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Module 9
Learning Guide
Behavioural Challenges to Christianity 2
Sociology: Anthropology & Feminism
Before you start...






Post your response to last week’s forum question onto Moodle and interact on social media
Consider this week’s forum question, then complete 2 hours pre-reading from recommended
and optional sources on Moodle (cf. Resource boxes below), 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
Optional: Bring along something for show & tell, re: current examples of people questioning
the plausibility, credibility and/or relevance of the Church in light of sociological critiques

1. INTRODUCTION
In this module we conclude our two part exploration of Behavioural Challenges to Christian Belief.
In particular, we tackle sociological critiques voiced by anthropologists and feminists alike—that the Church
and belief in salvation through Christ alone is ignorant, intolerant and ultimately dangerous. In the first
session, we will practice one minute “big story” answers to tough questions, pray for non-Christian friends,
and debrief the pre-reading for this module’s focus. In the second session of the lecture, you will engage an
apologetics talk—“Many Paths, One Door: How to Choose a Religion (or None)”—and sketch a response to
the forum question on Christian faith in a pluralistic world. In the third session of the lecture, you will
interact with an address—“Jesus: A Woman’s Friend or Foe”—and consider how the meta-apologetic
method (cf. Module 2) might illuminate the concerns raised by today’s feminists.
Next week we move from Section B of the course (“Critiques of Christian Faith”) onto Section C, exploring
“Alternatives to Christian Belief”. Through an extended case-study and workshop on the place of religion in
secular education, we will consider the pervasive influence of materialistic worldviews on western society,
including agnosticism and Marxism, naturalism, scientism and secular humanism. This will position you well
for your final assessment requirement, engaging in dialogue with a person from a non-Christian worldview.
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
 Consider contemporary sociological challenges to Christian belief from anthropology and feminism.
 Use the meta-apologetic method, drawing on a range of apologetic approaches, to respond to key
objections posed by feminists.
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, students should be able to explain the main sociological challenges posed by
sceptics of Christianity, and offer a simple but multifaceted reply.
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Aligned with the Unit Guide Outcomes, students should be able to:
Knowledge (know and understand):
A3. Critiques of the Christian faith
A5. Strategies to defend and commend Christian faith
Skills (be able to):
B2. Assess critiques of Christianity from a Christian perspective
B4. Engage in Christian apologetics
B5. Present an analytical evidence-based argument or perspective
Application (be in a position to):
C3. Defend and commend the truth claims of the Christian faith
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 6:15-9:00pm, breaks from 7:05-7:10pm, and 7:55-8:05pm)
6:15 Big Story responses & debrief the readings (30 minutes) + Discussion re: the relationship between
sociology and Christianity, especially as relates to Christian mission (10 minutes) … early break
7:00 “Many Paths, One Door” talk + sketch/practice response to forum question (55 minutes)
8:05 “Jesus: A Woman’s Friend or Foe” + meta-apologetic response to feminist objections (55 minutes)
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2. BIG STORY “CAUGHT OUT” RESPONSES + READING REVIEW
“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 9.1—10 minutes
Using the post-it-notes from module one, two students will each select one of the five circles from
“The Big Story”, then randomly choose a paper slip from that circle. Each student will take up to 1 minute
to respond to this question or objection, as if in conversation with the person who posted the slip.
Afterward, the class can unpack what did/didn’t work in this response, and other ways to dialogue.
(Wanting some encouragement evangelistically in “Answering Tough Questions”? See Benson 2010.)

Class Activity 9.2— 15 minutes
Whether as a whole class, or in smaller groups, share your response to the pre-reading for this module:
-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 our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context
Consider how these readings relate to your life and witness in general and ministry context in particular.
… This is the ideal time to bring up whatever is confusing, or questions you have in regards to the
course material, so don’t be shy!
If time permits, feel free to discuss the forum question from last module, or get a jump start on the
question for this module: Respond to one of the following statements:
(a) “How ignorant and intolerant to believe that Jesus is the only way to God in a religiously plural
world”; or (b) “The Church is repressive of women and predatory upon children, which isn’t surprising
given that its framing myth is an all-powerful Father abusing his child, then saving the world through
this male scape-goat”
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3. CHRISTIANITY & SOCIOLOGY: CHALLENGES TO CHRISTO-CENTRISM

