Jesus lived and taught within an ethno-religious framework that preceded him. He is 

clear about his purpose, which is not to establish a new religion but rather to buttress an 

existing one. He has come to fulfil God’s promise, not to subvert it. Matthew records his 

fidelity to the God of Israel in these words: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law 

or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfil. For truly I tell you, until heaven and 

earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is 

accomplished” (Matt. 5:17–18). But when he is asked which of the commandments is the 

greatest, Jesus replies: “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 

your soul, and with all your mind.’ And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbour as 

yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets” (Matt. 22: 37–40). 

The first letter of John, which is addressed to people who have not known the historical Jesus, 

describes the relationship between the commandments with admirable clarity. It is not truly 

possible, says John, to love God and at the same time to hate a brother or sister “for those 

who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have 

not seen.” Christ’s commandment “is this: those who love God must love their brothers and 

sisters also” (1 Jn. 4:19–21).   

Christians, though, have not been content simply to observe the command to love God 

and one another. A preoccupation with human sinfulness has led them to adopt more complex 

and tendentious moral frameworks than a straightforward reading of Christ’s message would 

 
10 There are of course different kinds of Christianity. I have formally acknowledged only the division between 
“liberal” and “conservative” Christians in this article and have nailed my colours to the “liberal” mast. My 
approach to theology is described in context and made explicit in the conclusion. 
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seem to require. Too often have Christians taken it upon themselves to judge and punish 

others on God’s behalf. Their historical excesses (in relation, for example, to heresy, sorcery, 

aboriginality, and homosexuality) are a reminder of how badly people of strong convictions 

can be led astray by an exiguous understanding of the beliefs they profess. Marcus Borg’s 

criticisms of the “Christian right” in the United States are telling in this regard. The Christian 

right, he says, describes itself as “‘pro-life,’ but this means primarily the beginning-of-life 

and end-of-life issues of abortion and euthanasia. For the most part, it does not apply a ‘pro-

life’ ethic to what happens during life.” The Christian right sees neither war nor capital 

punishment as problematic for Christians. It takes little interest in environmental issues. “It is 

known for its emphasis on ‘values,’ but its values focus quite narrowly on questions related to 

sexuality, including gender.” Homosexuality is strongly condemned.11 Borg emphasises that 

his is “not a description of evangelical Christianity as a whole, but of the Christian right in 

particular.”12 It is, however, this deeply conservative form of Christianity that is “most visible 

and vocal” in America today.13 

Australia is not, of course, the United States, but here, too, conservative voices are 

generally louder than more moderate ones. Conservative Christians are also more likely to 

command the attention of the Australian media, not just because they seek it but also because 

the media is generally happy to play to a sceptical audience by portraying religious people as 

anachronistic and parochial. There are, of course, other Christian voices in the conversation, 

urging different outcomes. This is contested space, but the contest itself—and particularly the 

struggle to come to terms with human sexuality in all its manifest diversity—tends to obscure 

much that is compassionate and generous in the contemporary church. The issue of public 

value hardly arises.  

Christians have traditionally been urged to aspire to virtue—to the good habits or 

patterns of conduct that are the marks of a life lived well before God.14 And virtue, for 

Christians, is of two kinds: one “acquired”; the other “infused.” The natural or cardinal 

virtues (prudence, justice, temperance, and fortitude) have their origins in classical Greek 

 
11 Marcus J. Borg, Jesus (London: SPCK, 2011), 297. 
12 Borg, Jesus, 299. 
13 Borg, Jesus, 296. 
14 Virtue, says Thomas Aquinas, “is a habit which is always related to the good. Therefore, to distinguish virtue 
from habits which always relate to evil it is said to be that whereby one lives rightly, and to distinguish it from 
things which sometimes relate to good and sometimes to evil, it is said to be that which no one can use badly.” 
Thomas Aquinas, Selected Writings, ed. Ralph McInerny (London: Penguin Books, 1998) (Summa theologiae, 
First Part of the Second Part, Question 55), 659.  
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philosophy, while the theological virtues (faith, hope, and charity) are infused in us by God 

“without our acting but not without our consent . . . for he works in every will and nature.”15 

It will be evident though that, for all their sometimes peculiarly Christian exegeses, none of 

these qualities is exclusively or originally Christian, and that the life of virtue is by no means 

a singularly Christian preserve. We have nonetheless to lament the present-day neglect of 

Christianity’s role in giving intellectual, artistic, and living expression to these virtues in so 

many noble and splendid ways over the past two millennia.16 And we may, I think, still argue 

for a specifically Christian sense of virtue which depends principally on our response to 

Christ’s invitation to enter, through him, into new life with God—on how clearly we hear, 

and how ready we are to heed, the call of the crucified and risen Christ to love God and 

neighbour. These commandments make love not just one virtue among others but the true 

measure of every virtue. They have a clarity and a depth which are lost when the sense of the 

transcendent is lost. The law of love, says Robin Lovin, drawing on Reinhold Niebuhr’s 

Christian ethics, 

at once demands a more just society than we have ever actually seen and points up the 

inadequacies of every approximation of love and justice that we achieve. Like the 

prophets who exhorted the kings of Israel and Judah to heed the command of God and 

then told them that whatever they had done was not enough, the law of love both 

inspires and judges us.17 

This tension, Lovin suggests, is to be preferred to an insipid “liberal or conservative 

moralism.”18 

Family values 

The image of the Christian family is of central importance to the church, providing as it does 

a solid foundation for social order and faithful religious observance. Its public value would 

appear to be unquestionable, but is it an unquestionably Christian value? Family is as much 

