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I was having one of those conversations that I occasionally have, when people ask why I
choose to call myself a Christian. And this image came into my head. Christianity, I said,
is like standing on the edge of a pool of water. And when you dive in, you totally
immerse yourself in a new way – shedding the values of this world, our own selfishness,
our inhibitions or half-heartedness.
The more I thought about it, the more I liked this way of describing Christianity. I also
realised that, like most good ideas I’ve ever had, I didn’t come up with it. It’s right there
in the bible – think of John the Baptist, telling people to repent and change their ways,
then symbolising their new life by dunking them in the Jordan river (Matt 3). Or Jesus
inviting Peter to step out of the safety of the boat and walk on the water (Matt 14). For
as long as Christianity has existed, the ritual of baptism has been practiced, symbolising
death and rebirth.
But beyond aquatic metaphors, the basic idea is a constantly recurring theme through the
gospels and the New Testament. Like Jesus and the rich young ruler (Luke 18). When
the young ruler asks Jesus what he needs to do to find eternal life, Jesus tells him he’ll
find it when he gives up the riches of the world. At another time (Matt 16), he tells the
disciples that “whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for
me will find it.” Much of Paul’s writings can be summed up with his sentence (2 Cor 5):
“if anyone is in Christ, they are a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”
So much of Christian terminology is concerned with the crossing over from old ways of
life to new ones – like being “born again” or living in a “kingdom of God.” What I’m
saying here might even seem obvious. But it’s interesting that if you asked people what
their impressions of Christianity were, I wouldn’t expect many people would say that
Christians live a lifestyle radically different to the rest of society.
It’s funny when thinking of this idea of new creations, I can’t help but remember all the
people I’ve seen come and go from churches over the years. I think this reflects the
message we’ve sometimes preached – we are so keen to get people to dip their toe in, but
we forget that you only discover what the water is really like when you dive right in. Or
else we are so unclear about what it means to follow Jesus that sometimes the water is
indistinguishable from standing on the edge, even to ourselves.
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So much of the language I’ve referred to above has come to be interpreted as
meaning a new birth in heaven, away from earth. Or our ideas of transformation
have come to mean a few moral issues but not questioning our cultural values as a
whole, which is what a phrase as radical as the “kingdom of God” was surely meant
to do.
But anyway, I didn’t intend to write this as a criticism of our churches. I meant to
focus on the beauty of giving up our old life and diving into a new one. I have over
the last few years attended and enjoyed a Christian conference called Surrender. This
year I was talking to someone afterwards about it and they said “Isn’t it a bit weird to
call a conference about social justice ‘Surrender’? Isn’t that the opposite of what
standing up for justice means?”
But something that distinguishes a religion like Christianity from just fighting for a
cause is that act of surrender. It’s a belief that there is a force of good in the world
greater than ourselves, and that force can only work in us when we give up our own
desires and instead seek to love others and to love God.
There will be plenty of battles to fight, which Jesus doesn’t hide (Matt 10 – “I did not
come to bring peace but a sword”), but victory in the battle of love comes not from
our own power or strength but from the continual surrender to God and to love
from others. “For the son of man did not come to be served, but to serve.” (Matt 20)
What it looks like to live a life devoted to following Jesus is different for each person,
and I’m not going to try to tell people how they need to live. But I do think that a
fundamental part of Christianity is the immersion and surrender that comes from
giving up everything and diving into another way of life. It’s only then that the bible
goes from abstract concepts to being lived reality. It’s then that we start to see the
possibilities of transformation, in our lives and of our society. “For no one can see
the kingdom of God until they are born again.” (John 3)
Let’s go down to the river.