Resource 9.1: Christ’s Supremacy in a Pluralistic World
The following sources should give you a solid path into this huge field of debate.
Turn to the reference list at this Module’s end for hyperlinks for the books/talks in their entirety.
Try these “recommended readings” first:
For a taste of the cultural milieu in which we swim, see the Dalai Lama’s (2011) pragmatic
approach to the truth and usefulness of all religions depending on one’s personal needs and
preferences. Sam Harris offers a sceptical and atheistic take on religions as a whole (spurred on
by documentaries such as “Jesus Camp”), equating any serious commitment to a religious
ideology with fundamentalism which begets terrorism (Harris and Sullivan 2007).
To get your bearings regarding what “religion” is, the significant—rather than superficial—
differences between religious beliefs (versus the depiction of many paths to the same divine
pinnacle), and how to think about other religions from a Christian perspective, see Anderson
(1984), Clendenin (1995), Dickson (2008), Newbigin (2014), Prothero (2010, also 2007), Sanneh
(2003), Stackhouse (2001), and the two autobiographies of spiritual pilgrimage by Yutang (1959)
and Zacharias with Sawyer (2006). This kind of “theology of religion” work undergirds my
dissertation project (Benson 2016b, Chapter 1 and 5 in particular) on the place of diverse Sacred
Texts in Secular Education and the centrality of dialogue. As for how to discern which religion to
believe and follow, if any, see Sire (2006) and Stackhouse (2002), both covered in Module 3.
With such complex issues being debated, how might you winsomely—
though not long-windedly!—communicate the uniqueness and even
supremacy of Christ in a religiously pluralistic context? For helpful models
(short blogs, web interviews, and public addresses), see Benson (2007—the
central pre-reading for this module, illustrating the meta-apologetic
method—and 2012), Benson and White (2010—we’ll watch this talk this
session, though the discussion guide has loads more), Boa and Moody
(1994), Craig (2009, 2016), Keller (2006), McClure (2012), McDonald (2017),
Paterson (2009—we’ll watch a video this module of his response to the
question, “How Can Only One Religion Be True?”—and 2011), Turek (2016)
and Zacharias (2012). Also, loop back to additional resources for Module 2
to see some fully worked (though dot-pointed) examples of the metaapologetic method (covered in Module 2) applied to the issues of Christian
exclusivism (“Why Jesus? The Scandal of Particularity in a World of Faiths”, pp1-6) and
Colonialism (“What about the Crusades? Imperialism, Globalization, and Violence”, pp7-14).
If this topic is especially important to you, then it’s helpful to delve deeper than these somewhat
polemical responses (dot-point above), and really grapple with the questions surrounding the
supremacy and uniquely effective sacrifice of Christ. For solid book-length explorations of these
themes, see Chesterton (1955), Edwards (2005), Green (2002), Mouw (2002), and Zacharias
(2010). From an evangelistic perspective, check out the Lausanne Occasional Paper on “The
Uniqueness of Christ in a Postmodern World and the Challenge of World Religions” (Hille 2005).
They have a series of excellent occasional papers (from expert think-tanks) on witness to
Chinese people (LOP6), Jewish people (LOP7), nominal Catholics (LOP10), people in New
Religious Movements (LOP11), Marxists (LOP12), Muslims (LOP13), Hindus (LOP14), Buddhists
(LOP15), Traditional Religionists of Asia and Oceania (LOP16), Traditional Religionists of Latin
America and Caribbean (LOP17), people holding to African Traditional Religions (LOP18), and
nominal Christians among the Orthodox Church (LOP19). For powerful current models of
engaging Muslim people and beliefs, see Qureshi (2016), and James White in rigorous and yet
charitable debate with Yusuf Ismail, on the topic “Was Jesus Just a … Prophet?” (mp3 here).
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As I touch on in the essay/booklet “Many Paths, One Door?” (Benson 2007), it’s important that
we don’t collapse our theology of world religions into merely the question of soteriology. And
yet, this is a crucial aspect of our investigation: who, then, is saved? As we touched on in
Module 5, regarding Hell and the fate of the unevangelised (§4.3), you may have picked up that I
am an “inclusivist”: a person *may* (but not necessarily will) be saved by responding to the
general revelation of God in creation and the witness of their conscience, calling out in
repentance to “God” as best as they understand, enabled by the prevenient grace and
illumination of the Holy Spirit. That is, like Abraham and those before Christ, their genuine faith
may be accredited as righteousness (cf. Gen 15:6; Rom 4:22; Heb 11:6), because of what Jesus
achieved on the cross (ontologically), though they were not aware (epistemologically) of the
means by which they were forgiven and reconciled with their Creator. It may only be after death
that they can truly understand and give praise to the Christ, through whom they were saved.
(For more, see Benson 2016c, Pinnock 1997, Sanders 2001, and Stackhouse 2007a, 2007b.)
Inclusivism is a mainstream and orthodox position within evangelical Christian theology, as
opposed to pluralistic Universalism (all will ultimately be saved, through multiple salvific routes).
Restrictivism (traditionally called “exclusivism”, wherein salvation is restricted to those who
have knowingly called on the name of Jesus to be saved) is, arguably, the traditional position
(see Boa and Moody 1994, 172-194; Miller 2014). For a comparison of perspectives, helping
form your own position, see Fackre, Nash and Sanders (1995), also Ockholm and Phillips (1995).
Last but not least, sociologists routinely assert that Christian mission has—by and large—been
bad for the world. Think colonialism, paternalism, the stolen generation, coercive proselytism,
destruction of indigenous culture, and so forth. There is substance to these claims, some of
which we explored under Module 6 when considering divine violence and biblical commands to
kill the ethnic other and idolater (see Resource 6.1). And yet, as we saw in Module 7 with the
rise of the early church (see Resource 7.2, particularly the work of Rodney Stark), the world
downstream of Christianity is vastly different, even better, than it was before this message and
model of peace stepped onto the world stage. For solid sociological arguments that the impact
of Christian mission is, on balance, ultimately good for the world, see the amazing work of
Robert Woodberry (2012), compellingly reported by Christianity Today magazine (Dilley 2014;
Lee 2015). The Logos apologetics team makes this point well in its talk “Is Christian Mission
Good for the World?” (White, Hütmacher and White 2011; cf. extensive discussion guide).
When it comes to truth claims, no-one is neutral. And this no-one extends to no-group, even academic
guilds. As we explored in Module 3, we all see from somewhere and for some purpose. Making sense of the
world is not a disinterested process. All knowing is built upon presuppositions, for we are limited and
biased, finite and fallen. We need to make assumptions—granting some claims and bracketing certain
challenges—to explore any phenomenon in a meaningful way.
The problem comes when our presuppositions are not acknowledged, and we
become proud in what we think we know. At this point, our disciplined
exploration has degenerated into idolatry. Again, this affects discourse in every
field, including theology.
In this session, however, we turn our attention to sociology (the study of
society), and its related fields of anthropology (the study of
humanity/civilisations) and wom(y)n studies (particularly feminist critiques).
As John Milbank, a creative co-founder of the Radical Orthodoxy movement
and outspoken critic of secular narratives underwriting the modern western
world, argues, social theory is rife with this-worldly, problematic
presuppositions (Milbank 2013, 2014). Though his critique skirts the edges of
the genetic fallacy, Milbank demonstrates that the modern sociological apple doesn’t fall far
from its anti-religious tree, that being its founder, Auguste Comte (1798-1857).
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Comte was hardly “neutral”. He saw sociology as
the natural historical progression from our
superstitious “theological stage”, through the
transcendentally oriented “metaphysical stage”,
ultimately moving toward a purely secular
“positive stage”, where we make sense of society
without any reference to God and forces above
and beyond this world.
For Comte, “Religion is an illusion of childhood, outgrown under proper education.” And if my own studies
(Benson 2016b, Chapter 4—we’ll unpack this in Module 10) are anything to go by, this attitude has
permeated the modern secularisation narrative that as we become more educated and civilised, religion
will disappear. Turns out this is aspirational rather than actual, largely a self-fulfilling prophecy peddled by
those who desire the demise of religious influence in the public square. So, this profession of “neutral
critique” is rather ironic and self serving, under the guise of academic authority: “believe me; I have a PhD.”
In reality much of our moral debate has broken down; myriad worldviews
and their incommensurable truth claims pass by each other like ships in
the night without ever truly engaging in a common debate with agreed
upon definitions and mechanisms of discerning the way things are (cf.
Haidt 2013; MacIntyre 2007, 2008, 2014, 2016). And yet, a rising tide of
“progressives”, with sociological studies in hand, purport to deconstruct
Christianity’s beliefs and practices as backward, harmful, totalising, and
uninformed (please read Kelly’s 2017 7 page Australian editorial).
It doesn’t seem to matter that there is no objective moral grounding to
these critiques (Lewis 2015)—no coherent narrative from which to praise
some behaviours and cultures and condemn others (cf. Keller 2016, to
which we will return in Module 11 on Moral Relativism). And yet, the one
thing they are certain of is that Christianity is dangerous to our modern,
pluralistic society.
Granted, there is a danger that my strident critiques of contemporary
sociology will justify evangelical anti-intellectualism and our slide into a relativistic post-truth society:
encounter a claim you don’t like? … well, just dismiss it as based on incompatible presuppositions outside
our worldview, and turn to alternative “facts” as evidence for what we already believe. We, too, are biased.
Thus, we must seriously grapple with academic disciplines that call out our failures and wrong beliefs. But,
we mustn’t be so gullible as to simply swallow every critique served up by the establishment.
Take the claim that no one religion or religious founder is more true, good, or beautiful than another … that
any claim of the salvific superiority of Jesus is dangerous polemic that damages our pluralistic peace when
carried by fundamentalist missionaries across land and sea to proselytise and convert the natives. Is there
substance to this critique? Absolutely. But should this realisation stop the conversation? Hardly! Lest we
presuppose the truth of this critique, it should function as an invitation to research.
Thank God that devoted scholars like Robert Woodberry (2012) went to more trouble than their peers to
rigorously demonstrate “The Missionary Roots of Liberal Democracy”, fighting every step of the way with
peer reviewers part of a sociological establishment that had simply assumed the truth of their own
narrative: that religious exclusivism and mission can only be damaging (cf. Dilley 2014; Lee 2015; White,
Hütmacher and White 2011). So, that’s our challenge in this module. To face sociological critiques of
Christian belief head on. To dig deep into the evidence, exposing ungodly and problematic presuppositions
as they appear. And ultimately to commend the wisdom and beauty of our Saviour and the religion he
birthed, in a highly contested space.
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3.1

Many Paths, One Door? Persuading Pluralists of Christ’s Supremacy

How, at best, does our society situate religious
belief and practice? For an Eastern voice the West
has embraced, listen to how the 14th Dalai Lama
(2011) explains a thoroughgoing pragmatism,
following one’s tastes, preferences, and penchant
for whatever seems to “work” best.
How would you respond?

