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Module 1
Learning Guide
“What Story Am I In?”
An Introduction to Apologetics
Before you start...





Read through the relevant Unit Guide (under Moodle, Unit Guides)
Consider the forum question for this week, and then complete 2 hours pre-reading from
recommended and optional sources on Moodle, to help answer this question
From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application
Download this learning guide (and the associated powerpoint pdf), and have it open on your
computer ready to edit if you are a class-based student

1. INTRODUCTION
This module introduces students to a narrative approach to apologetics. That is, as we clearly understand
“the big story” God has revealed in Scripture, the questions and objections people have take on new
meaning. At the close of the first session, we’ll use post-it-notes to register tough questions, revisiting
these at the start of subsequent lessons for two students per week to give a one minute response to one of
these questions.
In the second session, we will go over the unit guide (course outline), discuss assessment, and share the
reason why we’re doing this subject. Who, in particular, has God laid on our heart? What are their
questions, or objections? How can we pray for them?
In the third session the notes offer a brief introduction to the field of Apologetics: What is it? Why do it?
How should we do it? What are its limitations? In-class students will hear an outsider’s perspective on “the
pitfalls and promise of Christian persuasion” as I interview Mitchell Gray, an agnostic sympathetic to
apologetics. (Distance students can read Mitch’s thoughts at the end of these module notes for a taste.)
This module sits within Section A of the course: “Apologetics and the Nature of Truth.” In subsequent
modules we will review high points in the history of apologetics, consider the interrelation of truth, reason
and revelation, and build a broad framework of apologetic verificationism, defending and commending the
plausibility, credibility and relevance of Christian theism and following Christ in particular.
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
 Frame our approach to apologetics around “the big story”—a narrative apologetic
 Examine what apologetics actually is, and the basic contours and limitations of this field
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, students should be able to outline the five scenes of the big story as a frame
for apologetic answers, and explain what apologetics is: its audience and function, and how it relates to
theology, study of religion, mission and evangelism.
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Aligned with the Unit Guide Outcomes, students should be able to:
Knowledge (know and understand):
A1. Apologetics as the defence and commendation of the Christian gospel
Skills (be able to):
B1. Discuss the nature of Christian apologetics
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 6:15-9:00pm, breaks from 7:05-7:10pm, and 7:55-8:05pm)
6:15 Welcome, and “What story am I in?”—a narrative approach to apologetics (50 minutes)
7:10 Unit Introduction + Student Introduction + The Apologist’s Prayer (45 minutes)
8:05 What is Apologetics? Featuring an interview with Mitchell Gray (55 minutes)
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2. WHAT STORY AM I IN?

Resource 1.1
Each module I will refer to key books and articles that enrich your study of the material. Rather than list
these off at this point—see the References at the end of these notes—I simply want to highlight some
key places to go.
If you haven’t already looked, then check out the extensive list of recommended readings (both
core and optional), alongside online resources toward the end of the Unit Guide. This is an
invaluable list for your research as you get into assignment work, especially for your final essay.
These online sources are hyperlinked above Module 1 on Moodle.
Throughout this course, I will often refer back to the Malyon Traverse Centre and Traverse
facebook page, both of which I facilitate. These resources are to help you bridge church and
culture, and include the previous iteration of the apologetics course, many apologetics talks
(with full manuscripts, videos, discussion guides and more) courtesy of the Logos apologetics
group and Daniel Paterson (he blogs here also), and evangelism resources. Also, be sure to join
the “Australian Apologetics & Evangelism” facebook group, and occasionally dip into the
Wonderingfair.com website (my blogs here) as a model of communicating with a largely
secular/agnostic audience.
Distance students can listen to a 1 hour mp3 equivalent to this module section online here,
and download my speaker’s notes here, under Moodle Module 1, Extra Resources.
On the role of narrative, story and imagination in apologetics—relating to sessions 1 and 3 this
week—see the recommended reading here. It combines three popular ABC Religion & Ethics
articles by Alister McGrath, John Milbank, and Michael Jensen, each suggesting the enduring role
and power of embodying our beliefs in imaginative stories. For an academic theological defense
of framing the Bible itself as one overarching narrative within which we are called to faithfully
improvise, see N. T. Wright’s “How Can the Bible Be Authoritative” here.
For my own blog style reflections on apologetics within a narrative frame, see Wonderingfair
here, especially “Confessions of a Recovering Biblicist” (Benson 2011), with more detail on the
Traverse Blog, “A Storied Faith” here.

2.1

A Word on What to Expect

Particularly if this is your first time in my class, it’s important to get a sense of my approach to learning.
There is *no* expectation that you will read and master everything thrown at you across the semester.
(Two hours pre-reading per week is, however, the minimum requirement.) In some courses, the teacher
functions as a kind of educational parent, regulating your exposure to the
field and helping you wade gently into a few areas each time you meet.
My approach is better understood as full immersion. (What could be more
Baptist?!) My hope is that you will discover the wonder of swimming in an
ocean of discourse. I will highlight key themes on the surface level. And
yet, my role is more like a diving instructor. Calling you deeper, you’ll find
all kinds of weird and wonderful “apologetic” creatures lurking below,
mostly encountered through the recommended and optional reading.
Many you may ignore. Some, however, you’ll swim after and study up
close. Beyond intellectual stimulation, these may re-direct your life.
To keep you from drowning, I have set journal reflections and forum posts throughout the course.
Also, I have made the final research task as clear as possible in structure and expectations, giving you the
freedom to tailor these explorations to your own apologetic interest and particular context. If you ever feel
confused or overwhelmed, email me and we’ll make a time to talk further.
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Besides the first few weeks—which are more intensive lecturing to lay a foundation for what follows …
accordingly, apologies for the length of notes—in general: period 1 is typically student discussion (prayer
for non-Christian friends, sharing off-the-cuff responses to questions of our biblical “big story”, and
debriefing last week’s forum post and this week’s readings); period 2 is typically direct teaching, framing
the topic/issue/question; and period 3 is typically a workshop (constructing responses to the forum
questions and statements for that particular module). Extra notes to supplement these themes will be
included either towards the end of the Module Learning Guide, or online under “Extra Resources”.
One final note. I am convinced that education is for formation, not simply information. I have embedded
some “practices” throughout this course—prayers, songs, sharing and more. The greatest source of
transformation is not the content in these module notes or a set reading. Rather, it’s found as the readings
and my questions stimulate you to share out of your own story and experience. “Dialogical pedagogy” is a
must. In writing and teaching this course, I, too, am swimming into areas out of my depth. No-one can stay
on top of apologetics, with new research at the academic level coming out every week, and new challenges
culturally arising every day. Besides which, there is no generic apologetic: every response must be tailored
to one’s particular audience. SO: Come prepared to question, interact, and even teach. These notes are not
a full record of what we’ll cover. Rather, they are prompts to get the conversation started. And, if you are
studying via distance, can I encourage you to find a friend to audit (or at least discuss) this course with.
It may not work so well treading water on your lonesome. With all this in mind, let’s begin …

2.2

Why?!?
As highlighted above, distance students can listen to a 1 hour mp3 equivalent to this module
section online here, and download my speaker’s notes here.

Perhaps you’re a “why” kinda’ person. I was.
Everything needed an answer. Apologetics wasn’t
about proving my faith, or even persuading others …
it was about making sense of life. I figured good
questions deserve good answers—that God gave us a
mind to think. He wants us to love Him with everything
we’ve got, and this includes our intellect, our mind
(Matthew 22:37-40).
Besides which, we can’t embrace with our heart
what our mind rejects as false.
(Just ask a wife who doubts her husband’s fidelity.)
If Jesus really is the “true light” and logic (logos) of the world (John 1:9), who illuminates all that is—the
source from which flows all that is true, good, and beautiful—then there was no need to be afraid of asking
for His help while I searched in the dark. My head and my heart could align, bringing me life, and helping
me point others towards what might make sense of their existence also.

2.3

Caught Out—Tough Questions take on new shape when in a STORY

Over the years I’ve done a lot of apologetics—helping both Christians and non-Christians alike discover the
reason for the hope we have in Christ (1 Peter 3:15). Perhaps the most interesting experience was working
with a team of apologists called “Logos”, surveying 600 yet-to-be-Christians about their major stumbling
blocks believing in and following Jesus. We put this together in a talk called “Caught Out: Quick Answers to
Tough Questions”, available here (2016 reworking at Riverlife Church here).