Kevin Rudd’s appearance on Q&A on Monday may or may not help his election
chances this weekend, but one thing it did is create a bit of a splash in the christian
blogosphere regarding his answer to a question about marriage equality. As far as I
know this has never been described as a “christian blog”, but I thought I’d throw in
my two cents worth.
In case you haven’t seen it, part of Rudd’s reply to a question about how he can stand
for gay marriage rights was saying that the bible describes slavery as a “natural
condition” because in Ephesians 6:5-8 Paul tells slaves to obey their masters. In reply,
bloggers like Sandy Grant, David Ould, as well as the pastor who asked the question
and a few facebook posts I saw, have taken umbrage with Rudd’s biblical
interpretation, saying that the bible never describes slavery as natural.
I think they have a point too. But I also think that they have missed the real point,
because by focussing on the specifics of biblical interpretation they are ignoring that
for centuries christians built their wealth, even their empires, on the horrific
exploitation of slaves. And they justified it from the bible. The reason the church’s
doctrine on slavery is what it is now is because we live this side of the abolition
movement, not because everyone who reads the bible will automatically decide
slavery is wrong.
I also don’t see how anyone who defends the passage in Ephesians to which Rudd
referred can then claim, as the pastor who asked the question did, that Matthew 19:5
(“a man shall leave his father and mother and be united to his wife”) can be used as
an argument against gay marriage. Just like Paul in Ephesians, Jesus here is making no
absolute moral statement, just referring to what the social conditions of the time
were. There is no mention or hint in this passage of whether homosexual marriage
should be allowed or not. Instead Jesus is responding to the Pharisees, who were
using the law to justify men abandoning their commitment to their wives.
In fact, Jesus is silent on homosexuality in all the gospels, with the possible exception
of this very passage, where his very cryptic statement in verse 12 (“there are eunuchs
who were born that way”) could actually be seen as a challenge to anyone trying to
draw defined boundaries around what is “natural” sexuality or gender.
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It’s very dangerous trying to draw moral absolutes, or laws, from the bible. While I’ll
be the first to say that the bible provides a wonderful foundation for ethics, there are a
number of things within it that our modern society would find morally deplorable.
In the Old Testament there are brutal laws and punishments (including laws about
slavery), and the advocacy of wholesale slaughter of innocents and genocide in the
early days of Israel as a nation. Neither fit very comfortably with Jesus’ later teachings.
In the New Testament there is sexism present that certainly seems to contradict Paul’s
assertion in Galatians 3:28 that in Christ there is “neither Jew nor Gentile, slave nor
free, male nor female.”
Not only that, but as Paul is trying to illustrate in that Galatians passage, the Christian
message is not one based laws, but instead on grace and faith. Fundamental to
Christianity is the idea that we’re all sinners and it’s not keeping laws that makes
righteousness, but faith and love. “For the entire law is fulfilled by keeping this one
command: Love your neighbour as yourself.” That’s Paul in Galatians 5:14. Jesus says
something pretty similar in Matthew 22:40, but it also sounds quite close to what
Kevin Rudd said the other night.
Jesus is anti-laws. The above paragraph shows that, but as further examples I will take
a few passages from just one of the gospels. In the sermon on the mount in Matthew
5, Jesus systematically tears apart a number of laws (you shall not murder, you shall
not commit adultery…) by pointing out that it’s useless to keep laws if in your heart
you’re not honouring others and God.
In Matt 12, Jesus intentionally and openly breaks the law twice in front of the religious
leaders, picking food and then healing someone, to show the ridiculousness of the
Pharisees’ legalism. In Matt 15, the Pharisees are again his target, this time over eating
laws. “These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me…
their teachings are merely human rules.” In Matt 23, it’s the same story. As well as
beautifully calling the Pharisees a “brood of vipers”, he calls them out for giving “a
tenth of your spices… but you have neglected the more important matters of the law
– justice, mercy and faithfulness.”
This post is long enough without me going into detail on any of these passages, but I



