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Introduction 

A month ago I was the principal of a school for 450 African refugee students in the back 

streets of Cairo. Adelaide is my home town and while I am enjoying being home after 

18months I am still getting used to things like not being able to walk down the middle of a 

main street and expect cars to drive around me, my excitement that the chances are 

incredibly in my favour that I will have reliable access to internet, electricity and water today, 

and the expectation that even a weak white stomach like mine is not going to get sick when 

eating at 99% of restaurants around town. Interesting to note is that revolution broke out in 

Egypt not long before I arrived and but 1 week after I left revolution broke out again. I seem 

to hold revolutionary countries together – perhaps that will bode well for this presentation 

about something that could be considered ‘revolutionary’. 

The last lecture I gave was actually a tertiary lecture in youth work and I was working with a 

translator. Please pick me up if I instinctively pause after each sentence for the translator to 

repeat my thoughts in Arabic or if I attempt to communicate in my broken Arabic.  

I do not want to spend the entire lecture discussing my work over the last 18 months. I read 

an article not that long ago which suggested that one of the prime motivators for generation 

y’ers like me to travel is to have an experience by which to build one’s social capital or interest 

to the opposite sex. I am a happily married man and anyone who has been to Cairo would 

know that 18 months in Cairo doesn’t give you much more than a bad case of food poisoning 

and Cairo lung let alone social capital. 

But the ideas I want to pass on today – of how we can look into the past and find wonderful 

teachers of critical and creative thinking – have been heavily influenced by my cross cultural 

work in Cairo. I want to do three things in this presentation.  

#1 

Firstly, I want to talk about how binary thinking, that is to say, black and white thinking is 

prime cause of relationship breakdown on a micro and macro level in our world.  

Secondly, we will see that Jesus and Paul are certainly third way thinkers and pedagogically 

are geared towards encouraging people to move into non-binary thinking.  



Finally, the word of Jesus and Paul are an excellent way to meet the national curriculum 

general capabilities of Critical and Creative thinking – with a bit of intercultural 

understanding thrown in there as well. 

The general capabilities of Critical thinking, creative thinking and intercultural 

understanding are, as Professor Lovat flagged this morning, an excellent part of the national 

curriculum and the cut to my conclusion – religious studies has an opportunity here to raise 

its profile as a key support of the mainstream curriculum – rather as an aside.  This 

presentation also benefits greatly from Chris’ comments this morning about education being 

the blending of mind and heart. 

#2, 3 and 4 

Let’s take out some of these key words as we consider Jesus and Paul as teachers of these 

things. 

This presentation is very reliant on a presentation given by the Franciscan priest Father 

Richard Rohr whose presentation introduced me to this concept of non-dual thinking and I 

encourage you  to source his original presentation if you can for the genesis of this 

presentation lies in his work. My presentation today is a presentation of some of his 

synthesis, with my introduction of some further comment and explicit work in regards to its 

usefulness in the classroom. Rohr’s ideas are duly cited in the transcript of this presentation 

which I will make available online. Chris also introduced us to some of his other thoughts this 

morning and I too encourage you to get into his work. 

For me the teaching of critical thinking goes hand in hand with the very best of pedagogy in 

Religious Studies. I know some people, probably not the ones here today who clearly share a 

similar belief in the value of interreligious dialogue, do not see it this way. To question the 

status quo – even for the sake of educational exercise – is considered a very great affront.  

#5 

One that led to deaths around the area in which I was living and working, most remarkably 

was the death of the American ambassador to Libya, following the release of a film entitled 

‘the innocence of Muslims’. One of the few times I felt unsafe in Egypt was when two quite 

conservatively dressed salafis (conservative proponents of Wahhabi Islam) singled me out 

from across a room and without introducing themselves to me began to ask me about my 

opinions of this film which I hadn’t seen or planned to see. Their opinion was that death was 

an appropriate way to deal with someone of an opposing position, my thoughts were that 

while the film was not perhaps in best taste, silencing opposing voices is not the way to create 

healthy and sustainable democracies. Let’s just say we parted ways less than amicably. On a 

side note given the current issues in Egypt I read the headline ‘Rudd defats Gillard in bloody 

coup’ with a mild chuckle. 

I am a firm believer that there can be no true education and no progress towards a more 

equitable and peaceful world without critical thinking. What is killing our world, what is 

killing people, what is killing our souls, is a lack of critical engagement with our fellow human 

beings.  



I had always believed the power of using religious texts to base a rigorous and engaging RE 

curriculum on but my experiences overseas brought this home is a very clear way. 

This presentation serves as a starting point for further discussion – it is not my intention to 

put forward a complete system or curriculum but thoughts and ideas for how we may move 

forward. 

 

Context 

How does a teacher from a Lutheran school end up leading a refugee school and lecturing at a 

Bible college in Cairo? Well, it is pretty simple. The need was there and my wife and I wanted 

to help. We took no wage from any organisation over the 18months we were there. The need is 

simple – up to 3 million refugees in Egypt and despite signing international refugee 

agreements, the Egyptian government denies healthcare, education and working rights to 

refugees. 