Introduction to Apologetics

Module #1-4

PE420/620-D

During the process of “Caught Out”, I discovered that many of our team struggled to answer the barrage of
questions and objections, as they seemed like individual pieces of a jigsaw puzzle to be memorised, one by
one. “What about God and suffering?”“Why does God send people to Hell?” “What’s the point of the
church, anyway?” … they were isolated facts. HOWEVER, when seen as of one part of a bigger story, the
answers took form. It was less about memorising facts, than understanding the story we’re in.
Once we got that right, most of the big questions were answered in simply telling our story well. …
+++
[Slightly academic aside … skip forward if it causes intellectual indigestion!]
Arguably, the first function of apologetics, the first “gateway for apologetics, opening the door to faith” in
McGrath’s words (2012, 127, 130-131)—before even defending and commending Christianity—is simply
explanation. You must first clearly communicate what it’s all about, especially the gospel centred on Christ.
As we will explore in session 3, apologetics does trace back to a defence speech at a trial. And yet, as John
Milbank (2012, xiii-xiv) contends—with reference to the apologia of Jesus before Pilate (Matthew 27; Mark
15; Luke 23; John 18), Socrates before the Athenian philosophers, and Paul before Festus and Agrippa (Acts
25-26; cf. Acts 17)—that apologetics was more than a detached quest for truth or clever rhetoric to
persuade one’s interlocutor. Rather, an apologia was a personal witness that brought transcendent
conviction and revelation from beyond to reframe and challenge the dominant cultural narrative which
excluded wisdom. It involves a “full narration” of one’s confession of faith: “Apology as narrative, argument,
confession and imaginative witness by the human person in the name of the divine personality against the
hitherto impersonality of the city—that is the very heart of Christian theology” (Milbank 2012, xvi).
That apologetics centres on clear explanation and telling our story in the context of God’s story should not
be surprising. Etymologically,
[a]polegein in Greek means “to tell fully” and therefore simply to narrate, with a fullness that is acquired from
a slightly detached perspective, as indicated by the prefix apo’ meaning “away from”, “off”, or “standing
apart”. Therefore the very word would suggest that an apologia is the primary narrative testament of faith,
yet with the interesting proviso that even an initial, committed, heartfelt, interior-derived confession must
already stand somewhat apart from itself, rendering a reflexively felt judgement upon the spontaneously felt
commitment to the Triune God and the incarnate Logos. From the very outset, therefore, the apo’ in
“apologetics” calls to mind the apo’ in “apophatic”—etymologically the “away-disclosure” of negative
theology, or that caution in the face of mystery which alone allows a genuine adherence to mystery’s
manifestation. … Perhaps surprisingly then, if an apologia is indeed an argument, it is also a narrative, and if it
attempts to be detached, this is only because it springs from the most authentic heart of interior commitment.
(Milbank 2012, xiv)

As such, apologists offer “a defence that must therefore begin to elaborate an entire metaphysical vision
that seeks to imagine a reality in which all is divine gift; in which all creatures belong to an eternal kingdom
that will overcome every kingdom of this world” (Milbank 2012, xvi).
+++
… Apologetics, then, tells the transcendent story of God and God’s creation. It’s a Big Story that functions
like a jigsaw box-top, helping us arrange all the pieces in their appropriate place.
It’s mythic, not in the modern sense of “untrue”, but in the ancient sense of the largest of transcendent
stories orienting us in the present. It speaks of origins, purpose and final ends (telos); it raises questions of
tension and resolution and mission—of what went wrong, how to fix it up, and how we should now live.
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Celebrated author J. R. R. Tolkien was onto something in his essay “On Fairy Stories”,
reflected in his epic efforts creating Lord of the Rings.
The Gospels contain a fairy-story, or a story of a larger kind which embraces all the essence of fairy-stories. ...
But this story has entered History and the primary world; ... It has pre-eminently the “inner consistency of
reality.” There is no tale ever told that men would rather find was true, and none which so many sceptical men
have accepted as true on its own merits. For the Art of it has the supremely convincing tone of Primary Art,
that is, of Creation. ... this story is supreme; and it is true. Art has been verified. God is the Lord, of angels, and
of men—and of elves. Legend and History have met and fused.” (From pp23-24 of “On Fairy Stories” here)

Through such stories we sense we’re part of something bigger.
How, then, can we frame apologetics to help locate our friend’s confusing story, stuck in the muddledmiddle, within the epic of God’s mission in the world?
Well, try this. Have you ever seen that show,
“Thank God You’re Here”? (Youtube videos here)
Life is like that … we step through a door into literally God
knows what, and we spend the rest of our time trying to work
out what kind of story we’re in.
To know how to act in the present, you need to know the back
story—where it’s been, and where it’s going … Unless you
know the shape of your story, you don’t know how to act.
But WHICH STORY?

There is no shortage of stories that try to tell us what
life is about—that we’re a chemical accident, or that
existence is illusory, or that we’re the experiment of a
disinterested God. The problem, as humans, is that
none of us has a bird’s eye view to objectively see the
kind of story we’re in. Starting from ourselves and
reasoning up, we can’t answer the big questions of how
we got here, the meaning of life, the cause of the
human problem, the solution to this dilemma, and
where we’re headed.
But what if there was a story that just ‘fit’? … a story
that made sense of how we got here, of life’s meaning,
the heart of our problem, and the solution to it all?
What if there is a director who is not silent?
THIS is Christianity, and the story is found in the Bible. This story claims to offer the master perspective
—a kind of bird’s eye view—which is a key to unlock all of life.
The invitation is to step through this door, into this particular story, and see if life doesn’t make more sense
than any other story provides. For if we truly understand the story we’re in, then we can faithfully
improvise in the present. For we all live according to the story we think we’re in.
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And in the process, as Christians we’re guided by
what we believe to be the transcendent “box-top”.
Understanding (and telling) the story right gives us
an all-embracing narrative frame to answer all those
jigsaw-sized apologetic questions as part of a
coherent and compelling picture.

2.4

The BIG STORY

Resource 1.2
The gospel summary of “the big story” that follows draws on the work of James Choung in his
2008 book, True Story: Christianity Worth Believing In (see article here). With permission, I have
reworked his four circles into a five circle evangelistic message tract and talk, simply explaining
our Christ-centred faith as a story. This sits within the SIGN evangelism training course, with a 7
minute video presentation of “The Big Story” in week one of the course (video 3 here). In turn,
I’ve developed a range of apologetically rich evangelistic resources here. On Moodle, you will
also find a 4 page handout I designed as a bulletin insert for evangelistic church services, entitled
“Understanding the Story You Are In.” For a fuller telling of this narrative, see my work with the
Bible Society on the project “The Journey” here.
In turn, I’ve written a series of blog pieces on “Wondering Fair” here, including “What’s So Good
About the Gospel?”, and “The Epic Story” (part I and II). You’ll notice that I draw on this narrative
frame in most every apologetic answer I construct.
For an academic defense of narrative theology, and the problem of apologetic concerns for
detached propositional truth obscuring the gospel story and larger biblical narrative,
see Hauerwas and Jones (1989), and Frei (1974).
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Designed for good
We were made to love God, love each other, and tend this garden planet . . .

Damaged by evil
Instead, we’ve despised God, abused others, and vandalized our world.
“Sin” pollutes, perverts and destroys life

Restored for better
We’re forgiven, freed, healed, and transformed by Jesus’ sacrifice and resurrection

Sent together to heal
Jesus has empowered us with God’s Spirit to live the resurrection hope

Set everything right
We await the day Jesus returns to deal with all evil, rule fairly, and set everything right
—a transformed world, God with us, and real peace
“The big story is that God designed us all for good, but through our bad choices we’ve been damaged by
evil. But, through Jesus’ life, death on the cross, and resurrection, we’ve been restored for better. If you’re
humble enough to admit to God that you fall short, and ask Him to forgive you for the wrong you’ve done,
putting God first, then you can connect with life to the full—what God always intended for you. Then you
can join other Christ-followers, empowered by God’s Spirit, sent together to heal a hurting world, waiting
for the day when God will set everything right by judging all the evil and restoring the whole universe.”

Class Activity 1.1 – 10 minutes
What are your biggest questions? What objections have you faced? Stick post-it notes on whichever of
the 5 circles is most relevant (or in the centre if it doesn’t quite fit). We’ll discuss 2 of these a week for
the rest of the course, students choosing one and taking a minute to respond.
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Reflection Activities 1.1-1.2 – Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#1.1 How might better understanding and telling “the big story” have helped in
a recent apologetic encounter you had?
#1.2 What question(s) or objections(s) have you most frequently encountered,
and to which of the 5 circles does it most relate?