recommend you check them out more for yourself. My point is that Jesus’ teaching is
more about breaking laws than making laws. The bible is not a legal guidebook.
Here’s another little side point while we’re talking about Pharisees. A number of ethical
issues were brought up on Q&A the other night, from climate change to refugees to
economics. Were christians quoting the bible to press Kevin Rudd on these? It shows the
way the church has managed to funnel biblical ethics into a couple of issues while
ignoring others. If anyone wonders why the tide of popular opinion is changing and
people aren’t convinced with the biblical ethics the church is presenting, this might be a
good place to start.
Back to K-Rudd and the biblical passage in question. The really remarkable thing about
the book of Ephesians is that it’s a letter that addresses the slaves and speaks to them
not as private property but as people with their own moral agency. Immediately
following (6:9) is a warning to slave owners that “both their master and yours is in
heaven, and there is no favouritism with him.”
Not only that, but it’s being written by someone in prison (6:20), who claims his
authority from another criminal – a man who had in living memory been executed by the
government and religious leaders.
Things change, and so it happens that this once persecuted sect called Christianity has
come to be the religion of kings and emperors. Of the economically privileged in today’s
world who, like the slave owners of the past, enjoy prosperity on the back of the
exploitation of others. Where once we were criminals, now we are lawmakers.
But core to the message of the gospel is still the image of God not ruling from a throne,
but rejected and despised; hanging on a cross. The God who says that “whatever you do
for the least of these brothers and sisters of mine you did for me.” (Matt 25:40)
Maybe the place for Christians to be seeking is not that of the legislators deciding who
can be married and who can’t, but trying to be loving neighbours to some of the
modern day outcasts – those who have grown up being called poofters, fags and dykes.
Those who have been told by our society that a sexual orientation beyond their control is
somehow inferior or wrong. Those who have been turned away from our churches like
the sinners and tax collectors of the bible.



But a warning – identifying as Jesus does with the poorest and least can challenge some
of our preconceptions and possibly change you forever. After I made the effort to go
out and befriend those my churches had told me were immoral, I found myself
standing alongside my gay/lesbian/bi/trans/queer friends, declaring that their struggle
for equality was also mine.

ps. One of the downsides about zines as a format is that this zine at least is a one way form of
communication, whereas most of us consider ideas by weighing up different arguments. You are very
welcome to contact me, but mostly your own mind has to be the thing weighing up these ideas and the
validity of them.
The preceding few pages were originally posted on my blog andypaine.wordpress.com. At the time there
was a bit of a discussion in the comments section between myself and a couple of the bloggers I
mention near the start. It is worth checking out if you want to see a diversity of opinion on what I
have written.



I love the Christmas story. Despite Santa Claus and his mountains of tinsel and useless
junk, I still love the Christmas story.
I love it partly because I think it’s important to remember the stories that define us as a
culture. White Western society doesn’t really have ancient mythology going back tens of
thousands of years to give us a sense of belonging to the world and to our own culture,
but our obsession with progress and the process of secularisation are helping us to forget
what culture we do have.
Or maybe we always forgot it. Because while a historical trait of European society has
been the colonisation and exploitation of the rest of the word and the building of
empires, the Christmas story is one of a very different kind of king.
You probably know the story well enough that I don’t have to go over it in detail. It’s the
story of God appearing on Earth, but there’s a few twists in the tail. In the outskirts of
the Roman empire, a baby is conceived out of wedlock to a Jewish couple. Due to an
order from the Roman rulers, the parents are forced to have the baby away from home.
Forced to give birth in a stable rather than in a room, the unglamorous birth is attended by
lowly shepherds while the social and religious elite are completely unaware. No Woman’s
Day exclusive photoshoot, and no grand divine act to announce to the world that God
had become incarnate. No, the Christmas story is about a couple being shunted this way
and that by people with more power than them, ignored and outcast. It’s the ultimate
statement of what the glory of God really looks like.
And then there’s the “Magi from the East” (aka “wise men”), which brings me to why I’m
writing this. It’s mostly forgotten now that Santa Claus and Westfield have bought
Christmas, but for a long time in christian tradition, the story of Herod and the Magi (you
know, between where Mary and Joseph brave the Christmas shopping rush and where they
get a bargain at the boxing day sales) was remembered on the 28th of December as the
Feast of the Holy Innocents.
This is one of my favourite parts of the Christmas story. Even Yoda wrote a Christmas
carol about it (if you didn’t get that, don’t worry). While all the rich and powerful of
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Jerusalem and Rome are ignoring the birth of Jesus, three men in the East see a star
that tells them something significant has happened. If you’re paying attention you find
out these things. They travel West to see who has been born, bringing gifts. But when
the get to Judea and ask the king Herod if he knows about it, he says no. He’d sure like
to though.
The magi keep going, eventually finding the baby Jesus. In a dream they are told not to
go back to Herod, so they return a different way. Herod responds with tyrannical rage,
ordering the death of every child in Bethlehem under two years of age. Jesus survives
because in another dream, his father is told to flee to Egypt. Like I heard a friend of
mine say the other day, lucky they didn’t try to come to Australia.
This is an interesting part of the story because this is where a line gets drawn. While
the manger birth shows Jesus being ignored and forgotten, the story of Herod is the
first of many instances of Jesus being considered a direct threat by those in power.
One that needs to be wiped out by any means necessary.
Jesus is rarely a neutral figure. He might have been called the Prince of Peace, but he
also said “Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come
to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to turn ‘a man against his father, a
daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law — a man’s
enemies will be the members of his own household.’” (Matthew 10:34-36, quoting
Micah 7.) The kingdom of God – of love, service and justice, is in direct opposition to
the kingdoms of humanity – of money, power and violence.
This is what the magi learn in this story. While the Feast of the Holy Innocents
traditionally remembers the slaughtered children as the first martyrs of christianity, it
should also remember the three magi as the first christians to commit civil
disobedience in standing up for what’s right. And also King Herod as neither the first
nor the last person who succumbed to the temptations of power, and the slippery
slope it leads to.
So tomorrow, on the Feast of the Holy Innocents, I hope we can remember all those
innocent people around the world whose lives have been lost. In war, from
Afghanistan and Iraq to Syria and Southern Sudan. In poverty, that so often the
greediness and exploitation of the (Christian) Western world has helped to create. In



