
 1 

The Australian Perspective on 
Spirituality and Christianity  

What is Spirituality to Australians?  
The current period in history, following modernity, brings a new interpretation of 
spirituality that is plural and diverse, with tolerance and the search for life-meaning as its 
key values. There is a spiritual longing, but it is not expressed in traditional religious 
terms. A mindset of, “whatever works, or makes you feel good.” Interestingly, many of 
the people pursuing these means also hold some traditional Christian beliefs.  

 
The Aussie worldview  
People operate according to certain assumptions (which they may or may not be able to verbalise) and 
certain categories and processes. To some extent, sets of assumptions, categories and processes fall into 
patterns, which an external observer may describe as a ‘worldview’. Below are some aspects of the 
“Aussie worldview” that are relevant to views on spirituality and Christianity specifically.  

Postmodernism  

The world-view of post-modernism is 'this is my truth, tell me yours'. There's a search for experiential 
authenticity, a story with meaning that resonates. That is the only “truth” that counts. The relativising of 
truth has evolved because all interpretations of truth have come to be considered intellectually 
incomplete and are culturally  

No-one perspective can know everything...  

Arising out of the disappointments of the modern era around the late 1800s – 1950s, scholars lead 
society into the beliefs that not everything was knowable. They proposed that meta-narratives (that is, 
belief systems that claim to have all the  
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Beliefs are culturally conditioned, and hence relative  

Technological changes in areas such as communications and travel mean that people have been exposed 
to many other worldviews, religions and ways of life. This has the effect of relativising their culture and 
worldview. As a result, it is obvious to most Australians that Christianity is not the only option in terms of 
religion or spiritual path.  

The impact of post-modernity on young people's spirituality  

• Suspicion of religious authorities.   

• Not likely to accept truth simply because an 'authority' says so.   

• I make my truth - I do not have to conform to established ways of thinking.   

• An emphasis on knowing only part of the truth. This is ok, as long as it “works fro me”.   

• An emphasis on dialogue as a way of knowing more truth.   

• Willingness to hold contradictory beliefs.  

• Absolute truth claims are seen to be exclusive, even oppressive.   

• Personal experience is more valid than tradition, reason or scripture.   

• Openness to spirituality, particularly traditions that have been suppressed by the church.   

• An attraction to people's stories, rather than to belief systems.   

Secular Humanism and consumerism.   

Australians have embraced secular humanism wholeheartedly. That is, they believe that greatest 
fulfilment in life is found through personal development and the meeting of all my needs ranging from 
basic physical needs, through relationship and self-esteem needs.  

Secular humanism has encouraged the belief that the answers are all within the individual and 
consumerism has encouraged the belief that satisfaction and fulfilment are associated with accumulation 
(more enlightenment, more self- awareness, possessions etc.). Viewed in this context, Christianity is seen 
to be providing “the answer” in an environment where people thought that what they needed was 
assistance with their search.   

However, Jesus himself, and his perceived associated teachings, is seen to be potentially relevant as they 
provide guidance and direction rather than a pre-packaged solution.  

SummerSALT team members’ assessment of the Aussie 
Spiritual Worldview  
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• Relativism, no absolute truth – whatever works for me. Experience and feeling determines 
spiritual reality. You have to have something that “works” and is real for you – that is the only truth 
that counts. How can you know you are right – need evidence.   

• Apathy – no real felt need generally. It’s ok for you, but I don’t need that.   
• Spirituality is good – traditional religions are not. Previously involved in some religions activity but 

“grown out of  it.” Now people identify themselves as spiritual but do not want to talk about 
“religion”.   

• There is a sense that I am good enough – I am a good enough bloke. There may be some afterlife – 
good people like me will get there to the good place “heaven”.   

• A real self-focus to life, the sense of personal actualisation is really important and worth thinking 
about and exploring.   

• Take beliefs from different things – fluid and eclectic.   
• Too many options, so I just won’t commit to any.  

Bridging 2 “gaps” in the Journey to Reconciliation with 
God  

For an Australian to journey to deciding to follow Jesus, two steps are needed:   

Step 1: Traversing the culture gap – this step regards initiating culturally specific ways that do not 
fall into the traditional perceived stereotypes of faith in Jesus. Enabling not-yet-Christians to move 
over the culture gap to at least hear and understand the essential issue of the Gospel.   

Step 2: Traversing the Gospel gap – having a person understand the message of the gospel, and 
their need to respond by deciding to follow Jesus.   

A major barrier to reception of any overtly Christian message is the strong link between perceptions of 
Christianity and perceptions of religious practices and reactions to Christian Churches, and the negative 
associations they have with churches and their hierarchies. Specifically:  

1. Aussies are uncomfortable about the idea of being associated with a group they feel do not 
respect and tolerate others (e.g., women ministers, homosexuals, other religions).   

2. Any statement that Christianity makes which another group or religion could equally claim is 
regarded negatively (lack of respect to an equally valid other truth).   

3. Similarly, any statement implies that Christians or Christianity is somehow “better” elicits a strong 
negative response (divisive in a community, not caring or considerate).   