3. UNIT INTRODUCTION
During this time we will briefly discuss the Unit Guide, assessment requirements,
and answer any particular questions students may have.
Students will each share their name, home church, and why they are doing this course.
See “Preparation for Next Week” activity box at this module’s end, as I’m hoping during the
week you’ll send me a single A4 page word.doc PERSONAL PROFILE with a photo, so I can get
to know you each asap! This includes your: place of origin, education, religious background,
interest in this subject, burning questions you’re wanting to address, and a memorable story!
For me as lecturer, I’m motivated by those who have genuine questions, and don’t yet know Jesus as their
Lord and Saviour. For me, one of these people is Fran. Who is it for you?
Take a minute to pray for this person by name, and keep them in mind across the course.
Apologetics is not giving “abstract” or “generic” answers—impersonal “truth”—for your own
amusement. Rather, apologetics is always PERSON-CENTRED: “What needs does this
particular neighbour have, and how might I love them through this apologetic encounter?”
SO, as the course
progresses, keep asking
yourself PRACTICALLY,
“What questions could I
ask, and how might I
share what I’m learning
in a way that meets
_________ where
he’s/she’s at?”
Together, let’s pray “The
Apologist’s Evening
Prayer” from C. S. Lewis,
to keep our heart right:

Class Activity 1.2 – 5 minutes
Who has God most put on your heart, to listen to, and point towards Jesus?
What particular questions and objections do they have? Take a minute to pray for them now.
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4. WHAT IS APOLOGETICS

Resource 1.3
As highlighted in box “Resource 1.1” above, the reading combining ABC Religion & Ethics articles
by Alister McGrath, John Milbank, and Michael Jensen is excellent on a larger view of
apologetics that moves beyond argument and propositions to take in narrative and imagination:
see the recommended reading here.
For a standard introduction to apologetics—covering its definition, basic themes, relationship to
evangelism, and limitations—see McGrath’s “Introduction” to Mere Apologetics (2012).
For an academic exploration of how apologetics may be reframed in the contemporary
(post)modern context to avoid saying either too much, or too little, or the wrong thing entirely,
see Werpehowski’s (1986) argument for “Ad Hoc Apologetics” (i.e., apologetics created or done
for a particular purpose [person/context] as necessary).
“Apologetics” is no new enterprise for Christians:
Paul dialogued with the Areopagus on Mars Hill unveiling
the “unknown God”; Justin Martyr defended the faith in
the face of persecution; Thomas Aquinas integrated
Aristotelian logic with Biblical revelation; C.S. Lewis
patiently explained the reasonability of “Mere
Christianity” for war-torn Europe; Josh McDowell
compiled numerous “evidences that demand a verdict”
for rationalist sceptics; William Lane Craig fine-tuned the
kalam cosmological argument for God’s existence based
on contingent phenomena; and Alvin Plantinga profferred
the “free will defense” to acquit God of moral evil in a
world replete with suffering. Wherever the “good news”
of Christ has gone out, apologetics has been associated.
What, then, is apologetics? Let’s begin with the Bible.
Following is probably the most central verse associated with the apologetic endeavour.
“Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you
an accounting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence.”
(1 Peter 3:15b-16a)
In the verse above, defense comes from the Greek apologia.
This word is used eight times in the New Testament, and in three very similar contexts:
Open your Bible and look up the following verses …
1) Providing a defense (Acts 22:1; Philippians 1:7, 17);
Phi 1:7 It is right for me to feel this way about you all, because I hold you in my heart, for you are all
partakers with me of grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel.
2) Giving an answer (Acts 25:16; 1 Corinthians 9:3; 2 Timothy 4:16; 1 Peter 3:15);
3) Clearing oneself (2 Corinthians 7:11).
“Apologia” (Greek)—used in a legal representation: to “speak away” the accusation.1
1

See p5 in these notes, where Milbank (2012) tweaks this definition in a narrative direction.
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In all contexts, it is fair to say that an apologia comprises a reasoned statement of belief, whether to
defend or commend one’s reputation, decisions, doctrines, or faith.
We see, particularly in the first and second categories, both the negative and positive elements of
apologetics. In providing a defense, the apologist deals with objections, meeting the accuser point by point
in a gracious manner. In giving an answer, the apologist seeks to commend a positive argument that
connects with their reality, rationality, and experience.
We similarly see Paul give commendations in Colossians 4:5-6 to:
“Conduct yourselves wisely toward outsiders, making the best use of the time. Let your speech
always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer each person.”

Class Activity 1.3 – 10 minutes
► Each name one person or group whom you consider to be “the best apologists of our time”.
Now, read Stackhouse (2008) where he suggests a list that includes:
 Mother Teresa (while she was still alive, of course!)
 U2/Bono and independent band, Arcade Fire
 Rodney Stark (Princeton historian and sociologist on the rise of early Christianity)
 Classical Guitarist Christopher Parkening (“when he plays Bach, the angels listen”)
 International Justice Mission, A’Rocha, World Vision and the Salvation Army
► On what basis or definition might these people/groups be considered apologists?
In response to press back in the comments from Rob Lantz (July 25, 2008) that he is guilty of
equivocation and historical revisionism, Stackhouse replies:
“You’re quite right that apologist traditionally has denoted one who contends for the faith according to
the intellectual demands of the day. … But I have contended at some length (in my book Humble
Apologetics [2002]) for a second definition of what we might call the broader apologetical agenda of the
church in which everyone can and should participate, as all we say and do can help those who are not
(yet) Christian take Christianity and the gospel more seriously than they previously did.
This is not to say that apologetics is simply the same thing as the Christian life, for then apologetics has
no distinct meaning at all. But it does mean, paradoxically, that everything in the Christian life
potentially has an apologetic value—at least, everything that is done that is noticeable by others and
thus helpful to them in coming to further grips with Christianity. Thus those who engage in relief and
development work are not ‘apologists’ in the strict sense, but they are in the sense I’m suggesting here:
their work draws some people toward the faith.”
► Agree, or disagree. How is this definition helpful, or unhelpful?
► On this broader understanding of “cultural apologetics” who would you nominate?

Moving, now, to the more popular usage of “apologetics” in the current cultural context, it diversifies
somewhat. In the broadest terms, apologetics properly includes “anything that helps people take
Christianity more seriously than they did before, anything that helps defend and commend it …”
(Stackhouse 2002, 115; cf. 1 Pet. 3:15-16). Alister McGrath defines “apologetics as bearing witness to the
glory of God.” Thus, apologetics is concerned not simply with truth and the intellect, but also goodness and
beauty. Following Davis (2012, xxv), apologetics must be “imaginative”, for “the Christian faith does not
simply, or even mainly, propose a few additional facts about the world. Rather, belief in the Christian God
invites a new way to understand everything.” Indeed, “all human reason is imaginative”.
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Davis (2012, xxvi, xxviii) continues:
God satisfies both the intellect and the desire—he is both true and good—which is why apologetics should
embrace both. … Apologetics should be a matter of wonder and desire, not least because reason at its most
reasonable is itself a matter of wonder and desire. It is the work of the apologist to suggest that only in God
does our wonder reach its zenith, and only in God do our deepest desires find their fulfilment. The apologist
may labour to show that the Christian theological vision is true, but that will fall flat unless he or she has an
equal confidence that it is supremely attractive and engaging. …
[Thus we] argue for a version of Christian apologetics … that embraces the whole of human reason
and takes an expansive view of what it means to be a human being.