 
15 Thomas Aquinas, Selected Writings, 660.  
16 Roy Williams rightly observes that we should generally be able to expect a society’s intellectual elite “at the 
very least [to have] a clear understanding of where they came from.” Australian society, he says, cannot live 
indefinitely, “more or less unknowingly, off Judaeo-Christian capital. If we are to make a clean break from 
religion, as some people appear to wish, then it should be done deliberately and in full knowledge of all the 
relevant facts—not sneakily by default.” Williams, Post-God Nation?, 276. 
17 Robin Lovin, “Reinhold Niebuhr and Dietrich Bonhoeffer on Responsibility,” in Engaging Bonhoeffer: The 
Impact and Influence of Bonhoeffer’s Life and Thought,’ ed. Matthew D. Kirkpatrick (Fortress Press, 2016), 70. 
ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/csuau/detail.action?docID=4541062. 
18 Lovin, “Niebuhr and Bonhoeffer on Responsibility,” 70. 
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an anthropological, sociological, and political category as it is a religious one, and its public 

value—as a means of promoting and sustaining social coherence and continuity—is 

universal. To the extent, though, that Christian ideas of family may be said to foster safe, 

nurturing, and respectful spaces for the people who inhabit them, the sense of public value is 

pushed beyond the utilitarian—only to be undermined by Christianity’s traditional 

associations with patriarchy and the subordination of women.  

As Rachel Muers observes, “God is ‘supposed’ on some level to be gender-neutral but 

has in practice been imagined as male.”19 It flows inevitably from such an imaginary—which 

assumes “the highest value and source of value” to be essentially male—that women will be 

portrayed as, in some sense at least, inferior and subordinate to men.20 The problem begins 

with Scripture, with the biblical texts themselves. As products of patriarchal cultures, they 

describe the Christian household in ways that are damagingly out of step with broadly 

accepted contemporary social norms. For example, in the letter to the Ephesians we read: 

“Wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the Lord. For the husband is the head of 

the wife just as Christ is the head of the church, the body of which he is the Savior. Just as the 

church is subject to Christ, so also wives ought to be, in everything, to their husbands” (Eph. 

5:22–24). The fact that this pseudo-Pauline letter is at odds with the undisputed letters of 

Paul, and may well be the product of a late first century “reaccommodation to longstanding 

cultural patterns of hierarchy and submission,”21 has not diminished its power over the 

centuries to underwrite the subordination of women to men. Indeed, says Muers, to look 

closely at the biblical texts in which women appear is to be confronted “with the record of 

women’s subordination, exclusion, and subjection to violence—realities that the texts not 

 
19 Rachel Muers, “Feminism, Gender, and Theology,” in The Modern Theologians, ed. David F. Ford (Malden, 
MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 439.  
20 Muers, “Feminism, Gender, and Theology,” 436. Muers is clear though that female imaging of God is not 
intended to “replace” the male; “the search, as feminist theologians understand it, is for a richer and more 
diverse language of divinity that would genuinely transcend an existing understanding of gender and gender 
relations – as, it is claimed, the Christian understanding of God should.” Muers, “Feminism, Gender, and 
Theology,” 438. 
21 See J. Paul Sampley’s introduction to The Letter of Paul to the Ephesians in The HarperCollins Study Bible 
(NRSV) Revised Edition, ed. Harold W. Attridge (New York: HarperCollins, 2006), 1983. There is a very 
similar passage in another of the pseudo-Pauline letters (Col. 3:18), while in First Timothy we read: “Let a 
woman learn in silence with full submission. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she is 
to keep silent” (1 Tim. 2:11–12). These passages stand in stark contrast to Paul’s affirmation of the equality of 
persons in his (undisputed) letter to the Galatians: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or 
free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). Paul clearly indicates 
that women were influential in early Christian circles. See, for example, the list of personal greetings in Romans 
16:1–16 which begins with Phoebe, a deacon of the church at Cenchreae.  
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only record, but also repeat and enable to be repeated in the lives of people who read these 

texts.”22  

The treatment of women in the Bible, in the church, and in society as a whole has long 

been a matter of Christian controversy. This, too, is contested ground, and there is value for 

the wider society in the contest because it is by no means just within the church that the 

struggle for equal rights and opportunities goes on. But while there is certainly public value 

in the struggle, it is hard to attribute a specifically Christian identity to it. Christian women, 

including feminist theologians, are part of a much larger movement, which includes many 

non-Christian, including anti-Christian, components. And while the biblical endorsement of 

patriarchy is today glossed over by most Australian Christians, its legacy, and its associations 

with the church’s critiques of homosexuality23 and same-sex marriage, make it hard for many 

already sceptical Australians to regard the church’s claim to promote traditional family values 

as other than self-serving. 