Class Activity 9.3—55 minutes
(1) Imagine you were chatting with a friend, and they espoused something like what the Dalai Lama
said. They bristled at your belief that Christianity isn’t simply one religious option among many,
and that Jesus is the only way to God. They fire back:
“So much damage has been done by religions arrogantly claiming that they have the truth.
There can’t just be one true religion, only one way.
How can you make that sort of claim when all roads could lead to God?”
In pairs, take a minute each to role play answering your friend’s comment above.
(2) Now, as a group, watch the Logos talk,
“Many Paths, One Door: How to
Choose a Religion or None” (Benson
and White 2010; video here … skip the
drama to start at 9:31). As it proceeds,
jot down key points structuring the
talk/argument.
(3) Repeat point 1 above, in pairs
responding in a minute each to your
friend’s objection to Christian
exclusivism and Jesus’ supremacy.
(4) Watch Dan Paterson’s (2009) brief response
to much the same objection (manuscript next page).

(5) As a whole class, note the similarities and
differences in argument and approach, and debrief
your own attempts at responding to these tricky
questions and objections.
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Check out the “Caught Out: Quick Answers to Tough Questions” discussion guide (pp. 21-24) for Daniel
Paterson’s (2009) response to the following question, reproduced in brief below:
So much damage has been done by religions arrogantly claiming that they have the truth.
There can’t just be one true religion, only one way.
How can you make that sort of claim when all roads could lead to God?
I can totally understand some of your misgivings. The fact that religions are exclusive certainly can mean that
tensions rise around the world … and for Christianity’s part in adding fuel to the fire and persecuting people
from other belief systems I want to apologize, honestly, because when I read through the Bible I don’t see
Jesus pushing people away. I see him welcoming them to him. But on the flip side for a second, whilst the
idea that all religions are true may seem really tolerant and a way forward, it’s actually pretty intolerant itself.
A lot of people these days tend to see all religions as different paths to God, as if God is like a massive elephant
with blind men grabbing different parts of it—one grabbing the trunk and claiming ‘God is like a big snake,’
another grabbing a leg and saying ‘God is like a tree,’ and another grabbing the tail and claiming ‘God is like
a rope.’ All of them are grabbing onto the same God, but each of them can only see a part of it, right? But to
claim something like that, it means you have to be in a unique position to see the whole picture—a picture
you claim the majority of people throughout history have been blind to. Even more than that, every religion
is exclusive because they have a fundamentally different picture of God and the way to be justified before
Him, so to say that all paths lead to the same God is actually saying that in the essential way they understand
themselves, they are all wrong. You have to reframe their beliefs to fit your model. To tell someone they
have misunderstood their own God and religion is pretty intolerant. What’s to say that they aren’t grasping
at different elephants or different objects all together?
But the real question comes down to, “Who is this God that you believe in?” Because perhaps the biggest
problem with the whole elephant analogy is that you’re assuming we are trying to grasp God, rather than
the other way around. What if the elephant speaks? In the question of who God is, our own preferences
don’t determine reality. Doesn’t God have a say? Of all the major world religions, only three actually claim
that God has definitively spoken—Islam, Judaism and Christianity—and of these three, only one has the
audacity to claim that God entered human history as Jesus Christ. And this man, who all history and other
religions hold up as the greatest moral exemplar, made the very exclusive claim, ‘I am the way and the
truth and the life. No one comes to the Father [God] except through me.’ Whilst all religions may have
some things which are good, true, and beautiful within them, they are all fundamentally contradictory. And
since there is no visible way they can all fit together, and since God may have spoken in history to tell us
who He is and the way to Him, perhaps we should test each claim to see which one fits best with reality.
And in my search, in looking through history at the person of Jesus, his teachings about our need for
forgiveness and freedom from sin, with the miracles he performed to heal the sick and broken hearted, and
with his resurrection from the dead showing he was sent from God, I think the exclusive claims of
Christianity are a good place to start.
Brendan White’s response to Dan—the ‘hell’ angle
One of the issues raised by Dan’s question is that people often wonder how God might send all these
millions of people of different religious beliefs to hell even if they have never heard of Jesus. First, God does
not send people to hell; people choose it by rejecting God. The Bible teaches that God desires all people to
be saved and Jesus died a brutal and humiliating death so any person who wants to can be forgiven and
spend eternity with God. Second, God is able to reach all people, even if a missionary or Christian can’t. I
have heard many stories of people from remote areas, or Muslims who have had dreams of visions of Jesus,
who have become Christians through supernatural encounters. But we all have nature and our conscience
to draw us to God and to hold us accountable for our wrong doing. Third, God gives sufficient grace to
every person to respond if they so choose. God is eminently fair and incomparably loving and He wants
everyone to come to know Him and be saved.
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Reflection Activities 9.1-9.2—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.
#9.1 How would you answer the question above (activity 9.3), if caught out by this tough question?
#9.2 Consider both Dan and Brendan’s responses (above). Next to each paragraph, mark which
apologetic strategy (e.g. reformed, evidential, classical, fideist) they draw on. Summarise in one
sentence each approach in relation to the objection to Christian exclusivism.