So I found myself lecturing at a Bible college with students from 15 different nations (ranging 

from Montenegro and Egypt through to South Sudan and Congo) and a school which had staff 

and students from 13 different African nations. At the school I was leading, my three deputy 

principals were from South Sudan, Uganda and Congo. My accountant was from South 

Sudanese Dinka tribe and my counsellor was from Nuba.  

I was tasked with teaching a seemingly simple course by the name of Basic Christian 

Doctrine at the Bible College to ease me into the community. It was through teaching this 

course that I really found how foundational to Western thought critical thinking and being 

comfortable with grey areas was. 

In this course I was task to teach on topics such as creation, sacraments, stewardship, 

spiritual gifts, church governance and function, worship and so on. This was not an easy task. 

As an educator in Lutheran schools and churches I had an obligation to my previous Lutheran 

employers to faithfully teach scripture and doctrine as interpreted by the Lutheran church 

(whatever that means!) but what was my duty here? In this class were students from across 

Africa and indeed the world as I had a couple of Americans, and even some Canadians in my 

class. There were no two students in the class who shared the same denominational 

background or even attended the same church. This was quite some task.  

#6 

Whose version of truth was I to teach? 

It was probably the third lecture in when I got to talking about the church and the issue of 

women’s ordination when a brave student put his hand up and asked. ‘Teacher, tell us which 

opinion is right so we can teach that’. I looked around the room and saw students in 

agreement with his question. It hadn’t occurred to me that these students hadn’t received the 

enjoyable vibrant and wide ranging theological education at seminary like I had where, while 

all the teachers were card carrying Lutherans, they embraced a great range of theological 

perspectives and encouraged the same in us. 



When I looked in on classes at the high school I led in Cairo, I also saw this approach. The 

teacher would stand at the front of the class, give a lecture on a topic, and the students would 

copy for word.  

I also saw this approach when I received my first lot of assignments. One of my students had 

handed me my lecture almost word for word in Arabic as his attempt to answer a question 

regarding the sacraments. When I spoke to my translator Abbas, he said I should consider 

this a great honour. In his village when anyone needed to know something they would find 

the wisest man in the village, ask him the question, and copy down everything he said. 

Teaching my students about plagiarism was certainly interesting I must say. 

What the students weren’t prepared for was my teaching style which encouraged students to 

delve into wide ranging perspectives on the issue and get them to reflect and come to 

conclusions that sat with their world view and with sincerity to scripture. 

This question:  

#7 

‘Teacher, tell us what is right and we will teach it’ was an interesting one indeed. One that I 

could not deal with immediately. 

I could not in good conscious, as some of my fellow lecturers and clergy in the community did, 

simply put forward my personal opinion as doctrinal truth to be the benchmark. How could I 

deal with students (many of who were already ordained pastors) who were only interested in 

the right answer and teaching that to their people? How could I get them to see that by 

exploring the breadth of perspectives we are actually richer and not poorer? That Christianity 

is more than deciding which group has the right answer and who has the wrong answer. 

My approach, of not teaching them one particular perspective as ultimate truth was giving 

students the impression that I was not wise and didn’t know (or so my interpreter told me one 

day’). ‘You let the students talk too much’ he said ‘They want you to tell them what is right 

and what is wrong’. 

 

A brain spark 

Let us move forward a few months. The college I was teaching at offered students a kind of 

‘degree’ which was delivered 10 hours a week over 4 years. 4 years of living in Cairo as a 

refugee is quite a long time so in order to speed up the time, I began offering summer courses. 

A note about a Cairo summer – it is like a hot Australian summer, except that it goes for 7-8 

months without even a hint of rain and doesn’t cool down at night. School in Egypt close in 

May and don’t start again until September. The oil workers and rich Egyptians leave the 

country until it cools down while the refugees and workers who lack such capital stay behind. 

So I wanted to use this time to both benefit the refugees and keep myself occupied. 

I was keen to teach some critical study of the Bible. I had been thinking a great deal about 

critical thinking and a rigorous study of John came to mind for a couple of reasons. One, 

because the author of John talks a lot about what we will explore in a minute, dualistic 



thinking, playing with ideas of light/darkness for example, and two, as John was writing 

against the heresy of Gnosticism, it can be seen as an essay in defiance of people who believe 

they have the one singular right answer or are saved by the knowledge that they have. 

Let’s take the story of Jesus and the woman at the well from the gospel according to John. 

Jesus sends his disciples off on an errand and Jesus goes to a well in a village – a Samaritan 

village of all places. The Jews and the Samaritans weren’t on the best of terms. Part of this 

was that the Samaritans interbred with non-Jews but another was that they had different 

ideas where worship should take place – the Jews believed the temple in Jerusalem the 

Samaritans a mountain that this woman refers to go. The woman asks Jesus 

#8 

“Sir, I see that you are a prophet. Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but 

you say that the place where people must worship is in Jerusalem.” (John 4:19-

20) 

What was she saying? She was asking which one was right?  

#9 

Who had the correct answer? Jesus answer is what many have called ‘the third way’.  

#10 

Jesus says 

“…believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this 

mountain nor in Jerusalem…God is spirit, and those who worship him must 

worship in spirit and truth.” (John 4:21-24) 

 He doesn’t indicate who is right and who is wrong but encourages the woman to delve deeper 

into the idea of worship. Worship isn’t just about a place but a way to live one’s life with God. 