And then there is this from the final report of the Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse: 

After each time I was sexually abused, I had to go to confession to him and confess 

“my” sins of impurity. He would say, “Are you sorry for your sin, my child?” and I 

would reply, “Yes, Father.” He then said “Ask Almighty God and his blessed mother 

to help you sin no more. For your penance say three Hail Marys. Now make a perfect 

act of contrition. Go and sin no more.24 

We cannot step past this monstrous abuse of trust. The sexual abuse of children in Australian 

religious institutions has been a defining moment of deep and, in some cases, final 

disillusionment for many once religious people—the moment of departure. It is an extreme 

but nonetheless telling exemplification of what happens when people are given, or simply 

find themselves with, way too much power over others made vulnerable by the egregious 

 
22 Muers, “Feminism, Gender, and Theology,” 435. 
23 While, says Muers, “the patriarchal culture may, as Luce Irigaray suggests, be ‘hom(m)osexual’ in that it 
allows women no identity that is not male-defined, the man or woman who fails to fit the expected patterns of 
relations between the sexes also represents a challenge to the gender-based ordering of social relations.” Muers, 
“Feminism. Gender, and Theology,” 444. It is perhaps instructive in this context that the foundational biblical 
condemnation of homosexuality (the story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19) includes a searing example 
of disregard for women (and the family). As the narrative makes abundantly clear, Lot is ready to countenance 
the rape of his daughters rather than acquiesce in the violent dishonouring of his guests (Gen. 19:7–8).      
24 Final Report of the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, Preface and 
executive summary, 43.    
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exploitation and distortion of their faith. The Royal Commission acknowledged that child 

sexual abuse did not occur only in religious institutions, but it described the delinquency of 

religious institutions as “particularly troubling” given their prominence in the delivery of 

children’s education, health and social welfare services and because “the perpetrators of child 

sexual abuse in religious institutions were, in many cases, people that children and parents 

trusted the most and suspected the least.”25 It is, therefore, scarcely surprising that the efforts 

of senior clergy to conceal abuse—the decision, again and again, to act in what they 

mistakenly assumed to be the interests of the institution and quite deliberately to abandon the 

victims of abuse—have done the church as much harm as the abuse itself. 

It is hard, too, to overlook the fact that, in the gospels, Jesus deals quite harshly with 

conventional family relationships. When someone tells him that his mother and brothers are 

outside, wanting to speak to him, he replies: “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” 

He then points to his disciples and says, “Here are my mother and my brothers! For whoever 

does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother” (Matt. 12:46–50). 

Elsewhere he tells us: “Whoever comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and 

children, brothers and sisters, yes, and even life itself, cannot be my disciple. Whoever does 

not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciple” (Lk. 14:26–27). And again: “Do not 

think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a 

sword. For I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother, 

and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and one’s foes will be members of one’s 

own household” (Matt. 10:34–36). 

Of course, the point of these verses is not to disparage the family but rather to emphasise 

the importance of doing God’s will. It is, however, nonetheless clear that, for Christ, family is 

synonymous with a shared love of God and that its value depends essentially on the character 

of the space it creates for the people it encompasses. We may, I think, assume that a space 

characterised by the genuine love of God will be a place of familial love, mutual respect, and 

safety. As such, it will have a public value, but it will not these days always include the same 

elements (man, woman, children) in the same relationships. Sarah Coakley suggests that, 

“amidst all the furores caused by churchly rows on homosexuality,” something of note has 

been largely overlooked. This is the fact that “some gay and lesbian couples now wish to 

enter into public, and publicly accountable, lifelong vows of fidelity,” which she describes as 

 
25 Final Report, Preface and executive summary, 44. 
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a “demanding ascetic undertaking,” one that is “consciously resistant to the widespread 

collapse of bonds of faithfulness in society at large.” 26 

A Christian education 

It is surprising, in such a secular society, to find so many religiously affiliated schools. 

Parents who can afford a private education for their children often choose to send them to a 

non-government rather than to a state school. Almost 35 per cent of Australian students 

currently attend non-government schools27 (by no means all of which are “high-fee elite 

institutions”28) and more than 90 per cent of these are affiliated with a religion.29 Parents 

preference non-government schools for a variety of reasons—including their reputations for 

discipline and for upholding religious values—but the quality of the tuition and a perceived 

likelihood of better post-school outcomes are generally among the most important. Kelsey 

Munro warns, however, that “if you’re only interested in academic achievement, the results 

from most of the 30-odd Australian studies since 2000 suggest that private schools are no 

better at progressing students’ learning than state schools, once you’ve controlled for 

socioeconomic background.”30 A former NSW minister for education, Adrian Piccoli, 

believes the critical difference between school sectors to lie in “the ability of the non-

government sector to choose who their students are.”31      

There is nonetheless clearly significant public value in non-government schools and 

some portion of this value may reasonably be attributed to the Christian affiliations of many 

of them. But the competition model for education—the idea that public, private, and Catholic 

schools should compete for students on the basis of each school’s academic results—is open 

to criticism. Munro suggests that, “instead of competition lifting all boats, parents with the 