3.2

Extra Notes: Responding to Religious Violence

As mentioned in Resource Box 9.1, secularists like Sam Harris (Harris vs. Sullivan 2007) are prone to treat
“religion” as a whole, a single undifferentiated entity. “Moderates” are considered sell-outs who don’t take
their own exclusive doctrines seriously enough. So, fundamentalists are the real religionists. And to be a
fundamentalist is the foundation for terrorism, beginning with violent rhetoric, and ending in bloodshed.
Perhaps you’ve seen the documentary,
“Jesus Camp”. Frankly, in an age of religious
division and jihad, on the brink of a
thermonuclear war launched by semi-stable
international strongmen from vying
ideologies, I find this kind of video
frightening. So, I can empathise with the
pointed objection that follows.
Brief back story: a close Christian friend
(Craig) expressed to one of his progressive
friends (Aaron) concerns over militant Islam.
This friend took great exception, and Craig
asked for advice on how to respond.
First, the objection from Aaron:
You were saying the other week that you are a bit scared of Islam and Muslims. This video here
[above] makes me scared of your religion.
I haven't watched the "Jesus Camp" movie, which this comes from, but I've seen many videos with
similar outcomes in child abuse. There's also the mantra I see plastered across my Facebook wall
where people are, literally, "nothing without Jesus". They believe completely that their lives are
worthless without this belief. They cannot face the world without this faith and if it is tested at all they
shut people out as they believe they cannot continue a friendship with people that do not share this
understanding.
We were also talking about violence of Christian nations in history vs Muslim ones where it was a little
difficult to think of one outside the crusades. (I'm not completely convinced for your version of history
as I haven't looked into it, sick after all. Plus History is always written by the victors.) The USA, one
nation under God, has waged war against the middle east for decades. To serve you must, until an
atheist this month challenged it and was successful, declare your allegiance to God as well as the USA.
The most conservative measurements put 400,000 Iraqi civilians to death in the current Iraq war. The
most outrageous put it over 2.5 million. That's a lot of innocent lives lost in the name of God.
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There was also the whole witch burning thing that came to mind soon after but hey, the war on the
middle east is a lot more current and has killed a lot more people in much shorter time.
You find Islam worrying? I'm sorry mate but to me, your religion is no less frightening than any other.
In fact, it is a whole lot more frightening as it's in front of me constantly. It's on my FB feed, in my
newspapers, on my YT, google suggestions, friends, every hotel room, everywhere I travel. It's
espoused as the greatest religion. The right faith to have. And with the propaganda of our Christian
and Jewish media bringing much hate against Muslims these days, it is not looking promising that I will
ever trust the Christian belief over any others.
Anyways. I don't expect a response nor do I want one. I just wanted to get these thoughts that have
floated through my mind since we last played cards out in the open.
So, Craig asked for advice on how to respond. I replied:
Hey mate,
Obviously with Aaron not really wanting a reply, it needs to be fairly brief. He makes some points
worth acknowledging, so I would keep the personal element at the forefront of whatever you write,
rather than the issue of precision in thought. That said, there are a number of interesting furfies that
you may want to challenge.
I would write something like the following—obviously in my style, and not necessarily what you
would say, as we differ on a few points re: just war vs. pacifism, etc.

Hope this helps,
Dave
+++
SUBJECT: Re: Christianity vs. Islam
Hey Aaron,
Thanks for taking the time to email your thoughts. I’m glad we have a friendship where we can actually say what
we think. These kind of issues, esp. from a global perspective, are too important to consider ‘taboo’, or
‘private’—clearly they’re personal, but they have very public implications, and thus deserve considered
conversation. Fair enough, you didn’t want a reply. That’s fine if you don’t want to continue the conversation. At
the same time, this matters too much for me not to reply. Each comment and question could lead hundreds of
directions, and to dozens of really considered treatments of what are complex issues. I don’t presume to be on
top of all this. That said, it’s a problem in our culture when we think a tweet, Facebook post, or Youtube clip,
can solve the biggest issues, without further thought required. So, hopefully this opens up, rather than closes
down, a much needed dialogue.
First up, reading through your comments, I want to agree, and to apologise.
We agree that religion—or more precisely, religious people, using their dogma as an excuse to cause damage—
can, at times, be hateful. Frankly, I’m appalled at the way the lady from “Jesus Camp” manipulates these kids.
Jesus had some pretty strong words to say about mis-leading kids, and about any kind of coercion, of which she’s
clearly guilty. It’s important to remember that language is inherently symbolic, so a word like ‘martyr’ or a phrase
like ‘lay down your life’ can mean entirely different things in different social imaginaries/symbolic worlds. In
context, she didn’t mean calling these kids to ‘blow themselves up’ and kill others (as it literally means within
extremist Islamic circles). (I certainly couldn’t find any case-studies of these kids causing violence to Others.) She
is further radicalising Jesus’ teaching about dying to one’s self-will and laying down your agenda out of love for
the Other. That means calling these kids to equivalent commitment to a terrorist, but instead of harming the
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Other, serving to the point of even being crucified if that’s what your enemy chooses to do with you. … So,
these are different issues. But, we agree that indoctrinating kids—indeed, any person—to believe one way
without consideration of different perspectives, and act with reckless abandon especially in the cause of violence,
is wrong—even evil.
Given this, I want to apologise. There are differences among Muslims, and Islam can be interpreted in dozens of
ways. Perhaps, in saying I’m fearful of Islam, I’ve painted with far too broad a brush-stroke. Double standards
(also here) are common. I’m aware, for instance, that among moderates, the greater ‘jihad’ is—like Jesus’ call to
lay down your life—‘killing’ your selfishness and being formed in virtue for hospitality. There are stories of
Muhammad engaging those who believed differently, reasoning together, and showing concern for even his
enemies. (See, for instance, http://www.acommonword.com/.) The ‘lesser jihad’, then—in these traditions—is
more like ‘just war’ in Christianity, a cause for self-defence when you perceive yourself under threat. … My point
being, contrary to my own beliefs, where Jesus said not to judge Others lest we be judged, I’ve perhaps been
judgmental (beyond ‘discerning’) of ‘neighbours’ about whom I personally know little. It’s always best to
understand the Other through conversation, and letting them represent themselves, rather than just absorbing
and replicating stereotypes and caricatures and worst case portrayals (as Jesus Camp does to Christians).
Pushing back, a tad, though. It’s not gracious or compassionate to assume you know the Other means well and is
just like you, liberal and inclusive, when they’ve actually made pretty clear statements about their agenda—
further demonstrated in their actions. Respected philosopher Emmanuel Levinas calls this ‘totalising’—
absorbing the Other within myself, ignoring any difference, and thus taking away their voice. I shouldn’t judge. I
must, however, discern. Now, I could be suspicious of the media coverage of ISIL, and even come up with a
conspiracy theory to keep up the façade that they’re really just reacting to injustice and thus want peace, just like
every other right thinking human being. Granted, they should be heard, and taken seriously. But, when we do
hear them and take them seriously, they clearly have an agenda (and a reading of the Quran, which is well
justified by Muhammad’s life as the high point of their system) to not only defend themselves. They seek to
destroy the Other. Countless experts on Islam, fully credentialed scholars, have said that a faithful
exegesis/hermeneutic of reading the Quran suggests that there is only ‘peace’ when all are converted—forcefully
if need be, encouraged by coercive dhimmitude, taxing those who believe differently—and brought into Islam.
Outside of ‘dar al Islam’ (the house of Peace/submission) is ‘dar al harb’, the house of war. (Mark Durie is a
good scholar on this point, e.g. Durie, Mark, and Bat Yeʼor. The Third Choice: Islam, Dhimmitude and Freedom.
[Melbourne]: Deror Books, 2010.) My basic point is that I have good reason to be ‘afraid’ of elements within
Islam, both theologically and historically.
You are right that many Christians seem to reflect a similar attitude, at least metaphorically, of winning a ‘war’.
(Again, good thought requires good distinctions, and clearly the same words mean very different things. It’s a
very long bow to connect the USA pledge of being ‘under God’ to what the USA is doing as a ‘religious war’
fighting for God. These are separate issues, and it’s not helpful to collapse them together. I won’t respond to
that.) I also agree with you that the ‘nothing apart from Jesus’ kind of comments, seen from those outside this
community, can mean: “You don’t have Jesus, therefore you are nothing. Convert to be something.” This is
ignorant, and divisive. From my experience, what they mean is usually “Since I’ve found Jesus, my life makes
sense and holds far more meaning than it ever did before. I feel like my life before Christ was nothing, and I
want others to discover this same hope.” It’s meant to be an offer of life, not an imposition. I agree that such
rhetoric fails and is harmful. For that I’m sorry. While I don’t use this language, I am part of a community that
does many cringe-worthy and even pathetic and dangerous things, that I must share in the blame. Hopefully you
haven’t found this in my friendship with you.
It’s true that Christian influence is still widely spread, and you have cause to find this threatening given its
proximity, compared to Islamic State whose influence is at more than arm’s length.
My only comment would be that respecting each other is premised on taking the time to enter the Other’s frame
of reference. Lumping all ‘religion’ together is like saying all Asians look the same. Yes, you can find in any belief
system (including Buddhism and Secularism) violence, demonization, forced conversions, and so forth. But, the
best way forward is to consider the embodied ideal of the philosophy, usually seen in the founder. I won’t speak
for Muhammad in this. But, I will say that when you take seriously the Biblical story (see for instance here) and
the way Jesus lived in serving his enemies and outloving evil (see for instance here), then you realise it takes some
pretty clever footwork to argue that the Christ of Christianity validates violence, even with the Old Testament
examples of Israel fighting against particular people groups (see for instance here, here and here). Instead, most
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historians (including those outside of the Christian community) acknowledge that, down stream of Jesus’ radical
example of compassion, our vision of justice and war and violence has been radically changed (see for instance
here and Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist Reconsiders History (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University
Press, 1996).
There is *some* truth that history is written by the victors. In general, particular accounts of the past only reach
the present if sufficiently preserved and protected from dissenting voices set on destroying the record. That said,
this kind of platitude is simplistic, especially failing the test when it comes to the biblical accounts of Israel and
Jesus, largely recording the liberation of slaves within larger empires, and those on the margins lacking wealth
and power to bring about a change. (See, for instance, Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels As
Eyewitness Testimony [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006].) I recognise it takes time to study any of this. We all
have limitations and priorities. But, we proportion time spent researching something to the significance and
import of its claims. I think these claims warrant exploration. Also, we don’t solve historical questions with
clichés. It takes attention to details, rather than assumptions and dismissals which afford us carte blanche to remake
the past as we wish, according with our desired version of events.
Christianity has been associated with violence, but we rightly call this hypocrisy as it is acting against a faithful
reading of the text, even in spite of Christ’s life, not intrinsically motivated by doctrine. (See, for instance: David
Martin Does Christianity Cause War? [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997]; Keith Ward, Is Religion Dangerous? [London:
Lion Hudson, 2006].) Jesus’ own model was seeking reconciliation, friendship and love with those who believed
differently—not retreating into some enclave from which to vilify and throw stones at the outsider. To the
degree any Christian does this—I trust this is not my example—they are being ‘heretical’ to their core beliefs,
and stand rightly accused by secularists and Christians alike.
The so called ‘liberal values’ and ‘human rights’ focus we largely share did not come out of nowhere, however. It
has a largely Judeo-Christian origin—with some parallels in other belief systems--whether you acknowledge the
source or not. As arguably the world’s top sociologist/political scientists, Jürgen Habermas (himself an atheist),
notes, “Egalitarian universalism, from which sprang the ideas of freedom and social solidarity, of an autonomous
conduct of life and emancipation, of the individual morality of conscience, human rights and democracy, is the
direct heir of the Judaic ethic of justice and the Christian ethic of love. This legacy, substantially unchanged, has
been the object of continual critical appropriation and reinterpretation. To this day, there is no alternative to it.
And in light of the current challenges of a postnational constellation, we continue to draw on the substance of
this heritage. Everything else is just idle postmodern talk.” (See Habermas’s book Time of Transitions [Cambridge,
UK: Polity, 2006], 150-151.) My point being, I find irony that you are using a largely Christian frame of
reference, stripped of any acknowledgement of Christianity as a source, focused upon the worst excesses though
presented as representing the whole, by which to judge Christianity as akin to every other ‘religion’. Perhaps we
are both painting in far too broad a brush stroke, slapping the stain indiscriminately onto every surface without
sufficient regard for accurate re-presentation.
Anyway. This email is already too long. Bottom line is, I appreciate you pressing back. I hope we have a
friendship able to face difference with respect, and to learn from each other. I’m challenged by your comments,
that I’ve been judgmental and fallen short of Jesus’ own model. But, I think there are significant disparities
between different systems of belief, most clearly seen in their founders. I have reason to be afraid of groups like
ISIL. And I have cause to question your objections, noting that—within their own symbolic world—even the
extremes of some Christians and governmental violence are different in kind and not simply degree to an
ideological agenda pushed by Muslim fundamentalists. We need to squarely face this, rather than wishing it away
or side-stepping to redirect blame toward hypocrisy at home.
Not sure how much sense all this makes when put in such a pithy form. Trust we might continue the
conversation, if you think it worthwhile. Either way, I value your friendship.
Looking forward to when we next play cards,
Craig.
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4. CHRISTIANITY AND FEMINISM