I still remember seeing the faces of my students when they realized that the approach that I 

had tried to take with them was the one that Jesus took with this woman. At that moment 

they got this idea of grey, of needing to delve deeper into the issues to really understand 

them. This was the key to changing the way they taught and the way in which they worked in 

their community.  

The way in which the community was operating was this binary thinking - something is 

something because it is not something else and this is prevalent in African and ME society ‘I 

am a Muslim because I am not a Christian’. I am a woman because I am not a man. I am a 

good person because I am not like the bad person. Just as in the parable of the Pharisee and 

the tax collector is recorded in Luke 18.  

#11 

The Pharisee says  



God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or 

even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income. 

(Luke 18:11) 

Interestingly the text also mentions that this man is standing alone. 

If you ask me what the greatest problem in the Middle East I would not say exploitation by 

the west, or poverty or religious tension – it is this binary thinking, the lack of the ability to 

think critically and be able to rest with what I will call ‘the mysteries’ of this life are the 

cause. Democracy, which is built on principles of negotiation and meeting the needs of the 

greatest number is very hard to implement where your exact idea is either implemented and 

you win or it is not and you lose. 

#12 

In defining oneself by what you are not, instead of defining yourself by who you are, your 

focus is shallow and on the behaviour of the other and discourages you from examining your 

own character and motivations. 

I had some truly hair raising experiences in Cairo taxi’s but in general I found taxi drivers in 

Cairo to be wonderful guys to talk to. The first question I was always asked was ‘where I was 

from’ and once it was established that I wasn’t American, the conversation flowed quite freely. 

Unlike the west where we consider it impolite to talk about sex, politics, religion and money, 

in Egyptian society these are fair topics. One day I was talking to a Taxi driver who had 9 

children – he asked why I didn’t have any children, I said in my less-than perfect Arabic that 

my wife and I were not planning to. He then pointed at this crotch and asked sincerely ‘andak 

mushkilla’ which translated means ‘do you have a problem?’ Reproductive problems are very 

much fair game for dinner conversation.  

When you apply for a visa in Egypt you have to supply your religion on the official form but of 

course there are only two acceptable options – Muslim or Christian. If you are born Muslim 

then you cannot legally change your identity to be Christian, you can however change it to be 

Muslim – but this is a different lecture all together. So you carry a card or a visa which states 

your religion. When you greet someone you have the choice ‘Salam alykuem – peace be with 

you which is considered a Muslim greeting or Sabah alcher, which is considered Christian 

(because it isn’t salam alykuem). This, with the Islamic call to prayer loudly played 5 times a 

day and Christians tattooing their young child with crosses on their wrist you cannot escape 

religion. 

So I would talk with taxi drivers about these issues. Generally Muslim taxi drivers would say 

that the good Egyptians that are honest and hardworking are Muslim while the Christians 

would say the same thing about Christians. My Egyptian friend who is a highly qualified 

archaeologist would say that history proves that Egypt was a Christian country from 30 years 

after the death or Christ and is still today a Christian country. My Muslim friends would see 

it differently. I heard some incredibly binary thinking from some ‘incredibly intelligent 

people’. 

The most profound thought I heard was from a taxi Driver named ‘Mohammed’ – for the 

record there are many taxi drivers named Mohammed in Egypt, and not just taxi drivers. A 



friend of mine, Mohammed, grew up with 6 other boys – 5 of them were called Mohammed 

and the other was called Ahmed – a derivation of Mohammed’ But that is a little off track. 

The taxi driver Mohammed knew my Arabic wasn’t great so he made it simple. He said 

‘Muslimeen behabom Allah, Messiaheen behabhom Allah – mafish mushkilla’ Translated – 

Muslims love God Christians Love God, what is the problem? 

#13 

Yes, what is the problem? 

 

The problem 

#14 

I think Jesus would have been called a heretic and a relativist a long time ago 

because his teachings do not lend themselves to resolution, they pull you onto the 

horns of the dilemma so you have hang there like he does on the cross with the 

mystery of good and evil and let it teach you and let it transform you (1) 

Rohr suggest clearly that the teachings of Jesus force us into a position where we have to deal 

with the seeming opposites in life. How is it that we have ended up in position today where 

some very intelligent people are so reliant on ‘black and white’ thinking. 

I believe it is never too early to start teaching about epistemology – how we construct 

knowledge.  This where the teaching of critical thinking starts – understanding where ideas 

come from and how they are developed. 

When I first expose students to this I generally say it like this.  

#15 

Idea + proof = knowledge.  

This is a very simplified version of the empirical method but it gets the job done. Now this 

type of thinking is good for some situations, finding new medicines to cure problems and so 

on. Perfectly helpful but problematic if you stay at this level. 