As explored earlier in dialogue with Milbank (2012), this more expansive view of apologetics is centred in
narrative. It signals a widespread apologetic shift from purely answering in theoretical and propositional
terms big questions like creation versus evolution or the trustworthiness of the Scriptures, to exposing and
reframing underlying cultural stories and “social imaginaries” (borrowing from Canadian philosopher,
Charles Taylor [2004, 23-30; 2007, 171-176]). These stories shape the modern agnostic—generally a secular
person for whom religion in general, and the Christian gospel in particular, seems implausible. Including but
more expansive than explanation and argumentation, contemporary apologetics must also access the
gateways of stories and images, rich metaphors inviting one’s neighbour to see and live and love in a new
way (McGrath 2012, 127-156).
For PE420/620-D I have recommended you purchase two texts by Tim Keller as
models of best apologetic practice. However, even within seven years and the
works of this one author, we note a similar shift. Keller’s 2009 book, The Reason
for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism, offered excellent answers to traditional
intellectual questions such as God’s existence, suffering and miracles. By 2016,
though, he realised that most people he dialogued with were no where near this
point of engaging the particulars of Christian theism. Rather, they were generally
suspicious of religion, and living a largely secular and immanent story of
happiness in the here and now that invalidated the gospel.
Enter his second apologetic book, Making Sense of
God: An Invitation to the Sceptical. Arguments take
back-seat to a holistic story that animates life, revealing goodness and beauty
alongside truth, thereby attracting belief before seeking to convince another of
its reality. For Keller, this means challenging those who have absorbed the
narrative of individualism, autonomy, relativism, “harm minimisation” ethics,
social contract morality, and negative freedom: he reveals the experiential and
philosophical lack in the standard secular narrative. Instead, he invites skeptics
to reconsider Christianity as offering: a meaning that suffering can’t take from
you; a satisfaction that is not based on circumstances; an identity that doesn’t
crush you or exclude others; a hope that can face anything; and a justice that
does not create new oppressors.2
Bringing this together, we may understand the narrower definition of apologetics—indeed, the core of this
subject—as “the art of the reasoned defense of the Christian faith in the context of personal dialogue”
(Clark 1999, 100, where “defense” here includes commending the Bible). However, our broader project of
cultural apologetics embraces whatever draws our neighbour toward faith in Christ. These definitions
retain the original intent. Apologetics always involves a negative (or defensive/reactive) mode in blocking
objections, as we establish plausibility. This is accompanied by a positive (or offensive/proactive) mode, in
which we translate the faith into common language, commending the beauty and attraction of the faith,
best seen in the person of Christ (Stackhouse 2002, 115).
2

See Keller’s companion talk on this topic here, and Bruce Blackshaw’s book summary here, for more.
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As McGrath (2012, 11) argues, apologetics “engages our reason, our imagination, and our deepest longings.
It opens hearts, eyes, and minds. … Apologetics celebrates and proclaims the intellectual solidity, the
imaginative richness, and the spiritual depth of the gospel in ways that can connect with our culture.”3 In all
of this, we must remember that apologetics is not about winning arguments—it is about winning people.
From Scripture: DEFENSIVE APOLOGETICS: Proverbs 21:22; 2 Corinthians 4:3-6; 10:3-5
Pro 21:22 A wise man scales the city of the mighty and brings down the stronghold in which they trust.
2Co 10:3 For though we walk in the flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh.
2Co 10:4 For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy
strongholds.
2Co 10:5 We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God,
and take every thought captive to obey Christ.
2Co 4:3 And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled only to those who are perishing.
2Co 4:4 In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers,
to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.
2Co 4:5 For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for
Jesus' sake.
2Co 4:6 For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.
► What examples from Scripture come to mind of defensive apologetics?
From Scripture: OFFENSIVE APOLOGETICS: Psalm 34:8; John 1:14; Colossians 1:15
Joh 1:9 The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.
Joh 1:10 He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him.
Joh 1:11 He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him.
Joh 1:12 But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name,
he gave the right to become children of God,
Joh 1:13 who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.
Joh 1:14 And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory,
glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.
Col 1:15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.
We don’t need to persuade someone that something is beautiful—they see this—we must make it clear.
► What examples from Scripture come to mind of offensive apologetics?

3

McGrath (2012, 21) summarises the apologetic task under three themes of defending, commending, and translating:
1. Identifying and responding to objections or difficulties concerning the gospel,
and helping to overcome these barriers to faith.
2. Communicating the excitement and wonder of the Christian faith,
so that its potential to transform the human situation can be appreciated.
3. Translating the core ideas of the Christian faith into language that makes sense to outsiders.
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4.1

Dimensions of Apologetics
Watch this you-tube clip:

Reflection Activity 1.3 – Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#1.3 After reading the notes below on the “dimensions of apologetics”, come up with your own brief
definition you could share with a new believer that answers the question, “What is apologetics?”
In simplest terms …
Apologetics is about defending and commending the Christian faith: dealing with objections, barriers and
misunderstandings to faith, and also highlighting what is true, good, and beautiful about Christianity as a
whole, and Jesus the Christ, in particular.
It isn’t the preserve of some cloistered academic, the professional apologist. Rather, any time you speak
with another about Christianity—especially those outside the faith—in some sense you’re engaged in
apologetics. It’s not about whether to engage, or not engage in apologetics. Rather, it’s about encouraging
or discouraging the Other from seriously considering Christianity, based upon your engagement with them.
For that, however, we must recognise a number of key dimensions involved in the apologetic encounter.

4.1.1 The Apologist
Joh 1:14 And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory,
glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.
We need both Word and Flesh, Message and Life; we must know the gospel, and also embody it. The best
apologist is always “incarnational”. The actions and life of the apologist either make plausible (i.e., give
warrant to) or invalidate the message he or she shares. As Ravi Zacharias (2007) recognised in his book
Beyond Opinion, one of the greatest apologetic challenges today is why, with the great promises of Christ
and the Spirit, our lives hardly look different from those not following Jesus (Romans 2:17-24; Titus 2:1-10).
1 Peter 3:13-16:
“Now who is there to harm you if you are eager for what is good? But even if you should suffer for
righteousness’ sake, you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts sanctify
Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for
the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you
are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame.”
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Philosopher Linda Trinkhaus Zagzebski affirmed, “The experience of knowing holy people is still the most
important evidence to me for the truth of Christianity.”
Thus, like the Christ, we must be people of both grace and truth (John 1:14).
As John Stackhouse points out in his book Humble Apologetics (2002, 135-136):
Offering one without the other is both relatively easy and actually harmful to the gospel:
truth without grace (“I tell the truth and let the chips fall where they may”) or grace
without truth (“I serve everyone and offend no one”). Instead, we are to live in the
same way that the Apostle Paul tells us we are to speak:
“Let no worthless word proceed from your mouth, but only such a word as is helpful
for edification, according to the need of the moment, that it may give grace to those
that hear” [Ephesians 4:15, 29].

Thus, our apologetic must be a gift of grace to the other, a fulfilment of
both the Golden Rule and the Great Commandment to LOVE.
If you don’t communicate to me that you care about me, that your message is
somehow going to benefit me rather than just you, then I’m going to resist it—
whether you’re telling me life-changing gospel news or selling me a magazine subscription. So in
terms of basic human communication, Christians are foolish to try to speak without love. (Stackhouse 2002, 137)

In Myron Bradley Penner’s frame—following the great Christian
existentialist Søren Kierkegaard—the end goal/telos of apologetics
cannot be “winning the argument”.
Instead, it must be a prophetic witness that serves edification:
building up the other (“upbuilding”) in love, a “person-preserving”
agapē that is “sensitive to the fragility of faith in or secular
condition” and oriented to the holistic good of our neighbour
(Penner 2013, 17-19, also 77-108).
Colossians 4:5-6:
“Conduct yourselves wisely toward outsiders, making the best use
of the time. Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with
salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer each
person.”
As the apologist makes the most of every opportunity for the
cause of loving their neighbour, she must know her strengths and
weaknesses. You are merely a sign post to rather than the fount
of all wisdom. And it’s a team effort with other believers.
If you don’t know, say so! Connect your friend with other
believers who will perhaps connect better with them—more on their wave length—than you do.
It’s good to adapt your approach to your audience (1 Cor. 9:19-23). However, you will always present better
on some topics than others (e.g. the historicity of the resurrection), and your natural style of apologetics
may or may not connect with the other (e.g. evidences, logic, or subjective appeal).
Long story short, recognize your weaknesses, play to your strengths, and work as a team.
► What is the best and worst example of an apologist you have seen?
For a great model of a complete apologist, read about Stephen: Acts 6:8-10, 13-15; 7:59-60.
Remember, apologetics is not telling someone why you’re sorry you are a Christian.
Nor is apologetics making someone sorry he asked why you are a Christian!
Lead with grace, and only offer the Other what they are open to receive.
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4.1.2 The Audience (and the Spectrum of Openness)
► Who are the audience for apologetics?
► What role does it play externally? What role does it play internally?
► What doubts have you struggled with? What help did church give in facing it?
There is both an external and an internal audience for apologetics.
Externally, those outside the church—the unsaved, or not-yet-Christians—have many questions and
barriers to faith. They often see Christianity as irrelevant, and need someone to paint with beauty who
Christ is and how he relates to their reality. Again, the negative and positive aspect of apologetics comes
into play. Apologetics may be, in this context, pre-evangelism: clearing away objections, tilling the soil of
their mind and heart, in preparation for the sowing of the gospel seed.
It’s worth noting the challenge of language as regards our audience, and how this impacts our approach.
Cawley (2016) entitled his book, The Myth of the Non-Christian, to highlight this problem.
Lumping all “non-Christians” together obscures substantial differences between atheists, nominal
Christians, and the spiritual but not religious. We require a “contextual apologetic” (2016, 17) that
“contend[s] for the Christian faith in the face of major objections” at the same time as we
“understand the context and reshap[e] practice accordingly”.
Similarly, Tom Price (2016)4 offers a conceptual model that binds apologetics and evangelism together,
recognising that there is an “Apologetics Spectrum” for how open our neighbour is to the gospel.
(1) Closed to the gospel, like many atheists? Try SUBVERSION:
“turning the light on, raising questions, opening up the doors, engaging with culture”
(2) Open to a discussion, like many who are spiritual but not religious? Try PERSUASION:
“giving and sharing reasons, giving the reason for the hope,
persuading the whole person with the whole gospel”
(3) Sharing much the same paradigm/worldview, like nominal Christians? Try PROCLAMATION:
“preaching the message of the cross; unpacking the Bible; declaring grace, truth, and hope;
inviting response.”
This isn’t to suggest we cannot effectually proclaim the gospel to atheists or non-religious spiritual people.
It is, however, to remind us that different apologetic approaches may be more appropriate and effective for
various people and audiences on the spectrum of openness, along the road from unbelief to belief.
Internally, those inside the church have many questions that can effectively block their faith if not brought
into the open and dealt with. Apologetics has the purpose, in this context, of answering questions,
grounding their faith, and helping equip and motivate them to go out and reach others.
Apologetics serves to both strengthen your own faith when God seems distant (2 Chronicles 32:31;
Habakkuk 3:17-18), and provides a tool to commend Christ in sharing with another (1 Peter 3:15) helping
prepare a heart responsive to the Father’s drawing (John 6:44).
► Thinking particularly of a non-Christian audience, how should their “openness” (along a spectrum)
affect your apologetic approach? Consider examples from Jesus’ own ministry, for instance the Rich
Young Ruler, the woman by the well, or the woman caught in adultery.