oppressive regimes, from West Papua to Palestine to North Korea and all over the
world, where the role of Herod is played out again and again.
I hope we also remember the magi and their courageous actions. It’s the duty of all of
us to stand up against injustice wherever we see it, from our neighbourhoods to the
corridors of power. Every act of love and resistance is a step towards creating a better
world, but can also act as an inspiration to others – an invitation to join the glorious
struggle that is pursuing true justice in our own lives and in our world.
And I hope we remember Herod, the despot king, who at another time (recorded in
history but not in the bible), killed his own wife and two sons. We all are constantly
faced with with temptations or compromises that will give us that little bit of extra
power, wealth or recognition. Most of us like to think we would never order the mass
killing of children, but I think history shows us that by the time you do get that kind
of power, there’s no turning back. Part of the Christmas story that shouldn’t be
forgotten is the warning for us to be less like Herod, and more like Jesus, who said:
“The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over
them call themselves Benefactors. But you are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest
among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves.
For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one
who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves.” (Luke 22:24-27)

There’s a classic black and white 1950’s movie called “The Wild One”. Made as the first
generation ever to be called teenagers set about finding their identity in a brave new
world of prosperity and atomic bombs, the story of a wild motorcycle gang’s clashes
with authority I think captured the zeitgeist at the time. The iconic scene is when Marlon
Brando’s character is dancing with a small town girl. She sees his “Black Rebels” patch
and asks “what are you rebelling against?” Brando’s classic reply is “what have you got?”
You might wonder what this has to do with christianity, but it came to mind when I was
recently reflecting on church history and movements of God.
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Under the umbrella of Christianity, there are countless traditions that people choose to
identify with. Christianity has more subgenres than electronic music (that’s a lot, by the
way). But as each radical sect makes the transition to institution, one tradition is rarely
mentioned. As old as any of these established denominations is another tradition - the
rebel. As long as there has been a religious establishment there has been those who
challenge it.
The rebel credentials of Jesus are a favorite topic of mine and not hard to spot - from
goading the Pharisees by healing on the sabbath to driving the moneylenders out of the
temple with a whip, Jesus repeatedly challenged the religious leaders of the time. You
don’t get hung on a cross for nothing, you know.
But the rebel tradition goes back much further than that. If we go back all the way to
the book many scholars believe is the oldest in the bible, we find a shepherd named
Amos bringing a message to the religious of Israel - “I hate, I despise your religious
festivals; your assemblies are a stench to me... Away with the noise of your songs! I will
not listen to the music of your harps. But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness
like a never-failing stream!" (Amos 5) Through the Old Testament, we see again and
again the role of the prophet is to speak unpleasant and usually unwelcome truths to
those in power. As Stephen says in Acts 7, “Was there ever a prophet your ancestors did
not persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous
One.” We all know what happens to Stephen next.
In the New Testament we get the religious elites rejecting both Jesus and John The
Baptist (“For John the Baptist came neither eating bread nor drinking wine, and you say,
‘He has a demon.’ The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and you say, ‘Here is a
glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.’”- Luke 7). Both ended
up executed. After the day of Pentecost symbolises God’s spirit being on all believers (a
challenge to the power of the religious leaders), almost straight away the Jewish priests
respond by arresting Peter and John. When ordered to stop preaching about Jesus, the
apostles respond with “we must obey God rather than men.” (Acts 5)
And yet before long the tables have turned and these same people are trying to maintain
the status quo. On the issue of whether Gentiles should be included in the faith, Peter
is on the opposing side to the newest apostle Paul. Says Paul; “When Peter came to
Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned.”(Galatians 3)