Resource 9.2: Jesus, the Church, and Women
At Malyon we are committed to affirm the value of women and to support their participation in every
area of college life; to discover and challenge the ways in which we think, speak and act in
unawareness or denial of these; and to address such issues through strategic planning, policy and
leadership.
We recognise that churches of our denomination (Queensland Baptists) hold a diversity of views
regarding women as preachers, as senior pastors, and the appropriateness of ordination for women.
At Malyon we would, nevertheless, affirm that:
 God transcends human masculinity and femininity
 Both women and men are made in the image of God and redeemed for life in Christ
 Both women and men are gifted and called by God to serve God, the church and the world
 It is our task to prepare women and men to respond fully to God’s gifting and calling on their
lives
That’s Malyon’s official line, and it holds true. There are innumerable debates we could have about our
theology of women in ministry … but most of these debates are intramural. In what follows, my aim isn’t
to drive a single line on contentious topics. Rather, it’s to equip you to make a broad argument about the
Christian value placed upon women, in the face of a mixed history and outspoken feminist detractors.
You are sure to find the following sources helpful in your preparation:
As a gateway into this huge field, check out the discussion guide accompanying the Logos talk,
“Jesus: A Woman’s Friend or Foe?” (Benson, White and Vallee 2010). We will watch a video of
the presentation this session. I have also uploaded to Moodle, Module 9 Extra Resources, some
lecture notes dealing with the history and theology of gender here, a helpful essay by Dr. Peter
Hammond (n.d.) on “The Christian Liberation of Women” here, as well as a dot-point worked
example using the meta-apologetic method on the issue of sexuality (“What about Women, Sex,
and Homosexuals? Sexuality and Gender”, pp. 15-23) here (under Module 2 Extra Resources).
Concerns over Christian treatment of women sit within a larger claim that the church is
responsible for massive injustice, and is thus irredeemable. For a response, see the
recommended reading by Keller (2008), Benson and White’s (2012) Logos talk “Is the Church
Relevant?”, and White and Vallee’s (2010) Logos talk “What Difference Does This Baby Make?”
For direct apologetic responses to the charge that Christianity is inherently sexist, see Benson
(2016a—this short blog, “God on the Dance Floor” closes out this module’s reflections), Amy
Crawford’s (2007) essay written according to the meta-apologetic method on the topic “Must
Women Submit?: Contemporary, Female, Secular University Students and the Question of
Women’s Roles in the Home, Church, and Society,” and McGrath (1992, 213-223).
Admittedly tilting theologically in the egalitarian rather than complementarian direction, you
may find the charitable and rigorous argumentation for biblical feminism helpful, as modelled by
John Stackhouse (2014, pp245-250; 2015).
As touched on in Resource box 9.1 and the subsequent introduction to this module—which we
will revisit in Module 11 on Moral Relativism—our sense of right and wrong and morality is set
within larger narratives that require some justification, rather than simply being presupposed
(see Keller 2016; Kelly 2017; Haidt 2013; MacIntyre 2007, 2008, 2016). While some contest any
transcendent grounding to our sense of morality and law (see Leff 1979), we have solid warrant
for allowing the biblical narrative to shape our identity, character, and sense of virtue and
ethics. For a leading light making this argument, see Stanley Hauerwas (1974, 1989, 2005a+b).
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4.1