4

Price acknowledges that the “apologetics spectrum” derives from Dr. Andrew Fellows’ unpublished framework.
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Apologetics reaches its limits when either a person does not want to engage, or simply does not want (or
desire) what Christ offers. We may commend Christ all we want to Playboy founder Hugh Hefner, but if his
ultimate pursuit is sensual pleasure, then like the rich young ruler, we are likely casting pearls before swine.
We can maintain he is making a bad choice—trading carnal gratification for spiritual delight—but “if they
don’t want what we offer, than that is it. Only the Spirit of God can penetrate to the heart where such
decisions are made” (Stackhouse 2002, 147f). We must know the limits of argumentation with our
particular conversation partner. We ultimately can’t argue or persuade people to trust Jesus. We may
simply need to offer them our best, prayerfully present the hard choice, and then let them walk away.

4.1.3 The Subject Matter
“Merely having an open mind is nothing.
The object of opening the mind, as of opening the mouth,
is to shut it again on something solid.”—G. K. Chesterton
► What is the subject matter for apologetics, the solid stuff on which to shut one’s mind?
A. Christianity as a whole
-Bible
-doctrine
-community/church
-traditions and history
-God’s existence
In this subject we’ll consider the case for faith, specifically for Christian Theism. That is, the belief that:
There is an infinite, all-wise, all-powerful, all-loving God who has revealed Himself by means natural and
supernatural in creation, in the nature of man, in the history of Israel and the Church, in the pages of Holy
Scripture, in the incarnation of God in Christ, and in the heart of the believer by the gospel.
Augustine is commonly attributed with the following ecumenical advice:
“In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.”
Unfortunately, at times when you read posts and interaction on the “Australian Apologetics & Evangelism”
facebook group, you will find what my friend Mitchell Gray refers to as “intellectual chest beating … likely
to lead to some robust foolishness”. That is, at times you’ll witness a distinct lack of liberty and charity, and
a desire to frame most everything as essential, thus requiring unity. It’s way too easy to demonise and lose
one’s interlocutor in a prideful desire to win the argument. And this can be a particularly unattractive
witness to those outside our frame of reference, as they see us taking offence and splitting hairs over ever
finer theological distinctions. An agnostic friend, eaves dropping on a facebook feud between two
Christians over Young Earth (YEC) vs. Old Earth Creationism (OEC), shared privately her take:
People annoy me. I was catching up on the big back and forth re: YEC and OEC. Nothing _______ said could be
deemed as offensive. Passionate yes, but not offensive. This is the way Christians act when they are
questioned? I am right and you are wrong. God saves those he saves and doesn't the ones he doesn’t. It is so
stupid. If people can't be challenged within the ‘loving’ and ‘sheltered’ environment of the church then what
what hope do they have when their evangelism meets with actual hostility? Do they only convert those who
don't question? Do they just write off the rest as God's will not to be saved? Shouldn't they try to evangelise to
ALL people? Not just those who are easy? Saul was allegedly one of the biggest opponents of the early church
who ended up writing most of the New Testament. People are stupid. This is why they are losing.

► How does this observation strike you? Have you seen something similar?
Why does apologetics attract this kind of ugliness? What “ground rules” would make for healthy debate?
► Christians argue with outsiders and each other about all manner of subject matter.
What, then, are our essentials?
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As per the 5 circles activity, apologetics may defend and commend any of the core tenets of the big story:
designed for good (creation); damaged by evil (fall); restored for better (Israel/Jesus);
sent together to heal (church/mission); God sets everything right (new creation/judgment)
That said—irrespective of what we consider to be most important theologically—we often need to begin
with the most pressing issue for them. Perhaps the inerrancy of the Bible, or the literality of 6 day creation,
or the masculine identifier of God, is a key sticking point for your neighbour. It is gracious to start at this
point, even as we should encourage them onto more central issues. Jesus models this powerfully in John 4
with the woman at the well, acknowledging her question of ethnic and geographic controversy concerning
on which mountain believers should worship God—“salvation comes from the Jews.” But His main strategy
is to directs attention back to the inbreaking Kingdom of God, the heart and worship of spirit and truth that
God accepts, and His own identity as the Messiah. That is, we must balance what our neighbours are asking
AND what the gospel asks of them (Stackhouse 2002, 187-88).
B. Jesus in particular
John 5:39:
“You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life;
and it is they that bear witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life.”
Again, from Stackhouse (2002, 189f), the central subject matter of apologetics must be to focus on Jesus:
Since the heart of God’s revelation of himself is the figure of Jesus Christ, and since the heart of the Christian story
of salvation is the career of Jesus Christ, Christian apologetics . . . rightly focuses on Jesus Christ. The heart of the
Christian religion is personal relationship with Jesus Christ, and it is this to which apologists hope to point their
neighbours. Whenever we can, therefore, we aim to focus on Jesus Christ: not on Christian metaphysics, or
Christian morals, or Christian membership. . . . We don’t talk about the Christian religion, furthermore, as a means
to something else: social cohesion, perhaps, or moral uplift, or personal satisfaction. People should become
Christians primarily because they want to follow Jesus as the Way, the Truth, and the Life (John 14:6).
. . . So we leave aside secondary matters if we can. To put this another way, and perhaps too simply, we should
avoid the popular apologetic zones located at the beginning and end of the Bible—“creation versus evolution” at
the one end, and apocalyptic themes of judgment and rescue, heaven and hell, at the other—if our neighbour is
willing to look with us at the heart of the Bible: the gospel testimony to general.

Similarly, Cawley (2016, 37-40) rightly says that “Jesus is our best argument”. We must centralise arguing
from Jesus (“in conversations and talks, highlighting how Jesus and/or the Easter event might be relevant
to the question in hand … [as] the light of the world”) and arguing toward Jesus (when Jesus is not
naturally “the main topic of our conversation, … highlight how the subject of our discussion can only be
resolved through engagement with him”). After all, “Jesus is the endpoint of the argument” (39). So,
practice telling gospel parables and stories of Jesus’ own life and response to key apologetic questions.
Remember Nathanael, who asked his brother of Jesus, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”
The heart of Philip’s message was not a geography or history lesson. Rather, it was an invitation:
“Come and see.” In essence, Philip invited Nathanael to experience this person for himself: “What do you
think of Jesus?” And in turn, Jesus’ apologetic was “Come, follow me.” We would do well to imitate.