This type of knowledge construction however leads so easily to binary thinking and when this 

happens the debate stars to focus around the quality of proof/evidence. As Father Rohr 

expresses 

#16  

My evidence is better than your evidence or my information is better than your 

information [or] my religion is better than your religion. (2) 

 

#17-20 



Binary thinking or dualistic thinking is ‘I am right/you are wrong’, ‘All/nothing and 

‘Black/white’ 

Teachers of religious studies know this well – the student comes and asks – teacher, is 

creation or evolution true? Most of the debate settles around a binary discussion that various 

forms of scientific argument provide better proof than the Bible or personal faith and deep 

down we all know that there is more to this issue than who is right and who is wrong – but 

there are many in religious circles who shut down the dialogue out of fear. This kills 

education – totally destroys it because it traps students in binary thinking and binary 

thinking is not a system that can deal with the fullness of the human experience. 

The way in which Jesus and Paul work is to resolve a dialectic – a situation where there are 

two seemingly opposed sides of an argument. This idea of dialectic is traditionally attributed 

to Hegel but later historians will argue that perhaps it was Kant or another philosopher or 

even the early Greek philosophers but I’m not going to focus on that. It has existed in some 

forms from the very early philosophers.  

Essentially it works as following: 

#21 

You have a Thesis, an idea, which has an opposing idea which we call the Antithesis.  These 

established, the thinker sets about a synthesis, seeking to resolve the seeming opposing ideas 

into a new idea which is stronger than the original thesis. And the pattern begins again with 

the synthesis becoming the new thesis and it continues in an ever upward spiral. 

This kind of thinking teaches that the whole truth is not found in the original thesis or 

antithesis but in the resulting efforts to resolve the seeming tension between the two. This 

synthesis is what I mean when I talk about a third way – a synthesis of two points.  

#22 

We spend much of our time honing the skill of sorting right from wrong – simply operating on 

the level of thesis and antithesis only. This is a lower order thinking skill. It is not one we can 

use to engage one another. When we think dualistically we are more inclined to judge others 

as wholly right or wholly wrong. When we teach students to categorise, we make it very easy 

to dismiss people; to marginalise people. This destroys community. Let me give an example. 

#23 

I lived a 10 minute walk from the school in Cairo. Each day I walked over this bridge passing 

the same two beggars. A woman with terribly injured feet sold tissues. A man with no legs sat 

in the dirt selling packets of biscuits. Some days I gave and sometimes I did not. When I 

didn’t I would feel some sense of guilt.  

The problem I face is not primarily one of guilt but of wanting a simple rule to follow thus 

removing the need for me to make a daily decision. Then I could give or not give consistently 

based on some personal justification. Once we do this the internal dialogue stops.  

#24 



Once a decision has been made and rule constructed learning and development falter. We no 

longer have to engage fully with the situation in front of us and this leads to things like 

dehumanisation and othering. “I don’t have to care because they are a fundamentally 

different creation to me”. It is an excuse to do nothing. 

We should encourage students to avoid making rules for every situation they come across. 

Such rules can destroy the ability to be present in the moment. They destroy critical and 

creative thinking and destroy true human interaction. 

#25 

This is what critical thinking is about, and in my universe at least, what the true teaching for 

RE is about. We are trying to give our students the tools by which they can engage in this 

search for truth. 

I once had a parent complaint at my previous school in Australia because I showed my 

students a documentary about the 10 plagues that occurred prior to the Israelite exodus from 

Egypt suggested that it was within the realm of possibility that they were a natural 

occurrence. E.g., evidence has been discovered of a volcano that may have erupted around the 

time some people think the Exodus happened which could have put the land in to darkness’ 

and so it goes. 

The funny think about teaching RE is that I find I have two kinds of parents – the vast 

majority which don’t care at all about the subject matter and the few who care a little too 

much about the doctrinal intricacies I am teaching! (I acknowledge my binary representation 

here but binary thinking is often comedic) 

Why can’t it be both? Just because we explain things a certain way does not mean it is 

absolutely and forever that way and perpetuating the same thought patterns does little to 

build our global community. 

 

Critical thinking across cultures 

When I first thought about putting together a presentation on this topic I wanted to stick to 

Critical and Creative thinking only but once I really got into the nuts and bolts I knew I had 

to cover cultural understanding as well because critical and creative thinking are powerful in 

their connection to relationships. 

#26 

An activity. Where are these wisdom quotes from. 

 A man who plants a tree or sows a field, from which man, birds and animals can eat, is 

committing an act of charity." - Quran 

 “You can educate a fool, but you cannot make him think” - Talmud 

 “By humility and the fear of God are riches, and honour, and life - Hebrew Bible 

One of the more interesting moments in my lecturing over the last 18 months was when I was 

teaching a class on biblical interpretation and I was attempting to convey the idea that 



Wisdom literature was not defined to the book of proverbs, or in the Bible itself. So I played 

devil’s advocate and gave these three verses. I asked the students to tell me where they were 

from. Not a single student in the class guessed that the verses were anywhere else but from 

Bible. Let’s look at the answers. 

#27-29 

This very point, that other cultures can teach us something is one that Jesus uses as a vital 

teaching tool – his desire to use other cultures, traditions and customs to critique the 

dominant culture. Let’s look at some of these. 

Jesus visits Capernaum (Luke 7/Matthew 8) and a roman centurion had a slave whom he 

loved who was sick.  