Sexism Today
Despite women’s liberation sweeping the west way back in the
sixties, there are signs that the battle for equal rights is still going.
And for many feminists, part of this battle involves challenging
millennia old religious discrimination against women.
Consider the following quotes and research:

“The bible is fiercely patriarchal, in that men are the rulers and
women are a sub-class. This has always been accepted for the vast
majority of history until the 60s of last century. Feminism is a drastic
and completely new idea in the scale of history. The bible is
incompatible with feminism, or even women's rights.
If that weren't enough, women were apparently made from Adam's rib—therefore not even comparable to
men in terms of their worthiness (woman came second to man—god did not create women: man did).
Whereas in reality, men cannot be born without their mothers. Patriarchs may have found this particularly
threatening therefore subdued women using a variety of means, most notably the Bible—your god’s word,
apparently.” (Discussion forum comments by an atheist on http://thepositiveatheist.blogspot.com/)
"We do not need to be saved by Jesus' death from original sin. We need to be liberated from the oppression
of racism, classism, and sexism, that is, from patriarchy." (Joanne Carlson Brown and Carole R. Bohn, eds.,
Christianity, Patriarchy, and Abuse: A Feminist Critique [Pilgrim Press, 1989], p. 26.)
Questions of how the church views and treats women have also been raised on the Australian Apologetics
and Evangelism Facebook group. Matthew Bell (April 16, 2017) asked for wisdom in how—if at all—to
“respond in a gentle prejudice/fact challenging, helpful, encouraging, gospel-affirming way” to the
following comment posted to a Facebook wall:
“Jenny ......, lunacy and contradictions, all packed up in a long winded load of rubbish.
There is no jealous god, because the bible is fiction. your delusions of a jealous god, are just that. You talking
to yourself. Mind you I do that too, but I don't pretend it is god. No, humans are fully responsible for all
words and actions and marriage is just a human made invention for some kind of society order.
Except that most men are incapable of communication due to patriarchal society upbringing and women
are treated as slaves generally.
In the bible this described fictional god commands:
If a man rapes a maiden, he can buy her from her father for 20 shekels. This is men's agenda bullshit.
There are thousands of these evil violent, revengeful and cruel commands and acts supposedly attributed to
this male god. Can't say I would worship an evil like that. MORW fool you. Love is from inside and is also
about understanding oneself and psychology. To truly love, one does not need a god figure. This is false
notion of religious delusions.”
Personally, I think there is still a problem within the church. Female contributions to the faith, past and
present, are often overlooked or minimised. One of our most heated discussions (initiated by Emily
Costello, January 11, 2017) was in response to an SBS essay by Tanya Riches and Mark Jennings:
“If churches believe in gender equality, why aren’t there more female leaders?” (here). That is, why are
ratios of women to men in your average congregation typically the inverse of male to female leaders? It’s
baffling to outsiders. And it’s confusing to insiders also. If we truly believe women are gifted and called,
then why are we so patriarchal at the top? Great questions. The pain was palpable as Christian women with
a generally positive disposition shared how their experience of domineering and patriarchal leadership
brought them to the brink of walking away from the church, and nearly their faith altogether.
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One respondent wrote:
“I don't know what to say—I don't know that I can express appropriately in the space provided how
passionately I feel about female leadership and its vital place in our society (in all spheres, the church, the
home the workplace). I've spent almost a lifetime of Christians (both male and female) telling me I’m less
because I'm not a man. I've been created in the image of a Perfect God but I can't use my God given talents,
act on my God given desires because I'm not a man. No other issue has ever had me closer to walking away
from God than this one. (Tears are pouring down my face as I sit in a public cafe typing this). Please tell me,
exactly how does it further the case of the gospel to put women down in this way?”
As one of the godly men in the group followed up, “I think everyone here would agree that being told you
are less because you are a woman is unbiblical and I would say sinful.” And yet, if a problem is this
prevalent and painful within the church, no wonder we’re ridiculed by those outside who have no
sympathy with our theological convictions.
None of this is to say we must change our theological position on the basis of secular opposition. But, it is
to say that in the evangelistic enterprise, we must be aware of how we are perceived, and work at a
gracious apologetic in response. And we must sit with the sting of cultural criticism long enough to sense
whether the Lord himself is displeased with our conduct, reforming in turn.
That’s our task in the final session of this module. We will employ the meta-apologetic method from
Module 2, to structure a response to option (b) in the Forum statement:
“The Church is repressive of women and predatory upon children, which isn’t surprising
given that its framing myth is an all-powerful Father abusing his child,
then saving the world through this male scape-goat.”
Where is this kind of opposition coming from? In what ways is it right, for which we must apologise?
How will we frame our response, and what in particular will we say?
► How big an issue is sexism today, both in society at large, and within the church?
Is this a ‘gospel’ issue? And how should Christians respond?
“Feminism: A social theory or political movement supporting the equality of both sexes in all aspects of
public and private life; specifically, a theory or movement that argues that legal and social restrictions on
females must be removed in order to bring about such equality.”
► Is this how you would define feminism? And, if so, is “Biblical feminist” a meaningful phrase?
Why, or why not?

2 An early Christian painting (3rd Century)
widely believed to depict a woman presiding
over the Lord’s Supper (“Fractio Panis” here)
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Class Activity 9.4—50 minutes
(1) In pairs, role play a 1 minute response to the forum objection above. You might also benefit from
compiling a list of feminist objections to Christianity, expressed in real language of
detractors/opponents of the faith.

(2) If you want some input, or feel like watching a
model apologetic response on this topic, check
out the talk “Jesus: A Woman’s Friend or Foe”
(video here … after a drama, the talk begins at
7:13). Jot down the strongest points relevant to
the forum objection. (It may suffice to simply
skim the talk outline after the activity box below.)

(3) Aim for at least one solid point in each of the following 6 sections, aligned with the metaapologetic method, around which you could build your own talk on this topic:
What hopes and fears are common to many feminists, with whom I hope to dialogue?
What terms and concepts must be clarified for a productive dialogue to ensue?
What genuine admissions should I make to begin the dialogue?
How could I defend the plausibility of Christianity in light of the key objections?
How could I commend the credibility, relevance and attractiveness of Christianity
to my feminist neighbour?
What other actions—corollary apologetics—add tangibility, strengthening the dialogue?
(4) Repeat point 1 above, in pairs responding in a minute each to your friend’s objection to
Christianity and the church—thus blocking their receptivity to the gospel—on the basis of
feminist critique and perceived sexism:
“The Church is repressive of women and predatory upon children, which isn’t surprising
given that its framing myth is an all-powerful Father abusing his child,
then saving the world through this male scape-goat.”