4.1.4 The Style
In the coming weeks, we will explore my frame for apologetics, called triangulation. In this, we dialogue
with our neighbour to discern which is her primary concern and desire: the plausibility, credibility, or
relevance of faith. We work with her, starting from where she is presently at.
Clearly, then, the style of apologetics one adopts is intimately tied to the audience, as explored above.
There can be no one-size-fits-all approach. We require the Spirit’s leading.
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Is God calling us to subvert, persuade or proclaim (Price 2016)? Similarly, Cawley (2016, 46-48) suggests we
change styles depending on your neighbour’s driving question:
 “Is it true?” We commend the plausibility of faith with our words and arguments
 “Is it attractive?” We commend the desirability of faith with a focus on Jesus
 “Is it real?” We commend the tangibility of faith through form, setting and relationship.
This integrated approach accords with 17th Century polymath Blaise Pascal, who saw the apologist’s task as
to “show that religion is not contrary to reason, but worthy of reverence and respect. Next make it
attractive, make good [people] wish it were true, and then show that it is” (Pascal 1995, 4).
As Os Guinness (2015) laments in the introduction to his book, Fool’s Talk, Christian persuasion is most
definitely an “art”, and one that we have largely lost and must recover. At times we have been so focused
on matters of right belief and truth, that we have ignored the primary role for most people of desire.
Thus Guinness commends an existential apologetic, an “advocacy of the heart” (18) capable of connecting
with people who “are indifferent or resistant to what we have to say.” This takes “creative persuasion or
subversion through surprise. To people predisposed to reject what [we have] to say, [we must
communicate] in a way that [makes] them see the point—despite themselves” (22). This communication is
parabolic, cross-centred, prophetic, imaginative, and storied (26). Following the narrative of creation, fall,
incarnation, the cross and the Holy Spirit, our apologetic style must:
 acknowledge “the human capacity for reason and the primacy of the human heart”
 “take account of the anatomy of an unbelieving mind in its denial of God”
 “be primarily person-to-person and face-to-face, and not argument to argument …”
 “cross-shaped in its manner just as it is cross-centred in its message” (humble, even “foolish”)
 “know and show that the decisive power is not ours but God’s” (27-28).
Effective apologetics today recognises both common grace and common ground … that the unbeliever,
however opposed to or unaware of God, must yet live within God’s world in which Jesus is Lord. And as
such, we can “trigger the signals of transcendence” (Guinness 2015, 131-147) through truth, desire,
longing, joy, and the power of life. The “echoes of God” (Wilkinson 2011, 137-149) can be detected by
those with ears to hear, never provable but always sufficient to draw a willing heart. Apologists participate
with God when they amplify these sounds, and demonstrate a life which resonates with eternity. In more
concrete terms, McGrath (2012, 93-126) highlights at least eight clues, each common ground in God’s
cosmos and thus “pointers to faith” suggesting distinct angles and styles of apologetic engagement:
 CREATION: The Origins of the Universe
 FINE-TUNING: A Universe Designed for Life?
 ORDER: The Structure of the Physical World
 MORALITY: A Longing for Justice
 DESIRE: A Homing Instinct for God
 BEAUTY: The Splendor of the Natural World
 RELATIONALITY: God As a Person
 ETERNITY: The Intuition of Hope
As the course progresses, we will explore these particular themes, taking on different styles of apologetics
that together defend and commend the plausibility, credibility and relevance of Christian faith. It is your
task to read your audience well, and in love adopt whichever stance best serves their upbuilding.

4.1.5 The Strength of One’s Claim
The Protective Claim: “We are rationally warranted to hold our views.”
The Comparative Claim: “I believe my views are more warranted than another’s.”
The Imperative Claim: “My views alone are warranted.”
► Which strength of claim do you believe we can or should assert in commending Christianity?
(n.b. we revisit this as a forum question in week 3 of the course)
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4.2

Apologetics, Theology, Evangelism & Mission: Key Metaphors

Class Activity 1.4 – 10 minutes
In groups of 4, read Acts 17:16-34, to answer the following questions:



How are theology, study of religion, mission, apologetics, and evangelism different?
How do theology, study of religion, mission, apologetics, and evangelism work together?

You’ll need to put it in your own words, but here is my attempt:
With a clear understanding of our own foundational beliefs (theology), and a clear understanding of the
beliefs of our interlocutor (study of religion), we go to them with the intent of making disciples of Christ
(mission). As we dialogue, we build bridges from points of common contact, that we may defend and
commend the plausibility, credibility and relevance of Christianity in an understandable way in that
particular context (apologetics—always audience-specific). We seek not merely that God would through
our words and His Spirit persuade them of the goodness, truth, and beauty of Christ. Our ultimate aim is to
proclaim the good news of Christ, calling them to turn from their agenda to align with the Kingdom of God,
trusting Jesus for their forgiveness of sins (evangelism).
McGrath (2012, 21-23, 128-130) helpfully synergises apologetics and evangelism with two analogies:
1) Opening the Blinds:
Picture a dark house with windows covered by wooden blinds. The sun shines brilliantly outside, but no
light enters for the blinds are shut. Apologetics gently opens the blinds so the light can shine in.
Apologetics doesn’t make the light shine; it just opens one up to perceive it. Similarly, apologetics helps
open one’s heart to the love of God found in the gospel, presented in evangelism. At this point, with the
light clearly shining, one must decide whether they will embrace the light, or hide from it (John 3:19-21).
It has been said that the same sun that melts the ice hardens the clay. Their response is between them and
God—we are simply responsible for sharing the message. Apologetics makes that evangelistic message
more understandable and relevant.
2) The Feast:
Picture a great feast, a banquet, prepared for those on the street. Apologetics helps explain to those not
having seen the feast that it really exists. It deals with their objections, and helps commend how lovely,
how satisfying it would be to eat and drink that lovely meal. It explains that they are invited, laying it all out
for them to wisely choose. Evangelism brings it back to basics. “There’s a feast for you; are you coming?”
► Is there another analogy connecting apologetics and evangelism that works better for you?

2 Supper at Emmaus
(1601-1602) by Caravaggio
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4.3

The Perils of Apologetics: Insider and Outsider Perspectives

Reflection Activity 1.4 – Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#1.4 After reading both insider and outsider perspectives on the perils of apologetics, make two
resolutions about how you will and how you won’t practice apologetics. That is, complete these
sentences: “When I engage in apologetic dialogue, I will endeavour to always _______”; and
“When I engage in apologetic dialogue, I will try to never ________.”

4.3.1 Insider Perspective
It may surprise you to learn that in many theological quarters, apologetics is perceived at best as
irrelevant, and at worst as a scourge on genuine Christian faith. And these claims have substance.
For instance, I tend to agree with Hans Frei (1974) that our apologetic drive to determine the
propositional truth of what the Bible says (i.e., historically, what happened) has “eclipsed” the more
primary point of this realistic narrative (i.e., what this story “means”, and how we are to live therein).
John Milbank’s (2012, xiii) foreword to the excellent volume,
Imaginative Apologetics, captures this ambivalence:
“Apologetics” now has unfortunate connotations. Demotically it suggests at
worst saying sorry, at best a defence of a doubtful or compromised position.
Technically it has come to mean a theologically secondary exercise: not the
exposition of the faith, but the defence of the faith on grounds other than
faith—on one’s opponent’s territory, where one risks remaining in a weak or
even a false position. The best that such a posture can hope to achieve would
be the occasional demonstration that one’s adversary has somehow missed
the authentic wider ground of her own standing. But calling this very standing
into doubt would appear to be beyond the apologetic remit. For these
reasons apologetics often fell into disfavour within twentieth-century
theology. Instead, what was recommended was an authentic exposition of
faith, capable of persuading the non-believer to start to inhabit the
alternative world which that exposition can invoke. In this light apologetics
appeared to be a compromised exercise, unlikely in any case to succeed.