#30 

nd after hearing about Jesus, sent word to him. What I particularly enjoy about this account 

is when the Jewish elders to Jesus that ‘The centurion was worthy of having Jesus heal his 

slave because he loves the Jewish people and built the synagogue’ – in other words, he is 

worthy of Jesus’ time because he became one of them. Classic binary thinking. Who is worthy? 

#31 

The centurion comes to Jesus in humility before he reaches his house and the centurion tells 

Jesus not to worry about coming – Jesus can simply say the word and his slave would be 

healed. Jesus responds to this saying “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.” 
10 When those who had been sent returned to the house, they found the slave in good health.’ 

Being a centurion it is likely that this man Jesus talked about as one of great faith was an 

Italian gentile. 

#32 

The version in Matthew: 

Truly I tell you, in no one in Israel have I found such faith. I tell you, many will 

come from east and west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the 

kingdom of heaven, while the heirs of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer 

darkness’. (Matthew 8:10-11) 

We have Jesus throwing over old demarcations – being Jewish made you the chosen people 

assured of salvation by birth – Jesus looks outside of the chosen for examples of great faith. 

Jesus also meets a Canaanite woman whose daughter is demon possessed (Matthew 15). The 

woman comes out to Jesus shouting ‘“Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is 

tormented by a demon.” She uses the Jewish term ‘son of David’ to recognize Jesus as a 

descendant of David, perhaps alluding also to messianic prophecy.  

#33 

Jesus takes a moment to again destroy binary thinking choses to set up a binary – the 

children and the dog’s. The woman as a Canaanite (Perhaps from the modern day nation of 



Lebanon) outside of Judaism would have been seen as a ‘dog’ and the ‘children’, are the 

children of Israel.  

#34  

Jesus says to her  

“It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”  

And she responds  

“Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”  

Then Jesus answered her,  

“Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.”  

And her daughter was healed instantly. 

#35 

No-one else in the gospels in referred to as having ‘great faith’ and this person was Lebanese, 

not one of the children of God in Israel. 

And of course the Parable of the Good Samaritan recorded in Luke 10. who did the right 

thing? 

 “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of 

robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. Now 

by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by 

on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, 

passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and 

when he saw him, he was moved with pity. He went to him and bandaged his 

wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own 

animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him…” (Luke 10:30-34) 

#36 

Who was the one who did the right thing, not the expected leaders of Israel but who was 

despised by Israel – the Samaritan. 

#37 

Richard Rohr writes 

In [the Gospels] Jesus is constantly presented as inclusive. Here he is a Jew, but 

he’s always including the Gentiles, the outsiders, foreigners, prostitutes, 

drunkards, the tax collectors, the Roman centurion, the Syrophoenician woman. 

So it’s very hard to think that this Jesus,  

#38 

who in his human life, is so consistently inclusive, would then create a religion in 

his name that was exclusive, or exclusionary. That was never his pattern. And so 



it forces us to interpret that line, “I am the way, the truth, and the life,” in a 

different way than “My religion is better than your religion,” or “I have the only 

true religion.” Now, one way I think it could well mean that is, again, if we 

understand the Christ as this eternal mystery of the co-existence of matter and 

spirit – which we call the mystery of the incarnation – that’s Christianity’s trump 

card. (3) 

Jesus is a perfect teacher of intercultural understanding as well as showing how ably he 

dismissed binary thinking. 

 

What about us? 

Let me give an example of binary thinking in action in our context here in the ‘oh-so-civilised’ 

West.  

The book is getting a bit old now but how many of you have read Rob Bell’s book Love Wins?  

#39 

Bell talks about many things but his central tenant of the book was, to me anyway, that the 

church’s teaching about Hell has not always been scripturally accurate or hasn’t been taught 

in accordance with what Jesus really taught. My, what angry debate it caused.  

#40 

Many people came out and claimed that for writing this book which questioned the traditional 

idea of hell Bell would be going to hell. I found that particularly interesting as I feel Bell’s 

best point in his book is to ask the church a simple question  

#41 

‘If you are followers of Christ and his teachings, why are you spending so much time fighting 

amongst yourselves in regards to who is going to heaven and who is going to hell’.   

I am not aligning myself with all that Rob Bell teaches or the manner in which he goes about 

his work but I applaud him for encouraging the church to move beyond these binaries that 

Jesus himself condemns in John’s gospel. 

It is this kind of critical thinking – in which we can consider and contrast the multitude of 

perspectives serves many purposes. The most important of which I see as being a bridge 

between cultures and divides. 

#42 

The reverend of a little Anglican community that I joined while in Cairo wrote a book on a 

man who he calls ‘a Muslim follower of Christ’. A man who is culturally Muslim but considers 

himself a believer in Christ. This man has suffered from many attempts by ‘good meaning’ 

evangelical s who tried to get him to change his culture to become cultural Christian, by 

which they meant, culturally American Christian. This man called Mazhar Mallouhi, still 

goes to the mosque to debate theology and read scriptures with other members of his 



community, he still offers prayer 5 times a day(in his own fashion), observes Ramadan, the 

only notable difference is that he does not say the shohada. 

Again, this book I refer to is not one that I would necessary agree with but what Chandler is 

doing here is questioning binary thinking – of Muslim and Christian. What makes one a 

follower of each? 