 
26 Sarah Coakley, The New Asceticism: Sexuality, Gender and the Quest for God (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 
140–41.     
27 Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment fact sheet: “How are schools 
funded in Australia?” (https;//docs.education.gov.au/node/44546).  
28 “The median fee for the nation’s 1,100 non-government schools is $5,100 a year, largely due to the 
proliferation of low-fee, faith-based schools in the past two decades.” Kelsey Munro, “School choice: some 
parents are prepared to pay, but is society?” The Guardian, 19 August 2018. 
29 Emma Rowe, “Religion in Australian schools: an historical and contemporary debate,” The Conversation, 24 
August 2017. 
30 Kelsey Munro, “‘Bespoke education’: are Australia’s private schools worth the price tag?” The Guardian, 18 
August 2018. 
31 Munro, “Bespoke education,” Guardian, 18 August 2018. An earlier ACER study observed: “While it is true 
that some schools achieve outstanding Year 12 results and are highly successful in terms of university entrance, 
some of these schools – both public and private – have selective student intakes. Some schools draw students 
from higher socio-economic groups within the community and have above-average levels of support at home 
and outside school.” Adrian Beavis, “Why parents choose public or private schools,” Research Developments, 
Vol. 12 [2004], Art. 3 (http://research.acer.edu.au/resdev/vol12/iss12/3).   
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agency to compare schools based on their academic results or other status markers move their 

kids to ‘better’ schools, effectively leaving concentrations of disadvantage behind them.”32 

She draws attention to the social cost involved in reducing opportunities for children with 

different gifts and talents, from different socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds, to learn 

and grow together in comprehensive schools.33 This, I think, is a strong argument for using 

public funds to prioritise the health of the state school system. Meanwhile, the public funding 

of non-government schools will remain a controversial issue for people on all sides of the 

argument so long as Australia’s complex education arrangements fail to achieve a positive 

equilibrium. In this situation, I would suggest that the real public value of Christianity lies 

chiefly in supporting efforts to provide a fully inclusive, high quality education for every 

Australian child. 

Christian community 

The church is the body (1 Cor. 12:12–27) of which Christ is the head (Eph. 1:22–23; Col. 

1:18). Christ, says Hans Küng, “makes the believers into one body; seen from their origins, 

they are one through Christ; seen as a present reality, they are one in Christ.”34 Christ is for 

the church neither just an historical nor only a future event. Rather, the sovereign Lord of all 

humankind is present, now and always, “in the entire life of the Church.”35 And the church, 

as the body of Christ, “grows through the mission to all peoples and more generally through 

the service of the Church in the world,”36 but it can only do this as a “believing” and “needy” 

church—rather than as a “knowing” and “possessing” church—“in obedience to its head.”37 

It is often said that one of the social benefits of religion lies in what Hugh Mackay calls 

“the powerful sense of belonging people derive from their membership of a faith 

community.” In fact, he argues, that “sense of connection to a community of like-minded 

people is sometimes stronger than the commitment to the institution’s formal articles of 

faith.”38 Indeed it is probably fair to say that, for most people, membership of a church serves 

 
32 Munro, “School choice,” Guardian, 19 August 2018. 
33 Munro quotes Mark Merry, the principal of Yarra Valley Grammar in Victoria: “I think that parents who 
choose to send their children to our school choose to do so subscribing to the values of the school, so we 
perhaps don’t have the diversity of viewpoints . . . It’s far more – not monocultural – but it’s more 
homogeneous.” Munro, “Bespoke education,” Guardian, 18 August 2018. Here children are surrounded by other 
children whose family backgrounds and perspectives are in many cases mirror images of their own.  
34 Hans Küng, The Church, tr. Ray and Rosaleen Ockenden (London: Burns and Oates, 2001), 229. 
35 Küng, The Church, 234–35. 
36 Küng, The Church, 231. 
37 Küng, The Church, 238–39.  
38 Hugh Mackay, Australia Reimagined: Towards a more compassionate, less anxious society (Sydney:Pan 
Macmillan Australia Pty Ltd, 2018), 219.  
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in some measure to underwrite a positive and stable sense of personal and collective identity, 

and there is nothing wrong with this. I would suggest though that the real value of 

Christianity lies more essentially in its capacity to bind Christians compassionately, through 

the universal humanity of Jesus Christ, to people they do not know and may never meet.  

As a very young man, Dietrich Bonhoeffer describes the part played by the church in the 

salvation which comes to believers through faith in Christ. Community with God, he says in a 

syllogism, “exists only through Christ, but Christ is present only in his church-community, 

and therefore community with God exists only in the church.”39 He is troubled though by “the 

inner necessity of the idea of apocatastasis”—the Greek term for the doctrine of the salvation 

by grace of all creatures—because if, as he believed, “the gift of God’s boundless love” is 

received without merit, then it would seem “impossible to exclude others from this gift and 

this love.”40 Bonhoeffer comes progressively to embrace the logic of a Christology predicated 

on the understanding that Christ has “restored the image of God for all who bear a human 

countenance.”41 In Christ, says Bonhoeffer, “the form of humanity was created anew. What 

was at stake was not a matter of place, time, climate, race, individual, society, religion, or 

taste, but nothing less than the life of humanity, which recognised here its image and its 

hope.”42 While there is “no explaining the mystery that only a part of humanity recognises the 

form of its savior,”43 there is in fact “no part of the world, no matter how lost, no matter how 

godless, that has not been accepted by God in Jesus Christ and reconciled to God.” Christ 

cannot be confined to the church. He “died for the world” and is Christ “only in the midst of 

the world.”44 In Jesus Christ, the God who became human embraces human nature in its 

totality. No-one is excluded from the all-inclusive work of redemption. 