So, from an insider’s perspective, we must come clean about the limitations of apologetics before we
bother investing a semester into studying how it may better be put to use.
We must recognise that reasoning, argument, and our actions alone cannot persuade anyone into faith.
Only the combination of God’s drawing (John 6:44) and their choosing (cf. Deuteronomy 30:19-20; Mark
1:15) will bring conversion. As such, it is a partnership with God. Spiritual truth cannot be apprehended
apart from the Holy Spirit’s illumination (1 Corinthians 2:16). Our attempts to open ears, establish trust,
and arouse interest, are only effective inasmuch as God draws a person and that person willingly responds,
ultimately in repentance (Acts 3:19; 2 Timothy 2:25).
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Thus, as Penner (2013, 9) examines in our postmodern context, we must
beware of the “apologist’s treachery”, like Judas, betraying Jesus and the heart
of the grace-filled gospel with the kiss of rational argumentation that
supposedly “proves” belief apart from personal trust in the Saviour. Rationality
has inherent limits, and “the heart has reasons that reason knows not of”
(Blaise Pascal). Penner helpfully expounds Kierkegaard (2013, 16, 47-76) to
argue that ultimately God humbles our pride by calling us to the foolishness of
the cross, removing any cause for boasting in our own wisdom (cf. 1 Cor. 1-2;
Guinness 2015). Thus, whatever approach to apologetics we take, we are not
to function as the genius, offering academically elitist reasons for God that
claim the authority to compel belief. Rather, we are simple apostles with an
earth-shattering revelation from beyond. We hold these beliefs with humility,
and tell our story as witnesses confessing what we believe to be true and have
experienced as good and beautiful.
In this sense, we need not be apologetic in the sense of being defensive
and prickly, as though for our particular truth claim to stand we must
invalidate and demolish every other view. Rather, we can graciously
offer in the public sphere what we believe to be a good gift for the
flourishing of all (Graham 2013; Volf 2015). We can do so
“unapologetically”, winsomely painting our picture of shalom and telling
the story of God’s kingdom as a “Christian voice in a pluralistic
conversation” (Placher 1989; Spufford 2013). Any triumphalism, elitism,
and easy point scoring through questionable arguments should be
shunned.5 Warlike metaphors deeply embedded in the apologetic
imaginary—of the defensive and offensive stance in a zero-sum battle to
win an argument—give way to apologetics as a mutual/cooperative
search for what makes sense of life, more like a dialogue or a dance, and
less like a fight (cf. Clark 1999).
Besides pride, arrogance, elitism and antagonism
(each major maladies of apologists),
two other perils plague the apologetic enterprise:
A. CULTURAL CAPITULATION (changing our message)
Apologetics has always been a contentious enterprise.
Numerous charges are laid at the door of apologetics. … its neglect of grace, of prayer, and of the
life-giving power of the word of God; its tendency to oversimplify and syllogize the approach to faith;
its dilution of the scandal of the Christian message; and its implied presupposition that God’s word
should be judged by the norm of fallible, not to say fallen, human reason. (Dulles 2005, xix)
Such charges caricature the master practitioners; yet in seeking to become “all things to all people so that
by all possible means I might save some” (1 Cor. 9:22, TNIV), apologists can easily distort their message
according to the Zeitgeist of their age (Dulles 2005, xx).

5

Repulsion at this point-scoring has spurred on my friend, Bruce Blackshaw—aka “The Philosophical Apologist”—to
adopt what he calls “honest apologetics”: being brutally honest about the strengths and weaknesses of one’s own
perspective, trusting that even-handedness is a better witness than argumentative over-reach and rhetorical bluster.
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B. MISINFORMED CONTEXTUALIZATION (misunderstanding our audience)
Apologetics must always be done in culturally appropriate ways. Tony Jones, in Postmodern Youth Ministry
(2001, 79), suggests we adopt a missional stance: “Much as a missionary might wear the native dress of the
land in which she is living out of respect for the people, we may take on some of the apparel of our
students and their culture. This is not selling out or backsliding. It is a wise, missionary tactic.”6
Questions, however, are raised. For instance, what precisely is the culture of those with whom we engage?
Failure to answer this question may prove devastating to the apologetic enterprise. We may rightly seek to
contextualize our witness, yet falsely read our audience, and thus further undermine Christian belief.
► What example comes to mind when speaking of the limitations and dangers of apologetics?

4.3.2 Outsider Perspective: An Interview with Mitchell Gray
It’s one thing to talk about the importance of listening to our neighbour, of contextualising, of equalising
power and placing our perspective as one voice in a pluralistic conversation. It’s quite another to put this
into practice. In fact, it’s downright uncomfortable, when that competitive part of us desires to monopolise
the discussion and win the debate.
As such, as the outset of this course, I want you to hear from a good friend of mine with whom I’ve
journeyed for over a decade. Mitch comes from a Christian background, though now identifies as agnostic.
He has engaged in apologetic conversations for many years, in his own genuine pursuit of truth.
Class students will have the chance to interview Mitch as to his experiences of the good, bad and ugly of
Christian persuasion. Distance students are invited to read the following essay which he generously
composed for this class. For those willing to learn from an outsider, there is much wisdom to be gleaned.
Again, as per Reflection Activity 1.4 above, considering the perils of apologetics, make two resolutions
about how you will and how you won’t practice apologetics.
► “When I engage in apologetic dialogue, I will endeavour to always _______.”
► “When I engage in apologetic dialogue, I will try to never ________.”

“An Agnostic Perspective on Christian Persuasion”
“You know it’s a life!”, she screamed at me across a quiet living room in Landsborough on Christmas
morning.
I had been explaining to a close relative of mine that upon fertilisation but before implantation an ovum is
referred to as a zygote, not an embryo. Detecting, in my minor technical qualification, intended only for
purposes of general edification, an existential threat to all foetuses in the immediate vicinity, my family
member leapt valiantly and vociferously to their defence. Passionately held convictions often raise blood
pressure and vocal volume. When defending causes we believe in or speaking up for those we feel don’t
have a voice, it’s natural to want to ensure our point is getting across—often as loud as possible.
In response to loud noises, the tensor tympani muscle and the Stapedius muscle contact together in what is
known as the acoustic reflex. The purpose of this reflex is to protect the sensitive organs of the inner ear
from excessive vibration which may damage them. The reflex lowers the amplitude of sound waves
entering the inner ear, making loud sounds seem softer as a result. Shouting, then, may literally lower the
sensitivity of a person’s ears.
Persuasion, then, is not done at volume.

6

It is a wise tactic, provided we do not compromise our mission and message.
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Assumptions: A Spherical Agnostic in a Vacuum
There’s a joke about a physicist who comes to solve a problem for a farmer whose chickens won’t lay.
After thinking for some time on the problem, the physicist goes to the farmer and says,
“I’ve found a solution, but it only works for a spherical chicken in a vacuum.”
The point of the joke is that idealised solutions tend to oversimplify the complexity that you will face in the
application of that solution to any real world problem. (As an engineer, I can tell you this joke often applies
equally well to our own calculations.) Any education necessarily simplifies problems down to their simplest
constituent parts to enable students to solve problems. “Agnostics will tend to think this way.” “Muslims
tend to adopt these positions.” Learning to analyse these positions generally is vital if you’re going to be
prepared to not seem ignorant when discussing an opponent’s worldview.
It’s important, though, when beginning to think about how to persuade someone who doesn’t agree with
you, that you don’t fall victim to responding to the spherical agnostic in a vacuum.
In this sense one should understand Napoleon's saying:
"I have never had a plan of operations." Therefore no plan of operations extends
with any certainty beyond the first contact with the main hostile force.
– Helmuth von Moltke the Elder
There’s a glint that comes into the eye of some Christians I meet when they hear that I’m an agnostic.
It’s the sort of look I imagine the victims of Hannibal Lector saw briefly in their final moments.
The glint usually means, “I know a brilliant argument that you won’t have heard.” Despite Anselm’s valiant
attempts, there are no deductive proofs of Christianity that are universally acknowledged. That argument
that is convincing to you won’t necessarily be convincing to me. What’s worse is that in your rush to apply a
one size fits all solution you tend to miss the person underneath. The spherical agnostic in a vacuum isn’t
the human being sitting across from you at the pub.
He said you know I don't I don't really hate God
I just don't like it when people
You know assume that I don't know anything just because I don't go to church
I said that's fair
He said yeah you know
They assume that I know nothing that I—I believe in nothing
And we talked for a while
And this is pretty much exactly what he said
Well
We sort of made it poetic
And we took out some words
This is what he said
I've no problem receiving from a God who could set me free
I've no problem believing maybe He came and He died for me
But condemnation and judgement I hate
Conversation and endless debates
But sometimes I feel I know more
All these crazy (knocking) people knocking on my door
– Paul Colman Trio, “No Problem”
All assumptions are equally bad, but some are more equally bad than others. In general, you should
attempt to enter a conversation with a person on religious matters without a preconceived notion of their
position. That’s difficult and I will bear with equanimity a wide range of spurious assumptions about my
personal beliefs but there is one class of assumptions that you should try to rid yourselves of immediately
(if you haven’t already).

Introduction to Apologetics

Module #1-24

PE420/620-D

The most offensive assumption with which I am confronted as a post-Christian agnostic who regularly
dialogues with Christians is that my opinion is somehow unresearched or ill-informed. The notion that I
might be wrong isn’t foreign to me. I’ve been wrong before; I’ll be wrong again. But to begin a discussion
with the assumption that I haven’t thought about what I believe because I don’t believe what you believe
displays an arrogance and a contempt for my intelligence that I honestly can’t abide. While my opinion may
not coincide with yours, that doesn’t mean I don’t hold to it deeply or think about it a great deal.
Even if you’re convinced that someone is intellectually bankrupt, acting that way will lose you the argument
before you begin. You can’t convince someone you’ve just insulted.
Make room in your minds for the possibility that there will be smart people who disagree with you.
There are most definitely smart people who disagree with me. I’m hoping you will be some of them.