Even as Paul becomes the next name on the hit list of the Jewish religious leaders we
find him being challenged; by Barnabas’ “sharp disagreement” (Acts 15); and by
women, who maybe took Paul’s idea “neither Jew nor Gentile, slave nor free, male nor
female” too literally. We may never know in full the gender politics of the early church,
but at the very least it seems that fortunately not all women accepted Paul’s command
of “I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be
quiet.” (1 Timothy 2)
As the book of Revelation brings the bible to a close, we get a sometimes scathing
appraisal of the seven churches. In addressing the “lukewarm” church of Laodicea,
John speaks for a Jesus who seems to not be welcome in the church: “Here I am! I
stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will
come in and eat with that person, and they with me.” (Revelation 3)

Church history after that seems to be much the same story. In early church history we
have accounts of the early “heretics” who challenged the orthodox doctrines.
Establishment church history portrays them as problems that needed to be fixed, but
given the history of the heretics in the bible I have already mentioned, my view of
these rebel teachers has changed. The church’s wedding to the bloody Roman empire
and the rise of Catholic male hierarchy can only lead us to assume that dissent from
then on would have at best not been recorded by the church elite’s official history. If it
wasn’t brutally repressed.
But the spirit of church rebellion survived - think of Francis of Assisi reclaiming the
idea of voluntary poverty from a rich and corrupt church. The Beguines were women
in Belgium in the 13th century who took the ideas of Francis but rejected
institutionalisation, taking no title or order.
In the 16th century, Martin Luther’s rejection of Catholic church teaching and practice
is well documented. Church history owes him a lot, but his 95 theses had barely been
nailed to the door before he was advocating that Anabaptists be executed for
blasphemy. Thankfully the Anabaptist movement could survive capital punishment,
because they have contributed a great deal to the church.
And so it goes on - the English dissenters rejected a church aligned with the state, the