As Bell suffered with binary criticism, so did Chandler. I made a choice a long time ago for my 

sanity and blood pressure not to read letters to the editor in the paper or comments on blog 

posts. I do not tolerate ill-informed or one sided commentaries well – especially after working 

with refugees. When I spoke to rev Paul about how I enjoyed some of his thoughts he told me 

about the reviews on amazon.com. 

A snippet 

#43 

Mazhar says he believes in truth. There can be only ONE TRUTH! ONE GOD! 

John 14:6, Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the 

Father except through me.” Chandler, as a priest/spiritual leader, is more 

accountable to God because he is leading others. I pray for his soul. I'm reminded 

of a saying I heard from long ago: “If you're right, then I'll see you there. If I'm 

right, then you're in big trouble.” (4) 

So we see in such a clear manner that binary thinking – the opposite of critical thinking so 

quickly causes conflict. The lack of being able to think critically is a major cause of broken 

relationships. 

It leads to this type of thinking. 

#44 

And this 

#45 

And this 

#46 

Or slightly more intellectual but still the same. 

#47 

We are so keen to divide society into us and them 

 

A reason for using old texts 

#48 

Bruce Ashford writes  



We rarely read old books. We tend to limit ourselves by era, tribe, and category. 

We read books written in our day, by people just like us, and that can be placed 

in one or two limited genres. But this sort of epistolary reductionism is to our 

detriment - the older books are precisely the ones that will help us to escape the 

limitations of our current era, learn from those who are not a part of our local 

tribe, and transcend the categories to which we have become accustomed. (5) 

I came across this quote when I was putting together a paper on the relevance of Augustine 

for workers in cross cultural ministry and I just had not heard it put like that before. I have 

always believed in the strength of placing holy texts at the heart of our RE curriculum 

because of their richness and this quote I think, expresses this far better than I can. 

#49 

Our friend Rob Bell 

Some communities don’t permit open, honest inquiry about the things that 

matter most. Lots of people have voiced a concern, expressed a doubt, or raised a 

question, only to be told by their family, church, friends, or tribe: “We don’t 

discuss those things here.” I believe the discussion itself is divine…The ancient 

sages said the words of the sacred text were black letters on a white page—

there’s all that white space, waiting to be filled with our responses and 

discussions and debates and opinions and longings and desires and wisdom and 

insights. We read the words, and then enter into the discussion that has been 

going on for thousands of years across cultures and continents. (6) 

And it is so true. The church fathers and mothers have so much to say to us. But not just 

those inside the church – I know many of us are still using the film ‘The Matrix’ to teach 

about philosophy. It blows my students mind when I read them Plato’s cave. They are 

conditioned to think that we have all the answers and today we are at the zenith of human 

development but when we really critically think about it, it is simply not true. 

#50 

… the Church in the West often claims an exclusive ownership of the truth. You 

know, the Church, especially the evangelical wing of it, acts as if it owns the 

truth….I do not want to own the truth, but rather that the truth owns me. (7) 

What a beautiful thought from the Muslim follower of Christ in Gordon Chandlers work. 

#51 

What follows are a few examples that I have used to introduce students to Jesus and Paul as 

teachers of the third way, of models of thinking that seek to resolve conflict and opposites. 

These examples are in no way authoritative and there are many more. What I am trying to 

present is what we can find when we are looking at the text. 

 

 



Jesus 

Let’s start considering Jesus as a teacher of the third way by looking at how he responds to a 

question that is very binary in Luke 20. 

#52 

So they asked him,  

“Teacher, we know that you are right in what you say and teach, and you show 

deference to no one, but teach the way of God in accordance with truth. Is it 

lawful for us to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” (Luke 20:21-22) 

What is the question? Who has ultimate power in the region – God or the emperor? They 

wanted an answer that indicated one party was wholly right and the other was wholly wrong. 

What is Jesus answer? 

#53 

“Show me a denarius. Whose head and whose title does it bear?” They said, “The 

emperor’s.” He said to them, “Then give to the emperor the things that are the 

emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” (Luke 20:24-25) 

Jesus refuses to be caught in their all or nothing thinking and offers a third way – clearly 

indicating that the issue is not one or the other, black or white. Both have power in different 

worlds. 

And they were not able in the presence of the people to trap him by what he 

said; and being amazed by his answer  

#54 

 they became silent.’ (Luke 20:26) 

And this is what happens often when we start encouraging people to live in the grey that is 

third way thinking. That is synthesis. That is living in the mystery. 

Love your enemies 

What about Jesus talking about loving your enemies. This is part of a long line of Jesus 

dispelling binary thinking. 

#55 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’ But I 

tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 that you may be 

children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the 

good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.”  (Matthew 5:43-45) 

#56 



This is a rich passage for critical study. We begin with a binary don’t we? Love your 

neighbour/hate your enemy. Jesus offers a third way He destroys the binary. Labelling is 

pointless here. We need to be brave here.  

#57 

I would be so bold as to ask students to evaluate the history of the church from this passage.  

Does the church teach that the sun shines on the Christian but not the Buddhist? It shines on 

the heterosexual and the homosexual? On the Lutheran but not the catholic? This is othering 

that happens so often. I know that you, as I have, heard Jesus being presented as loving the 

Christian more than the Muslim. And Jesus’ synthesis is anything but. 