One Person—Two Conversations
I have never seen anyone die for the ontological argument.
Galileo, who held a scientific truth of great importance, abjured it with the greatest ease
as soon as it endangered his life. In a certain sense, he did right. That truth was not worth the stake.
… On the other hand, I see many people die because they judge that life is not worth living.
I see others paradoxically getting killed for the ideas or illusions that give them a reason for living
(what is called a reason for living is also an excellent reason for dying).
– Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus: An Absurd Reasoning
It’s not enough to be right; Humans just aren’t that sort of creature. We seldom change our minds without
first changing our hearts. All purchase decisions (including those of worldview) are emotional. There are
two conversations that you’ve been secretly having with everyone you’ve ever talked with about anything
of great import; one is about reason and the other is about emotion.
Behind the intellectual gambits and ideological missiles, lies a very real emotional concern for what it will
mean if you are right. The first conversation about rationality is fuelled—sustained by the second secret
conversation about the emotional and social consequences of the radical change in worldview agreeing
with you would represent.
The second conversation is the one you have to win to win the person. Apology may make faith credible
but it will never make it convincing. Being intellectually overmatched has never stopped people from
fighting on emotionally. This is why it is vitally important that at all times you remain human and don’t give
over to your impulse for pride or self-congratulations at an argument well fought. No one likes giving their
heart to someone smug.
Before writing this I looked in vain for a Christian author that dealt with the concept of worldview shift as a
sort of trauma. I appreciate that this may be an unpopular analysis, but whatever the feelings of spiritual
elation associated with the actual decision to adopt Christianity, prior to that moment of decision, the
atheist may be faced with a traumatic choice.
Imagine for a moment if you were in a position of discussing your faith with an atheist. Imagine still further
that they convinced you not just intellectually but were on the brink of emotionally convincing you that you
should abandon your faith. All your pretensions of being wise and following your faith through thick and
thin have been wasted. How do you feel?
Now, think of the faces of your Christian friends when you tell them that you’ve lost your faith. Think of
your parents’ reaction. What about your pastor? Your teachers? What would the thought of looking a fool
in their eyes cost you?
Worldview changes can be traumatic—at least in their contemplation. A change in worldview may lose an
individual their community, friends and possibly even family. I would sooner say that up is down than
willingly lose all of that. If you’re honest, so would most of you.
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Failure to take the emotional consequences of worldview change seriously may have led to many a
convinced atheist or agnostic slipping through the fingers of the apologist or the evangelist.

Dialogue: Winning Friends not Arguments
The problem is that the second conversation requires something beyond clever arguments and a brilliant
mind. It requires emotional vulnerability and intellectual honesty.
Rightly or wrongly, Christians are regarded as a corporate monolith by society at large. Christians—oh yes,
backward religious people who don’t understand science. The dialogue you have with a non-Christian may
be the only time they get to speak to a real, live Christian rather than the ones in the memes theirs friends
share with them.
Become the counter-example. Confound expectations. In the time after I had lost my faith what kept me
from hating Christians was the fact that I knew so many of them and I knew they weren’t (all) mad. People
(verily, even the Christian and the non-Christian) are mostly just people. Mostly, what we want from others
is for them to be people we can talk to who don’t annoy us too much and occasionally share cake with us.
So buy a cake. Be a human being. Admit when you don’t know something. Admit when you’re wrong.
Be open to being persuaded by them. Talk about moments when you doubt your own faith.
Share struggle and not just triumph. Share a drink and laugh at a joke. Do your best to decompress
conversation about religion from moments of tension, fraught with fear about when you reveal your
secret Christian third-eye (we know you have one—there’s no point in denying it), to moments where they
can explore their own deepest held beliefs.
In a cultural moment obsessed with the ephemera of memes and celebrity, can you imagine a more
beautiful thing to give someone than the space and time to speak to what matters most to them? We are
starved for human moments at a time when we’ve never been more connected. Be a person that allows
them that human moment without judgement. And then don’t take advantage of it in point scoring.
Where you must disagree, offer a competing opinion humbly (even when you know you’re right and
especially when they know you’re right). Rid yourself of pretentions that your opinions carry the divine
stamp of approval where theirs don’t. Acknowledge that views and ideas shift, even your own. In defeat,
be gracious; in victory, doubly so. Don’t win every argument even if you can. Make your point but allow
your friend a face-saving retreat. Your friend will love you better for a hard lesson learned easily than for a
hard lesson learned difficultly.

Win friends, not arguments.
One of the most beautiful motifs of the Christian is that of
the suffering servant; the righteous man sent to serve by
suffering for the sins of the world. Surely a conversation
with a work colleague isn’t too much to ask?
And yet, before the crucifixion and the resurrection, he
began by living with them, walking with them, talking with
them. Live with those you wish to convince. It will make
you understand them better, enabling you to convince
them more easily. It will make them understand you
better; allowing them to see why agreeing with you might
not be so dangerous.
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5. PREPARATION FOR THE NEXT CLASS

Forum Activity Module 1
For each of modules 1 through 12 of the course, please submit a forum post, comprising:
(a) A 250 word first-person response to the set question/comment, tailored for explaining your
beliefs to a twenty-something Australian who is post-Christian in attitude but pre-Christian in
understanding. Note that when options are available, indicate to which of the statements you are
responding. Additionally, this response must demonstrate a sound grasp of underlying
course/Module content, and interaction with at least one (PE420) or two (PE620) pre-readings,
whether recommended or optional (reference these). Across modules 1-6, and then 7-12, you
must demonstrate a range of apologetic approaches, defending and commending the plausibility,
credibility, and relevance of Christian belief. Post this to Moodle *before* the following class.
(b) Interaction with at least one other person that advances the conversation, perhaps through a
comment or question. Note that this interaction can be with other students on the Moodle forum,
but may also be through the “Australian Apologetics & Evangelism” facebook group or your own
social media site, as people interact with your posted response. Interaction isn’t in the word count.
Group five of the first six forum posts, and the interaction with others, into one word.doc for
submission via the Moodle assessment tab by March 28 for assessment requirement 1a, and then
a further five posts from module 7-12 by May 23 for requirement 1b.
For each Moodle Module, I’ve set up a forum bubble.

THIS WEEK’S forum question/comment awaiting your response, before next class, is this:
Week 1: Respond to one of the following questions: (a) What is apologetics, and why bother
with it? or (b) How does the role of apologetics relate to theology, evangelism and mission?
From module 3 onwards, you will have time to discuss the previous week’s forum question in your small
group during the class’s first session.

All students respond on the Moodle Forum (250 words)
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Preparation for Next Week …
 Forum post work (as per the unit guide assessment requirement) both addressing the set
question, and interacting with others. Post this to Moodle before next class.
 2 hours pre-reading from recommended and optional readings on Moodle.
Come ready to share on each of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context, to help your holistic witness
To help me (Dave – the lecturer!) get to know you, could you please bring a one page (preferably
typed) PERSONAL PROFILE with a photo, answering the following questions in brief:
1) ORIGIN: Where (geographically) have you come from?
2) EDUCATION: What educational background do you have?
3) RELIGION: What is your religious background?
4) INTEREST: Why have you chosen this subject?
5) QUESTIONS: What burning issues or questions would you like addressed during this subject?
6) MEMORABLE: Share a brief but memorable story to help me remember you easily!

Significance for Christian theology, life and thought...
What in this session is most significant to you personally,
in forming your own theology, life and thought?
For me, I’m amazed at how subtle the Creator of the Universe can be. He spoke supernovas into
existence, and yet He approaches His image bearers in cognito. God is sovereign, but He makes
space for a genuine response to His grace. Ultimately He invites us to join the loving community
that birthed all things in joy. This cannot be compelled. It speaks to the mind, but is incomplete
until it captures our heart. As an apologist wishing to commend Christ to outsiders, I must first ask
if God truly has my heart? Have I responded to His advances, and entered this loving Trinitarian
community? In turn, does my approach to others reflect—even imitate—God’s humble advance?
This remains a challenge, but is a continual source of praise as I remember who God is and how He
chooses to use us—finite and fallible humans—to extend His offer of love to all creation.

3 See here for Pascal's MEMORIAL sown into his jacket, discovered upon his death
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