There can, by definition, be no public value in Christian exclusivity; but is there perhaps 

some in an all-encompassing inclusivity? If there is, it will not lie in insisting on a Christian 

universalism which non-Christians are bound to reject, but rather in some grasp of the 

implications for Christian behaviour of an inclusive view of redemption. Bonhoeffer is 

helpful to us here, too. Jesus Christ, he says in an early sermon, “encounters us in every step 

 
39 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio, ed. Clifford J. Green (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 158. 
Bonhoeffer’s italics. 
40 Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Communio, 286–87.  
41 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Discipleship, eds. Geffrey B. Kelly and John D. Godsey (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2003), 285. 
42 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics, ed. Clifford J. Green (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 96. 
43 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, 96. 
44 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, 67. 
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we take, in every person we meet. . . . Jesus Christ, God himself, speaks to us from every 

human being.”45 Christians must learn to acknowledge Christ in every human being because, 

in the God-reconciled world of the incarnation, every human being bears the image of God. 

And this may serve fruitfully to inform Christian conduct in pluralistic societies where Jesus 

Christ is but one of many expressions of belief in the transcendent.46 

Social justice 

Compassion is a defining mark of the church and its work on behalf of people in need, in 

every part of the world, is rich evidence of this.47 Here in Australia, the churches and other 

Christian institutions are critically important components of a network of support services for 

vulnerable and disadvantaged people. They provide health and hospital services, care for the 

elderly, food and clothing for the poor, shelter for the homeless, and refuge for victims of 

domestic violence. They are active internationally, too, as providers of aid and development 

assistance, disaster relief, and support for refugees and internally displaced people. Barney 

Zwartz underlines the critical importance of what he describes as the over-representation of 

Christians in “the ranks of society’s volunteers, helpers and donors.” Christian aid agencies, 

he tells us, constituted a vast majority of the NGOs (37 of 41) that “rushed to Rwanda in 

1994 to provide support and relief,” while today in Australia 26 of the 30 largest charities are 

faith-based.48 The significance of this is not lost on Australians, some 70 percent of whom 

were recently found to “most value the Church and Christian organisations for their work 

with those in need.”49 Christian voices, too, are prominent among those raised in protest 

against social injustice, the arbitrary detention of asylum seekers, global warming, and 

nuclear weapons. And this is all as it should be for, as Bonhoeffer reminds us, “Christianity 

stands or falls with its revolutionary protest against violence, arbitrariness and pride of power 

and with its apologia for the weak.”50  

 
45 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Sermon on Matthew 28:20, Barcelona, April 15, 1928,” in Barcelona, Berlin, New 
York: 1928–1931, ed. Clifford J. Green (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 494. 
46 Peter Hooton, Bonhoeffer’s Religionless Christianity in Its Christological Context (Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books/Fortress Academic, 2020), 190–91.   
47 This section draws substantially on an earlier article of mine, “Bonhoeffer, the Ecumenical Church, and the 
Things that make for Exile,” in The Bonhoeffer Legacy: An International Journal Vol 5 No 1/2017, ed. Terence 
Lovat (Adelaide: ATF Theology, 2017), 69–86.     
48 Barney Zwartz, “Christianity is dying out? Don’t count on it,” The Drum, ABC News, 5 October 2015. 
McCrindle, “Faith and Belief in Australia,” 2017.    
49 McCrindle, “Faith and Belief in Australia,” 2017.  
50 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Sermon on 2 Corinthians 12:9,” in London, 1933–1935, ed. Keith Clements 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), 402.  
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There is, though, a disjunction, in Australia and elsewhere, between Christianity’s strong 

record of social service on the one hand and the nonetheless persistent image of a quiescent 

and risk-averse church on the other. For all the good it does in “bind[ing] up the wounds of 

the victims beneath the wheel,”51 there is still much truth in a criticism that Bonhoeffer made 

of the church in 1934. Christianity, he said then, “has adjusted itself much too easily to the 

worship of power. It should give much more offence, more shock to the world, than it is 

doing.”52 

The church will always have questions to put to the world. It speaks with the voice of the 

present Christ and its questions must spring constantly from this source—and not just on 

those great Christian occasions when we can expect church leaders dutifully to remind us of 

the appalling want of peace and justice in the world. As Kevin Rudd wrote in the year before 

he became prime minister for the first time, it is not the purpose of the church “to be socially 

agreeable” but rather “to speak robustly to the state on behalf of those who cannot speak 

effectively for themselves.”53 The church’s right to ask hard questions will always be 

contested, especially when they are put not to isolated, vulnerable individuals, but to the state, 

and to society itself. The state may quite plausibly argue that its complex decision-making 

processes have necessarily to take more than Christ into account, but if the church takes the 

same view, then it turns its back on the one who gives it breath and life. It becomes 

irrelevant. It has nothing to say to us that we cannot hear elsewhere. The price of a carefully 

cultivated urbanity is the surrender of all simplicity, directness, and purpose. The church 

ceases to be (if indeed it has ever been, since Constantine) the clear, faithful voice of Christ 

in the world. 

There is a sense, too, in which the church’s questions are not really questions at all. They 

are a summons, a call to accept responsibility for the unacceptable, and they may justly have 

as such a certain naïveté about them. The church does not have to prove that war, however it 

begins and whatever moral purpose it may appear to serve, will always provide occasion for 

the slaughter of innocents; or to bring a carefully considered case against starvation. There 

are already too many parties to interminable conversations and too many people who have no 
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real desire to bring those conversations to a satisfactory close. The gospel makes it 

abundantly clear that there is a wisdom in naïveté which the world sorely needs. 