Reflection Activities 9.3-9.4—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.
#9.3 After working through class activity 9.4 above, write a few pithy sentences summarising your
central defence and commendation of Christian belief in response to feminist critiques of faith.
#9.4 At this stage, what question of, or objection to, the Christian faith is most pressing for you in
apologetic encounter? This *could* be used for your final research assignment. Consider who will be
the person you dialogue with, and what is her or his context (e.g. what are their particular questions
and challenges, and how do their acquaintances, job, study, experiences, hopes and fears play into
their objection) that shapes how they view this issue? What kind of relationship have you established
with this person, and how may this affect the way you engage?
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4.2

Note Outline for Logos talk “Jesus: A Woman’s Friend or Foe?”
The following outline is available online here, with the discussion guide and manuscript here.

Shifting Scenes, A Stagnant Church, and the Centre of It All
If Jesus’ central message was the Kingdom of God, then where’s the Queen? And if God is our Father,
then what happened to mum? Any system where males dominate and women are subordinate stinks in our
society’s nostrils. Patriarchy is a four letter word. Times have certainly changed, even from fifty years ago.
Nowadays, there is hardly a place where women can’t lead. So, where can sexist men go to feel secure?
Ask the average non-Christian, and they may reply: church. Christianity seems incredibly sexist,
theologically, historically, and culturally.
Clearly this is a complicated issue and the church has a lot to answer for. If Christ’s light is to be
received, we have to open some intellectual shutters so that 21st century women can see the glory of God.
But what to address? Christianity stands or falls on Christ, and all future developments must be judged by
the trajectory he set. The real question, then? Is Jesus a woman’s friend or foe?
Jesus’ View of Women: Anti or Pro?
Jewish and Roman cultures in Jesus’ day were entirely patriarchal. Yet, take the time to read the four
Gospels (stories of Jesus’ life), and a different picture emerges:
#1: Jesus saw women differently
Jesus was counter-cultural in his respect for, affirmation of, and sensitivity toward women. Unlike the
teachers of his day, Jesus truly valued women.
 John 4:7-9, 39 >> Jesus makes an unprecedented move to embrace the outcast
 John 12:2-3 >> Rabbis wouldn’t even talk to, or touch, their wives in public. Jesus embraced social
humiliation to champion a woman seen as worthless
#2: Jesus used parables based on women to teach
Traditionally, parables were told with males as the central, virtuous character. Jesus, however, featured
numerous women in his teaching—always as equals, always in a positive light, and often as the more
virtuous character in the story.
 Luke 18:1-8 >> The woman and an unfair judge
 Luke 15:8-10 >> God represented by the woman searching for a lost coin
 Luke 20:27-36 >> Men and women entirely equal at the resurrection
 Luke 21:1-4 >> An impoverished but generous woman is praised over rich men
#3: Jesus had female disciples and sponsors
Jesus had women as part of his ministry—entirely radical in his day. Beyond Jesus’ inner group of 12
disciples (paralleling Jacob’s twelve sons, reconstituting Israel), Jesus had an even larger crew of about 120
disciples that travelled, ate, and learned with Jesus just like the twelve. This larger body of disciples
featured many women.
 Luke 8:1-3 >> Luke makes the point of recording each woman by name
 Luke 10:38 >> Perhaps the most powerful statement of them all, this verse shows how countercultural Jesus was. While Martha was stressing about serving food, Mary is chilling and soaking up
Jesus. Mary was called away from the kitchen to learn from the Rabbi, expected to pass on what she
received
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#4: Women were instrumental in his ministry
In a patriarchal culture, religious figures would only seek men to be witnesses of their greatest
accomplishments. Yet, in the crucifixion and resurrection—the driving force of Jesus’ mission—Jesus chose
a different way that relied upon women.
 Crucifixion: Matthew 27:55-56, 61; John 19:25-27 >> Besides John, the twelve flee, while many
women—all named—are there from the cross to the tomb. Jesus made such an impact in the lives of
these women that they were there with him to the end by choice
 Resurrection: Matthew 28:1, 8 >> Note that women were not considered citizens, and their
testimony did not count in the Judaic court of the time. Yet, Jesus chose women to bear the greatest
news of all, the first evangelists!
Dorothy Sayers sums up Jesus’ attitude to women:
“Perhaps it was no wonder that women were first at the Cradle and last at the Cross. They had never known
a man like this Man. There never has been such another. A prophet and teacher who never nagged at them,
never flattered or coaxed or patronized; who never made sick jokes about them ... who rebuked without
querulousness and praised without condescension; who took their questions and arguments seriously; who
never mapped out this sphere for them, never urged them to be feminine or jeered at them for being
female; who had no axe to grind and no uneasy male dignity to defend; who took them as he found them
and was completely unself-conscious. Nobody could possibly guess from the words and deeds of Jesus that
there was anything 'funny' or inferior about woman's nature."
How Have Jesus’ Followers Fared?
A Problematic Past
Christians have often failed to follow the trajectory Christ set. We mustn’t white-wash the dark-patches
staining church history, where we denied the dignity and honour women deserved. Jesus’ radical example
exposes hypocritical conservatism.
And yet. Are these failures a fair summary of the church’s story? What about the unchampioned history
of how Jesus’ followers have liberated women? What about the incredible lives of women who have in turn
become agents of liberation? That’s what I want to share with you—the history you’ve never heard. Let’s
journey across the globe to see how Jesus’ followers have freed women of all ages and cultures.
An Unchampioned History
 We begin our journey in Rome, 400AD. Depravity capital! Christians such as Augustine fight in public
courts to challenge the mistreatment of women. This bishop establishes women’s rights and a
freedom movement changing culture.
 Head south east to 20th Century Afghanistan. Women cover their entire bodies, lack basic rights
common to all men (education and the right to speak in public), and are invisible to the law.
Christians enter this Islamic culture and invited women to be a part of the church, offering education
and dignity. Women soon outnumber men in the church, as they discover greater status and
protection, alongside freedom to speak their mind and remove the veil.
 Present day Sudan. The most barbaric form of abuse continues unabated–female circumcision.
Mutilated, women often die from this cruel practice. Yet, this is no longer so in many African nations.
As the result of the tireless efforts of an early group of Christian missionaries fighting for women’s
freedom from physical violence, this ritual has been outlawed in all countries where Christianity has
become the majority religion.
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 India, 19th Century. The Hindi practice of Suttee requires that widows are customarily buried or
burned alive to honour their deceased husband. William Carey lived and worked in India as a
missionary, fighting for the rights of these powerless widows. In 1829 his efforts, in the name of
Christ, culminated with the outlawing of suttee, preventing mass murder of thousands of women.
 China, 1912. After millennia of female foot binding—all in service of tradition and sex appeal to
men—the practice is legally banned as the result of a 12 year campaign by a committed group of
Christian missionaries.
Freed to Free Others
 Catherine Booth, Aimee Macpherson, Susan B. Anthony, and Mother Theresa—just four stories of
women freed by Christ to become agents of liberation.
 Locally, consider Bronwen Healey—a prostitute whose life Jesus turned around. Now she heads up
Hope Foundation (www.hopefoundation.org.au). This is what it looks like when freedom flowers, and
Jesus’ followers truly are a friend to women. Bronwen’s life is a sign of how one day the whole world
will be when Jesus’ Kingdom embraces everything.
Setting the Record Straight: Jesus Saves and Liberates Women, and So Should We
Jesus is a woman’s friend, and it’s no
coincidence that, today, women are most free in
cultures built upon Christ’s life. He came to set the
captives free, and in many ways feminism borrows
on biblical capital (Luke 4:18-19).
Yet the record of Jesus’ followers is patchy. For
all the good they’ve done, it’s clear that Christians
are still sinful people saved by grace. When it
comes to nondiscrimination, we are far less radical
than our Lord. For this, we are sorry. Jesus calls us
to be agents of reconciliation who build bridges to a
loving God. And this God, who we call ‘Father’,
transcends all masculine metaphors, embracing us
as a mother does her children (Psalm 131:1-2; Isaiah 49:15; 66:11-12; Luke 13:34).
God’s mission is to liberate all humanity without distinction—male and female. So, in whatever ways
feminist movements have truly liberated women from oppression, Christians should applaud these efforts
and be provoked in their God-given mission: we’re called to partner with lovers of peace, and live toward
shalom. At the same time, though, out of love, we need to challenge definitions of freedom that don’t
deliver what they promise.
The promise of ‘freedom’ in the form of financial and sexual independence is shallow. Self-salvation is
costly, and indeed impossible. Patriarchy oppressed women, but so too do our modern, individual idols and
impossible ideals. Our real problem is not self-actualization, but sin. We’re broken, and in turn we break.
Yet Jesus modeled the way of interdependence: mutual submission in love (Philippians 2:5-11; John 13:117). Jesus’ love is the form in which we are truly free. Jesus is the true Saviour. He offers the intimacy we
crave, the empowerment we seek, and the freedom we all desire. And if this is the person God has chosen
to save us all, then let’s not be sexist and reject Jesus just because He is a man.
Who is Jesus Christ for us, today? He is a liberator of women. So who will we be for Jesus Christ, today?
How, then, shall we live? We can shelter the battered, counsel the broken, protect the exposed, adopt the
unwanted, and fund freedom for the enslaved. If we have the will, there is no limit to the ways we can
radically follow our Lord in loving, and liberating, women. Yet, following Ephesians 5:21-33, it begins when
men humbly submit to God and lovingly serve women alongside Jesus.
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5. PREPARATION FOR THE NEXT CLASS