4. Strong negative responses are also evident in relation to any claim that appears excessive or 
hypocritical.   

When people perceive these things, they do not see the proponents as expressing “real” Christian values 
or Christianity. Indeed many people believe Jesus himself would reject the “rule-bound, prescriptive, rigid 
and doctrinaire behaviours and attitudes that they themselves had rejected in their separation from 
involvement in formalised religion.” The person of Jesus himself tends to be separated from all of these 
things (so it is perceived) in Australian’s minds, and tends not to necessarily evoke such powerfully 
negative associations.  
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Evangelism mindsets to bridge the Culture Gap  
The traditional relationship the Christendom mode of church has to its world around is attractional. 
People are invited to come and hear the Gospel in the holy confines of the church and its community.  

We need a shift to be incarnational or missional, not attractional, in methodology. By 
incarnational/missional we mean that it does not create sanctified spaces into which unbelievers must 
come to encounter the Gospel. Rather, that we are seeking to go to people where they are in order to be 
Christ to those who do not know Him yet. Incarnational mission implies that people will have an 
experience of Jesus on the inside of their culture.  

Considering Types of Evangelistic Approaches to use on 
Campus  
We want to grow in being missional to Aussies using the 3 kinds of evangelistic approaches or styles that 
are also used on campus:  

1. Broad sowing strategies. Here we are looking to engage with many people in an attempt to find those 
people who are out there and God prepared, yet not in relationships where the message of Jesus is being 
effectively communicated. It is about identifying those who are already interested and contemplating 
Jesus, and engaging with them in an ongoing relationship. We need to continue to do broad sowing 
approaches, but informed by the culture we are reaching.  

How may our understanding of Aussie culture impact our broad sowing approaches?  

2. Focused relational evangelism (particularly working on the Creating an interest stage). Generally this 
involves a more planned and deliberate singling out of a person whom is being “targeted”. I have my 
friends with whom I am putting thought into as to how to share, trying to generate evangelistic 
opportunities, and a focus of prayer is made. For example, Operation Dunamis is a classic example of 
this strategy that is focused relationship evangelism. It involves Christians committing to pray specifically 
for 5 friends personally and together, and to be looking for specific opportunities to share the gospel with 
them.  

It should be noted that this is also “incarnational” to a large degree, but does have an increased degree of 
internationality and can lay open to the criticism that people are befriended not genuinely, but for the 
ulterior motive of conversion.  

3. Pre-evangelism / incarnational approaches. Simply “being and taking Jesus” wherever I am. It means 
being amongst people and engaging them in genuine relationships. Christ is shared not in terms of 
following a pre-determined formula or 1,2,3 step process, but as life is lived together, as those natural life 
opportunities present themselves.  

Incarnational mission will mean that in reaching a people group we will need to identify with them in all 
possible ways without compromising the truth of the Gospel itself. Identification requires living as the 
people group lives, entering into its culture, understanding their perspectives, grievances and causes – 
their existence, so as to genuinely reflect the act of identification that God made with us through Jesus. 
Incarnational mission requires real and abiding presence among a group of people.  
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Incarnational approaches emphasise the importance of a group of Christians being in and an authentic 
part of a community, like salt and light, to make those creative connections with people where life 
experience together allows for real cross-cultural Christian mission to take place. Our contact with others 
is natural. Questions of meaning and spirituality are always close to the surface for others if they are for 
us.  

Incarnational approaches demonstrate a commitment to: 

• Proximity spaces (occupation of spaces right in the middle of the local community, us to them not 
them to us)  

• Shared projects (shared or joint projects between our group and its local community, engaging with 
people in what they are doing)   

• Enterprise that brings some intrinsic value into the community   
• Emerging indigenous faith communities faith is communicated and taught in the midst of the 

activities of the local  community and shared enterprise in a real life setting. Trying not to extract 
to Power to Change and Christian World   

The methods of this approach will vary as much as the situations do. How can we be developing Power to 
Change on campus using incarnational approaches?  

 

Random Learning from SummerSALT   

Typical points of rejection toward the gospel:   

• How could a good God condemn an ok bloke like me to hell! I’m not perfect, but I try to do unto others. 
  

• How can you claim to be the only truth? It is so arrogant to think that your group is right and everyone 
else is wrong.   

• Christians are so intolerant! (This has numerous expressions, but to name a couple, the public debates 
churches have over homosexual members and women in ministry highlight this to the general 
public).   

• You should keep your beliefs to yourself, not force anything on someone.   

• All that matters is that you believe in something.   

• I do not want to have anything associated with organised religion – it is only for hypocrites and people 
who are need a crutch (Reverend Lovejoy and Ned Flanders) at best, and paedophiles at worst.   

• How can you believe that that Bible is still relevant or reliable today? “That we are in a post-literate age 
means the power of print is questioned.” Gerald Kelly   

• What about evolution?   
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• Surely you can be a Christian and live a Christian life and not have to go to a church or take it too far! I 
believe in  Jesus, but I don’t believe in the church.   

Typical points of receptivity:  

• Direct, and authentic dialogue, not monologue.   
• Seeking and experience of the transcendence and or genuine care of felt need. E.g., 

praying for people.   
• Focus on the benefits of following Jesus in providing for personal growth 

(MAXIMISERS and authentic success link).   
• How following Jesus helps address the issues of personal concern in life such as 

reducing stress, helping to provide balance, creating a positive sense of self.  
 
  

 
Red Flag 
Words:  

Words that were better received:  

Religion, 
Christianity, and 
even Bible to 
some extent.  

Spirituality, Jesus, relationship (or 
connecting) with God, Jesus’ life and 
words/teachings.  
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