This said, the church’s desire to participate constructively in the debate on matters of 

public importance is readily understood. But it has a particular responsibility to bring 

something qualitatively different to the conversation and must be seen by others to do so. 

This qualitative difference will, at its best, be neither historically contingent (and, thus, 

compromised) nor eschatologically driven (and, thus, alienating) but rather, and very simply, 

always something inspired by the worldly encounter with Jesus Christ. The church’s views 

may well not prevail, but they should at least be clear and not hemmed in by qualifications 

and ambiguities that are more properly the preserve of politicians and bureaucrats. Some 

things “are worth standing up for without compromise.” Peace and social justice are two such 

things, “as is Christ himself.”54  

Of course, Christians often disagree on the nature, form, timing, and substance of their 

interventions in the public square. They are frequently to be found on both sides of an 

argument and may have little or no interest in forging a Christian consensus. Some of these 

interventions, it seems to me, cannot be reconciled with Christian faith and conduct. For 

instance, the determination of some Christians to preserve in law an ability to discriminate 

against people on the basis of their sexual orientation and of others to disregard the lives and 

reproductive rights of real women in the debate on abortion conveys nothing of Christ’s 

generosity and compassion. The fact that a cause enjoys strident Christian support does not 

make it Christian, although it may nonetheless, and most unfortunately, come largely to 

define Christianity for its critics and casual observers.  

There can, however, be no justification for seeking to exclude religion from a dynamic 

society’s “moral-practical struggles.”55 As José Casanova argues, “the public interventions of 

religion” can no longer be dismissed “simply as antimodern critiques of modernity.” They 

have instead to be recognised as legitimate critiques of specific aspects of modernity which 

imply the acceptance of modernity’s “fundamental values and principles”—its plurality and 

respect for individual freedoms. “In other words, they are immanent critiques of particular 

forms of modernity from a modern religious point of view.”56  

 
54 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “To Karl-Friedrich Bonhoeffer, January 1935,” London, 285. 
55 José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 
233. 
56 Casanova, Public Religions, 221–22.  
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The mystery of God’s love for the world 

In the first volume of her memoirs, in a section subtitled “In the Jardin des Plantes,” Raïssa 

Maritain describes the “metaphysical anguish” she felt as a student in Paris at the beginning 

of the twentieth century. She was dismayed by the dogged materialism which defined the 

intellectual life of the Sorbonne, by the relativism of the scientists and the scepticism of the 

philosophers. Ralph McInerny tells us that Raïssa was “not so much persuaded as devastated” 

by the arguments against God. For her, the absence of God “unpeopled the universe.” 

Together with the young man who would become her husband, she determined to “extend 

credit to existence” for a little longer. But if the experiment failed “the solution would be 

suicide.” “I would have accepted a sad life,” she said, “but not one that was absurd.”57 

Happily, they found what they were looking for, first, in Henri Bergson’s philosophy, which 

restored their faith in the mind’s intuitive capacity for truth and, then, in friendship with the 

writer Léon Bloy, who led Raïssa and the future Thomist philosopher Jacques Maritain into 

the Catholic Church. 

While this may perhaps seem a rather extravagant example of existential angst, it is I 

think still vividly illustrative of a hunger for meaning that is as much a part of Western life 

today as it was a hundred and twenty years ago. There is a shallowness, an emptiness, in 

physicalism which often troubles the heart more severely than it does the head. When life is 

reduced “to a chemical combination, with thought a mere epiphenomenon,”58 we are forced 

to rely exclusively on the ego for the always fragile strategies of personal accumulation 

needed to provide us with a sense of purpose and continuity. We are closed to every 

meaningful possibility of transcendence. 

To be open to the transcendent is to be open to the mystery of a reality that we may 

faithfully affirm but cannot prove. In truth, the transcendent can only ever be “the 

prerequisite for our thinking, never the proof. For as an object providing proof it would no 

longer be the transcendent.”59 By making room for mystery—by reaffirming the human 

capacity for wonder, and by having the humility to accept that some things will lie always 

beyond our comprehension—we give ourselves the opportunity to participate in a life outside 

the closed circle of the self. The sole task of theology, says Bonhoeffer, is to preserve this 
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mystery, “to keep the miracle of God a miracle, to comprehend, defend, and exalt the mystery 

of God, precisely as mystery.”60 Indeed, life is worth living only “to the extent that it keeps 

its respect for mystery. By honoring mystery, we keep within us some of the child we used to 

be.”61 

Real mystery, according to John de Gruchy, “never ceases to invite enquiry and 

exploration, for there is always more to be discovered.” It “leads us beyond the boundaries of 

the ordinary into the deep things of life.” Mystery is not “a problem to be solved, but 

something that can strike us dumb.”62 De Gruchy reminds us of the importance Jesus attached 

to the childlike capacity “to see things as they are and intuitively [to] grasp their 

significance.” And although we may not, as adults, be able fully to recapture the innocence of 

childhood, we can still benefit from what Paul Ricoeur calls a “‘second naïveté,’ that is a 

fresh, chastened ability to see and hear the truth in the tale, the fact in the fiction, the mystery 

beneath the real, and to recognise that a great deal else in which we place our confidence as 

sophisticated adults is ephemeral at best and dangerous at worst.” De Gruchy urges us to find 

“loop-holes in ordinary life through which we can catch glimpses of something sublime amid 

the mundane.”63  

It may seem that I am here making a case for private religion rather than for public 

Christianity, but this is not my intention. There is no Christianity of any kind worthy of the 

name that does not cherish, and depend absolutely on, the ineffable mystery which gave rise 

to it. The source, expression, and end of Christianity is God. But if there is in fact a public 

value in a fresh sense of life’s unplumbed depths—in the intuitive grasp of a more-than-

material reality to which we have limited access—does it lie other than in vaguely described 

notions of religiosity? Is it perhaps better expressed in non-Christian religious traditions? Is 

there anything peculiarly Christian about it?   