Quakers rejected church hierarchy altogether. John Wesley was too radical for the
Anglican church, William Booth too radical for the Methodists. Pentecostals were the
respectable church of the early 20th century’s worst nightmare - emerging from poorer
neighbourhoods speaking in tongues, ordaining women preachers and claiming to hear
directly from God.
As that century went on, Christian conscientious objectors rejected the church’s
submission to nationalism and war. Liberation theologians saw the gospel through the
eyes of the poor and claimed that salvation was linked to improving social conditions.
The catholic church condemned it and excommunicated priests. The classic quote from
Dom Helder Camara was “when I feed the poor they call me a saint; when I ask why the
poor have no food they call me a communist.” Other marginalised groups, including
women and christians of diverse sexualities, continue to challenge the entrenched
prejudice of the church.
A friend of mine has told me there is a Catholic saying that to be made a saint you need
to be condemned by the church in your lifetime. We’re currently seeing it come to life as
Catholic Worker founder Dorothy Day (“our problems stem from our acceptance of
this filthy rotten system”) is in the process of being cannonised.
There are a couple of things to note from all this. The first is how easily movements can
transition from radical fringes to the new orthodoxy. How the oppressed become the
oppressors. The second is how the next move of God is never far away; but always
coming from where it is not expected.
While humans naturally will maintain the status quo when it sustains our own interests,
the holy spirit is the eternal rebel - a breeze that blows through the cobwebs, always
forcing us to face our own comfort and the injustices we ignore. While we stagnate, the
spirit is never static. It is working to transform our lives, our society, and yes, our
churches. When we become the object that God is trying to change it is nothing to be
ashamed of though. It is how the spirit moves. As I’ve already shown, we are only the
latest in a long list.
In an age of material prosperity and cosy relationships with institutions of power, it
would seem likely that our Western church is much more likely to be on the receiving
end of the moves of the spirit than it is to be the agent of change. Christians eager to
respond to the spirit should bear this in mind when we listen to the messages coming



from our pulpits.
But how does this fit with Jesus’ prayer for believers in John 17, that the church “may
be one as we are one”? Surely we’re not all meant to be like Marlon Brando in The Wild
One; rebels looking for a cause?
Even given everything I’ve written here, I still believe that community is a necessity for
following Jesus, and that those communities should be inclusive of people of diverse
ages, cultures and worldviews. In other words, just you and your friends is not the ideal
of the church.
But the issue here is what do we mean by church unity. Church leaders will insist that it
should be a unity controlled from the top, where there are things we need to believe and
that signify who is in and who is out. But another way is unity from the bottom - a
commitment from each of us to the church. To supporting and encouraging it where it
is good, and to challenge and inspire it when it is going off track.
To have any value as a critique, christian rebellion must come from people who have
proven that they have a commitment to their brothers and sisters in the church. Walking
the line between that love and support and the need to speak the revelatory truth of the
holy spirit is the challenge for all of us.
There are lots of things about the church in our context to rebel against - apathy in the
face of war, greed and environmental catastrophe; power structures that make abuses
of power not just possible but rampant; christianity as a consumer acivity; the way we
respond to marginalised communities.
Our task is to find the courage to speak out the truth, also do it with humility, patience
and love. And to be aware when it is us that God is trying to change. To see where the
spirit is blowing and to respond when it does. But we can be sure that it will blow. Like
Jesus told Nicodemus the Pharisee in John 3; “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You
hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going.”



It doesn’t always seem like it, but I think Christianity is something that can only be
lived; not talked (or written) about.
It’s not that ideas don’t have any worth. They certainly do. But too often, Christianity is
reduced to just a set of abstract beliefs. And if you don’t believe the right thing, you’re
out. Or you’re going to hell. It seems crazy, but people sometimes actually do reduce
the whole thing down to just believing one thing, removed from any action or external
sign.
The bible of course refutes this - James says that faith without works is dead, while
Paul reminds us that you might speak the tongues of men and angels, but without love
it is just a clanging cymbal. The early Christians had a wonderful way of describing
their religion. Several times in Acts it is referred to as “The Way”, which to me seems
to describe something that takes over your whole life, rather than just an intellectual
idea you subscribe to.
So I write this to remind you that all the words in this zine are just words. I hope that
they have some worth, but we can only really discover the meaning of all those bible
passages when we start to live them out.
Over the time that I wrote all the words in here I have tried to live out my faith in all
kinds of different ways, from being part of a church, to catholic worker hospitality
houses, prayers, friendships, protests, arrests and innumerable other things. But the
point is not to list all the things I’ve done. The point is to say that these pages, whether
you agree with them or not, only represent a part of the picture.
I hope that you have enjoyed the zine in your hands. I hope that it has helped your
faith, or at least made you think. Let the ideas marinate in your head, discuss them with
people, accept or reject them as you feel the need, remember that good ideas only gain
value the more they are shared around. But even more importantly, remember that any
idea can only be tested by living it out. Like the bible, this zine was not made to sit on a
shelf.

Of making many books there is no end...
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