#58 

Richard Rohr in his presentation on binary thought asks us – has he church really ever taken 

the beatitudes seriously?  

#59 

When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his 

disciples came to him. 2 Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying:  

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  

“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.  

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.  

“Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.  

“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.  

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.  

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven.  

“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of 

evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great 

in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

(Matthew 5:1-12) 

 

This is the standard the church should be judged for. Are we doing this? When people think of 

the church do they think of adjectives such as mercy, peacemakers and so on? 

#60 

And this too is a powerful way of getting our students to engage with the world. Ask them to 

critique world leaders and their speeches. Who is being excluded in the binary? What 

problems are caused by binaries? 

#61 

I cannot recall who said this but it is a great quote – imagine for but a moment, that the first 

thing that people thought when they heard the word church, was healing, and restoration. I’m 

not sure how many people see the world this way. 



Jesus here presents the antithesis and the synthesis to the world’s thesis – that you have to 

seize power to receive justice, mercy and favour. His synthesis is profound and is an excellent 

critique of the modern church. 

 

Paul 

Paul too takes a similar line to Jesus and is many ways the bearer of Jesus’ message of third 

way thinking. Let’s get right into it. 

Judgement 

In an example from Richard Rohr, Paul sets up a dialectic at the end of the first chapter of 

Romans– that there are two types of people: those who follow God’s decree and those that 

don’t.   

#62-63 

As we move into the second chapter of Romans we expect to read that God will reward those 

who follow his degree or for a continuation of the diatribe against evil doers’. But Paul offers a 

synthesis. A very surprising synthesis. 

#64 

‘Therefore you have no excuse, whoever you are, when you judge others; for in 

passing judgment on another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, are 

doing the very same things. You say, “We know that God’s judgment on those 

who do such things is in accordance with truth.” Do you imagine, whoever you 

are, that when you judge those who do such things and yet do them yourself, you 

will escape the judgment of God? (Romans 2:1-4) 

Do you really think you are any better? 

#65 

The Christians were expecting to be the thesis to the antithesis, to be told that they are doing 

the right thing, but Paul pushes them to think critically about how they look at others. We 

think that Paul is dismissing a score of people for exhibiting behaviours but he is listing these 

behaviours in order to offer a surprising synthesis to his audience – in order to help them 

overcome their own selfishness and also encourage them to overcome the ‘them and us’ 

mentality. 

We have to remember the beauty of Paul’s work – a Jew born of Jews, a righteous persecutor 

of Christians, who came to bring the Messiah of the Jews and the Christ of the Gentiles 

together in a third way forward. 

Christianity is a third way – think of the balance of the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels and 

Letters. Jesus fulfilling the law but not abolishing the law. I struggle to think about how we 

present religious learning as simply a knowledge of the various codes – the 10 

commandments, the Five Pillars, The Noble Truths – these are not religion. In depth 

reflection on mystery and complexity is the beginning of religion, 



Flesh and spirit 

#66 

One of Pauls oft repeated topics is flesh and spirit. Again we think that he is presenting flesh 

as wholly bad and spirit as wholly good in a binary reflection. But let’s observe the following 

from 1st Corinthians. 

But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who 

have died. For since death came through a human being, the resurrection of the 

dead has also come through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be 

made alive in Christ. (1 Corinthians 15:20-22) 

How is it that we can teach that the flesh is truly bad and the spirit truly good in this context? 

Paul ‘s express synthesis here is quite astounding that death and life both came from 

humanity. Clearly flesh, humanity, is not totally evil as some have taught. Looking into 

Galatians. 

#67 

Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For what the 

flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the 

flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you 

want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. (Galatians 

5:16-18)  

Here Paul again presents the flesh/spirit dialectic – with the interesting note that the 

dialectic is there ‘to prevent you from doing what you want’. An interesting thought that leads 

us to move beyond both flesh and spirit to a place that requires us to consider how we are to 

live. 

Peace 

We talked previously of purity codes and Paul repeatedly came across this issue in his 

ministry between the Jews and gentiles. In Romans Paul picks up an earlier thought of Jesus 

(need reference here) regarding clean and unclean. Clean and unclean – what a lovely binary 

way of thinking. Again something is either totally good or totally bad. Good Jew or Bad Jew, 

Jew or Gentile, division caused along the way and it is this division that Paul picks up in the 

14th chapter of Romans. 

#68 

Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one another,…I know and am 

persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself; but it is unclean for 

anyone who thinks it unclean…So do not let your good be spoken of as evil. For 

the kingdom of God is not food and drink but righteousness and peace and joy in 

the Holy Spirit. The one who thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and has 

human approval. Let us then pursue what makes for peace and for mutual up 

building. Do not, for the sake of food, destroy the work of God. (Romans 14:13-19) 

#69 



Where have we seen this in the church before? Those who love to use prayer to gossip, those 

who ‘in Christian love’ condemn a brother or sister for some perceived sin, and so on. 

What a thought – do not let your good be spoken of as evil.  