The answer to these questions lies, I think, in the mystery of God’s becoming human in 

Jesus Christ, and in what Paul describes as “the foolishness” of the Christian proclamation. 

For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a 

stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, 
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both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For God’s 

foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human 

strength (1 Cor. 1:22–25).  

The claim that God became a human being has always been incomprehensible to a great 

many people. If Jesus had not declared himself to be the Son of God, or if he had come down 

from the cross when he was challenged to do so, we could perhaps more confidently proclaim 

either his humanity or his divinity. But we would have failed to comprehend God’s purpose 

for if, as Bonhoeffer points out, Jesus “had replied to the question, are you the Christ? by 

doing a miracle, then the statement that he became a human being like us would no longer be 

true, since at the decisive moment an exception would have been made.”64 If we cannot hold 

the humanity and divinity of Jesus Christ together in the one whole person of the God-human, 

then Christianity is effectively lost to us. We are separated from the historical Jesus by the 

passage of time, and from God by God’s timelessness. We have no independent access to 

either. “God in his timeless eternity is not God. Jesus Christ in his humanity, limited in time, 

is not Jesus Christ.” We cannot have one without the other. “Instead, in the human being 

Jesus Christ, God is God. Only in Jesus Christ is God present.”65 

Bonhoeffer was not much drawn to God’s perfections because he did not think people 

could be expected to relate to them in any meaningful way. What good, he asks, does a God 

do us in eternity—a God who is beyond sin and death? “How can such a God help us? Does 

this God inquire after me?”66 Bonhoeffer finds in Matt. 8:17 (“He took our infirmities and 

bore our diseases”) the assurance that largely defines his theology. Matt. 8:17, he says, 

“makes it quite clear that Christ helps us not by virtue of his omnipotence but rather by virtue 

of his weakness and suffering!” And it is this, he believes, that distinguishes Christianity 

from “all religions,” for whereas “human religiosity directs people in need to the power of 

God in the world,” the Bible reveals “the powerlessness and the suffering of God.” It tells us 

that “only the suffering God can help.”67     

 
64 Bonhoeffer, “Lectures on Christology,” Berlin, 358. 
65 Bonhoeffer, “Lectures on Christology,” Berlin, 313.  
66 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Outline on Exodus 20:2–3 as a Sermon for Trinity Sunday,” in Theological Education 
at Finkenwalde: 1935–1937, eds. H. Gaylon Barker and Mark S. Brocker (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), 
636. 
67 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “To Eberhard Bethge,” in Letters and Papers from Prison, ed. John de Gruchy 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010), 479. 



  

19 
 

The conviction that God suffers is, for Bonhoeffer, “one of the most convincing 

teachings of Christianity.” He thinks of God as “nearer to suffering than to happiness” and 

believes that “to find God in this way gives peace and rest and a strong and courageous 

heart.”68 Christ’s weakness and powerlessness belong inescapably to finite, biological life, 

just as his love and compassion—the Spirit of Christ in every human being—belong 

inescapably to God. If we cannot make this connection—if we do not believe that God enters 

fully into human joy and suffering—then we are forced to conclude that God does not really 

know what God has made; that creation is as much a mystery to God as God is, finally, to 

God’s creation. In the “Outline for a Book,” which Bonhoeffer wrote in prison shortly before 

his death, he asks: “Who is God?” The answer, he says, is “not primarily a general belief in 

God’s omnipotence, and so on,” but simply the “encounter with Jesus Christ.”69 This sense of 

encounter is not new for him. We have come across it already in that early sermon where 

Jesus Christ “encounters us in every step we take, in every person we meet.” We meet God in 

other people and, when we know this to be true, “our gaze opens to the fullness of divine life 

in the world.”70 

Conclusion 

In summary then, there is public value in Christian lives spent in the service of others and in 

the struggle for peace and justice. There is public value in the march of saints, martyrs, 

philosophers, theologians, sculptors, painters, architects, artisans, composers, musicians, 

poets, and novelists whose lives and work, inspired by Christ and Christian motifs, have 

shaped the intellectual history, ethics, and aesthetics of Western civilisation. There is even 

probably something to be said for a religion that provokes its “cultured despisers”71 to 

proclaim an atheism which, in its relentless pursuit of a completely self-sufficient humanism, 

“mimics the self-sacrifice of the religious man.”72 

But the principal value of Christianity lies where it always has, in the everyday encounter 

with Jesus Christ, and in the simple but demanding vision of humility and love which is the 

only genuine fruit of this encounter. While these qualities are by no means always evident in 
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Christian practice, they are nonetheless essential to the faithful practice of Christianity. 