Forum Activity Module 9
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 9: Respond to one of the following statements: (a) “How ignorant and intolerant to
believe that Jesus is the only way to God in a religiously plural world”; or
(b) “The Church is repressive of women and predatory upon children, which isn’t surprising given
that its framing myth is an all-powerful Father abusing his child, then saving the world through
this male scape-goat”
You will have time to discuss your responses to this forum question in your small group during the first
session of our next class together.

All students respond on the Moodle Forum (250 words)

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
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Significance for Christian theology, life and thought...
God on the Dance Floor (from https://wonderingfair.com/2016/01/04/god-on-the-dance-floor/)
Ballroom dancing must be the western culture’s last bastion of patriarchy. A few months ago Nikki (my wife)
and I ticked off our to-do-list by taking up dancing. Like most modern couples, we struggle to find time
together. Dance was meant to solve all that: intimacy, music, and romance. But it’s all gone strangely awry.
You see, Carol—my female instructor—turned out to be a chauvinist. “Males always lead; the woman’s role is
to follow,” she informed. The guy next to me nervously looked at his partner. I snickered. Sexist men of the
world, your safe haven is in a dance hall near you! Then again, perhaps another bastion of patriarchy remains …
How about the church? In the eyes of many, Christianity is as patriarchal as it gets, where men dominate and
women are subordinate. How backward! How countercultural! “How could it be otherwise?” some wonder, as
from the top down, Christianity is a family business: a Heavenly Dad calls the shots, and directs his Son to save
the world in the power of some mysterious Spirit! So not only do Christians hold to this bizarre notion of a
three-in-one God, but this Trinity appears patriarchal, hierarchical, and monarchical right to the core.
No wonder so many feminists have preferred to walk out the door. In the words of one woman, “Christianity is
a masculinist religion and irreformable. … The question for many women is whether they can be Christians.”[1]
The church certainly has a lot to answer for when it comes to (mis)treatment of women. But my dance
experience has got me wondering if such critiques have made a mis-step when it comes to this Triune God.
Watch a novice like me, and you’ll see some ugly leading. Skill is short, and so are cues, so I push and pull and
occasionally step on Nik’s feet. But when I watch Carol and her partner, it’s so fluid. There’s rhythm and poise,
and I can’t tell where the leading ends and the following begins. “Subordination” is never a word I’d use to
describe their dancing. Instead, “grace” comes to mind. Each works to make the other look good; each moves
in beat to a higher rhythm. Thinking on the Trinity, then, what word best describes the motions of Father, Son,
and Spirit across time? How about an old Greek word, “perichoresis.”
When Basil and his Cappadocian brothers framed the Trinity way back in the fourth century, they chose this
word. Meaning? In short: coinherence, a fellowship of dancing around. Perichoresis means that three distinct
persons are in such an interpenetrating dance that three become one: echad—a Hebrew noun—a composite
unity, where each blends into the other with no beginning or end. (Think of when the multiple members of
your favourite sports team work as one.) Each member moves to glorify the others—to highlight their true
beauty and prowess. And what is the higher rhythm of this dance? It’s mutual submission to the beat of love.
Look around. Western culture is fixated on freedom. But we want it without strings attached. I, Me, My, Mine.
We seize power, and seek independence—screw anyone who gets in the way or holds me back. In this mindset,
feminists like Betty Friedan have painted any type of submission—such as a female dancer to her lead—as
dehumanizing. Women like Carol who dance to these rhythms are not “fully human.”[2]
The Trinity, however, suggests another way. It reveals that at the heart of the universe is a relationship.
We are built for community. Radical independence only leaves us lonely. But mutual submission—of men to
women, and women to men—is the path to life. And far from oppressing, this triune God has suffered on our
behalf through Jesus, to throw open this divine dance for all to participate. And this God, who is essentially
Spirit, transcends all gendered metaphors, longing to embrace us as a mother does her children.
If we are willing, that is.
Freedom always comes in a form. And what is the form in which we are most free? It’s love. To quote Jürgen
Moltmann, “God is love. That means God is self-giving. It means he exists for us: on the cross. … Through the
concept of perichoresis, all subordinationism is avoided. … Here the three Persons are equal; they live and are
manifested in one another and through one another.”[3]
So, this coming Wednesday you’ll find me back in the dance hall. And this coming Sunday, you’ll find me
worshipping this three-in-one God. Why? Because the longer I dance, and the longer I sing, the more convinced
I am that God’s dancing around in love is the only foundation for what we all want:
a truly humane community of men and women moving together in inter-dependent freedom.
_____________________________________________________________________________
________ 
[1] Daphne Hampson, The Independent, 13th Nov. 1992, cited by Rosie Nixson in Liberating the Gospel for Women, Grove Evangelism
Series No. 28 (Bramcote, Nottingham: Grove Books Ltd, 1994), p3.
[2] Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Bantam, 1972), 77.
[3] Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of God, trans. Margaret Kohl (London: SCM), 83, 176.
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