This is such a third way and deep thinking approach. This is a thought to ruminate on – how 

often is our good spoken of as evil? How important is it? Paul here is transcending this issue 

of clean and unclean food – it is all about synthesising an idea for the sake of peace. 

Isn’t that what peace is really? A synthesis of two seemingly opposing forces that choose to 

come together and form something new. Or at least it should be. 

Foolishness 

Has anyone else noticed that foolishness changes from admonishment to encouragement from 

the Hebrew Bible to the Gospels and Letters?  

#70 

The lips of the wise spread knowledge; not so the minds of fools. (Proverbs 15:7) 

#71 

Fools say in their hearts, “There is no God.” They are corrupt, they do abominable 

deeds; there is no one who does good. (Psalm 14:1) 

#72  

…it pleased God through the foolishness of the message preached to save those 

who believe … but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and 

foolishness to Gentiles. (1 Cor 1:21-23) 

#73 

What is Paul doing here? Foolishness is not used consistently – suddenly it is foolish to 

be a follower of Christ. How can you proclaim the son of God as foolishness other than to 

suggest that the demarcation of him either being one thing or another – to take the 

middle is to be foolish. To take a third way that to so many represents a lack of wisdom of 

knowledge.  

Freedom 

#74 

In Galatians 5 Paul speaks of freedom: 

For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor non circumcision counts for 

anything; the only thing that counts is faith working through love.  

For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your 

freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to 

one another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, “You 

shall love your neighbour as yourself.” If, however, you bite and devour one 



another, take care that you are not consumed by one another. Galatians 5:6,13-

15) 

Notice here again we see him pushing his audience beyond the dialectic of circumcised 

and no circumcised or those who follow the Levitical laws or not.  

#75 

Note the focus on the third way – of living in freedom but a freedom that come with a 

responsibility to the other. It isn’t a case of slavery or freedom – it is a third way of being 

a freed slave to others. 

 

Conclusion 

#76 

What Jesus and Paul do is draw us into a cycle of continual synthesis of the thesis and the 

antithesis – forcing us to engage with each individual situation as we can. At all points we are 

encouraged to not form new codes of purity to live by but to live by the freedom of Grace. 

This is a challenge for educators – we can assess knowledge of purity codes quite well but 

assessing the ability to live ‘in the moment’ or to continuously seek the third way are not as 

easy. 

I start each year in my religious studies classes by telling my students that I don’t mind so 

much what you believe but that you can intelligently explore and argue your belief while 

maintaining your commitment to your neighbour. As such, a large percentage of my 

instruction is about teaching critical and creative thinking in order to help students build 

their cultural understanding and a foster desire within them for social justice. 

Having religious studies in our schools is a blessing because it is the perfect place for us to 

engage students in learning how to think and how to be present to the world around them. 

If our students think in binary terms, the world will remain as it is – full of broken 

relationships and a lack of engagement with each other. Overcoming this desire that is drilled 

into us is of prime importance for teaching religious studies in a responsible manner. 

#77 

At the heart of critical thinking is the ability to sit with the seeming paradoxes and live in the 

mystery. The belief in the validly and value of multiple perspectives, and the synthesis of 

which, create stronger understanding in students and support them to think deeply across the 

curriculum. 

When I was undertaking my teacher training in every class I learnt about critical literacy and 

critical numeracy. Then I read about visual literacy and last week I read an article about the 

increasing importance of our students being ‘design literate’ in order to succeed in a fact world 

that is increasingly focusses on electronic means of visual communication. 



What about critical religion? Truth is truth wherever it is. What about religious literacy or a 

spiritual literacy? Professor Lovat made a very strong case for this in his presentation this 

morning and I certainly agree that many of our world’s problems have been caused, or at least 

enflamed by, a lack of religious understanding. 

At the conclusion of my teaching a student I want them to be able to be present to the 

situations presented to them. This ability is one that is not just developed through the 

education of the mind but also of the education of the soul of a student. The best 

contemplative teachers I know teach that the ability to be present is directly linked with the 

ability to act in a socially just manner. And this is because the contemplative mind allows the 

space in which one can truly and sincerely explore the situation before it freely and avoids the 

creation of rule.  

As soon as we make a decision on something we start to dismiss not just ideas but people. We 

‘other’ them. I don’t need to bother with them because I disagree with them, or they look like 

something I would disagree with… we stop genuine interaction and interact with a fictional 

stereotype in our heads instead. 

It is my sincere prayer that we can harness the power of the ore text in Christianity, and for 

that manner ,the core texts of other religions, which allow us to explicitly and purposefully 

teach our students to be responsible citizens of the world – something that starts with the 

ability to think critically and creatively which leads to the ability to live comfortably in the 

mystery of the third way. 

 

Some questions to ponder which emerged from post presentation discussion: 

 Where do absolutes fit in to third way thinking? Does this type of thinking destroy 

them completely? Can we teach both at the same time? 

 Did Jesus also teach ‘both/and’ thinking? What does this mean for third way thinking? 

 How is third way thinking different to universalism or extreme Christian liberalism? 

 When are students ready to ‘graduate’ from binary thinking to third way thinking? 

When do we start teaching it? 

 Is third way thinking a poor way of dealing with complex texts? Does it dismiss 

important in depth text analysis? 
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