Without humility and love, there can be no glimpse of the “sublime amid the mundane.” In 

their absence, we can speak meaningfully neither of God’s becoming human in Jesus Christ 

nor of his cruel and humiliating death on the cross. Without them, what hope do we have of 

sharing willingly with Christ the burden of human suffering? How are we to recognise, let 

alone respect, “the boundary at the centre” of human existence—to know that “the whole of 

existence, human existence in every possible way that it may comport itself, has its limit”?73  

There is perhaps a lesson here that the church has still to learn. While there are, of 

course, many different forms of church, it is nonetheless possible to discern in the church in 

Australia weaknesses that may belong to it by virtue of a worldliness implicit in the very 

nature of institutions. These include structural rigidities, relationships of power, and strategies 

for self-preservation that seem at times to run counter to the values the church claims to 

embrace and to consume more energy than the services it provides. The church will always 

be most convincing when it focuses on the work of proclamation—when it points away from 

itself to Christ. It should not hesitate to speak with and for the kinder and more inclusive 

voices in Australian society and against the extremes—both material and conceptual—that 

have the potential to tear our society apart. The fact that it does not consistently do this is the 

measure of its distraction—of the degree to which the church has forgotten its “characteristic 

place” in the world as “the place of God himself.”74 

When Paul calls the church “the body of Christ,” he is clearly describing a social entity 

which in the course of its existence will, like most living things, know times of growth and 

prosperity as well as periods of atrophy and decline. A flourishing church will always have 

room for new, and renewing, expressions of a sociality that embodies and is inspired by the 

transforming Spirit of Christ. Christians are engaged in an unending process of discernment 

which arises, as Bonhoeffer puts it, “from the knowledge of being preserved, held, and 

guided by the will of God” and which seeks daily “to solidify this knowledge in concrete 

living.” It does not question the “unity that has been regained in Jesus. Instead, it presupposes 

it, and yet must gain it ever anew.”75 As long as Christians and the church may be said visibly 

to embody Christ’s commandments— imperfectly but to some generally convincing degree—
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there will be public value in Christianity. And if the time comes when this is no longer true, 

then it is not only the public value of Christianity that will be lost. 

Christ, it will be remembered, only really asks two things of us. He wants us to love God 

and other people. The two are inseparable because it is God who speaks to us from every 

human being. Our love for other people, too, is finally indivisible because every human being 

bears the image of God. If we think of love as a personal possession or quality which is at our 

disposal, and which we are being asked to share with the rest of the world, we will soon be 

overwhelmed. But if instead we think of love as God’s defining gift to human beings—as a 

graced reality in which we participate but which we do not control—then we will have a 

much better idea of what is expected of us. It is, after all, much easier to love when we know 

that we are loved; when we know that God first loved us. 

There is, I think, great comfort to be found in this way of seeing the world but, if it is to 

mean anything, it has also to shape a way of being in the world. God’s gift of love is not 

earned. There is no merit involved. It is not a place of safety, a refuge from the harsh realities 

of life. God’s love for human beings makes human love possible. It also makes it necessary 

by demanding a response which, if not fully commensurate, is at least consistent with Christ’s 

love for us. Christians will not always feel a genuine love of strangers but they should have 

no difficulty in desiring justice for them. The public value of Christianity here takes concrete 

form in the ceaseless naming of injustice—in protest against Aboriginal deaths in custody; 

entrenched socioeconomic disadvantage; the denial of human dignity, rights, and freedoms; 

children in detention; domestic violence; neglect and abuse of the disabled, and of the 

elderly; homelessness; poverty and hunger; racism; sexism; discrimination on the basis of 

sexual orientation and gender identity; human trafficking; the sexual and economic 

exploitation and abuse of women and children; infanticide; female genital mutilation; child 

marriage; honour killing; forced re-education and cultural annihilation; genocide; 

persecution; torture; slavery; acts of terror; the deliberate targeting of civilians in war; 

“collateral damage;” child soldiers; the threat posed to all life by climate change and weapons 

of mass destruction; the wanton or careless destruction of sacred places, and of the Earth 

itself. 

This is not meant to be an exhaustive list; nor is it an ordered or hierarchical one. My 

point is simply that none of this is right; none of it is acceptable. It is not “just the way things 

are.” Christians have a responsibility relentlessly to call out these injustices because they 
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know them to be at odds with their faith. This naming or calling out serves no purpose if it 

does not transform Christian life in concrete ways; if it is not expressed, unambiguously, in 

Christian thought, words, and deeds. It belongs as such to the process of conformation to 

Christ which shapes not only the character and work of the church but also the lives of 

Christians as citizens, parents, students, workers, and consumers. Christ did not come to 

make us comfortable. He does not ask a person to follow him when they can—when they 

judge it safe to do so—but when they feel they really cannot because he asks too much of 

them. Christians are challenged to make the world a better place for all human beings and can 

be truly Christian in no other way. Love is the truth that sets them free, and  

the human being who loves because [she] has been made free by God’s truth is the 

most revolutionary human being on earth. He is the overturning of all values . . . [she] 

is the most dangerous human being. For he has recognized that human beings are, in 

their deepest being, untruthful. And [she] is ready at any time to let the light of truth 

fall upon them—and that for the sake of love.76     
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