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THE TRANSCRIPT 

 

Episode 1 Religion and why it makes a difference  

 

1.4 Some find an extreme expression of faith attractive, why is that?  

 

Phillip Aspinall: Some people are drawn to black and white answers. I think all of us at some time in our life 

have that tendency. The faith developmentalists, the psychologists who research the structure/patterns of 

faith in peoples' lives talk about a black and white phase that people go through where there's no room for 

shades of grey. It’s either this or it’s that and there's no space in between. One of the things that pushes that 

is a need for certainty. I need to know, and I can't live with uncertainty.  

Very often as people grow older and mature, they discover that life isn't necessarily like that there are 

shades of grey and leaning to live with ambiguity can be uncomfortable. So, I think that's one of the        

dynamics that's going around fundamentalism. There is also a draw for people to give themselves           

passionately to something that captures their hearts and minds. And that can be done sometimes in an  

overzealous kind of way that is not really sensitive to the perspectives and feeling of other people. So I think 

that that need for me to give   myself to something can be another factor that sometimes pushes people    

into fundamentalism.  

 

Gillian Moses: I tend to think that when life is complex it’s comforting to look for simple answers. I'm not sure 

there's ever been a time when life hasn't been complex but to move away from current affairs, to look back 

in history, it’s no surprise that during the black plague, religious teaching was all about “Do this and you'll 

go to heaven...do this and you'll go to hell, this is what you need to do to die properly”. Because life was 

really complex, dangerous and challenging. To sit there and think in a nuanced, philosophical way about 

those  issues, like why was the Black Death in Europe decimating the population - people don't have the 

time or the energy for that. And I think that's what's happening today too - life is really complex. There are 

so many   challenges for people. Everything seems to be up in the air now when, once upon a time we like 

to think it was all much simpler.  

So when someone comes along and says "oh well, it IS simple, you don't have to worry about all those 

things, just do this and this will happen...do this and that's good...do this and that's bad (so don't do that!)" 
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there are a lot of people who go "well, thank goodness for that - I don't have to think about it I just have to 

follow the rules"   

 

Ceri Wynne: I used to think that it’s about comfort. Most people are comfortable if they have two            

choices...what I call "a right choice and a wrong choice". And I think that for some people it does make them 

feel more comfortable within themselves, especially if they have had a lot of bad experiences...they may feel 

more secure if they say no "this is the right answer, you're wrong". So, it’s an us versus them.  

But I think that is very simplistic and it’s not a very loving response. I think we're all affected in our life stories 

by different things and for some people they do crave the certainty aspect of knowing that they're right and 

that others are wrong. I think that's how we get these extreme expressions of "you're not in... I’m in, you're out" 

- which is   really damaging and is not a reflection of the God that I encounter in the scriptures and in my own 

faith journey.  

 

Gillian Moses: I think there's no surprise there's a growing fundamentalism - and that's not limited to matters of 

faith! We have very fundamentalist politics now. People want to be very fundamentalist about relationships 

and identity. It’s all part of the same piece. It’s just too hard to think about so let's just not think about it. Let's 

just react and be told that the way we've reacted is right.  

 

Peter Kline: Various forms of religious extremism are uniquely modern and uniquely a result of our globalised 

world that we've been living in - you can push that all the way back to the 15th century with the advent of  

certain forms of colonialism, and the spread of religions around the world. The modern world where we are 

all in contact with each other and with our differences, highlights the fact that perhaps there's no way to easily 

carve up and divide the world so religious extremism is one attempt to do that as a way of shutting down the 

deep diversity and insecurity of what existence actually is.  

Why certainty is so attractive is because it’s a reaction to the uncertainty of life. And religion in some ways is 

both an opening to that uncertainty, it can also be in the very same breath, a reaction and a closure. We find 

both of these things in religion. Religion is both an attempt to open oneself to life and an attempt to protect it 

and to capture it. I think that religious extremism is that gesture of religion where you're trying to protect and to 

capture and to own the sacred such that you can be certain about it.  

 

Josephine Inkpin: Because we are all very different and have different experiences. It’s a bit like reading the 

Bible, if you come with an angry spirit and a selfish spirit, then you're going to find things in there that will   
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justify your anger or your selfishness. If you come with a more open spirit and more generous spirit, then 

you're going to pick up the bits that are more open and generous. So, people mould religion to their own 

benefit. 

 That doesn't mean to say it’s all human at all. But it does mean that sometimes God has a little bit of a job  

trying to turn it into something that’s healthy. There are a lot of reasons for that. There’s a lot of fear and      

insecurity in the world. Religion at its best offers rest and peace and security through all things. So, people 

look at that and sometimes treat it as a rock, and that's one image for God. That's quite attractive, as a place 

to be, but not to turn God into a rock literally, which you then throw at other people. That is part of the        

difficulty. But it’s also used politically. A lot of the religion that’s fundamentalist is actually really more political 

than anything else, it doesn't have a lot of the marks of the Christian God, or the God of the great religions in 

many ways, and so it’s being used to defend peoples' power and privilege - to keep their own identity going 

- we have a lot of identity politics and religion gets caught up in that - rather than something that’s            

transformative.  

For me, religion is something that’s ultimately transformative, or it’s not much use at all. But a lot of people  

resist transformation...and that's why people retreat from that into what we might call a narrow tribalism. There 

are beautiful things about being part of a tribe but when it becomes something that’s defensive to others, 

when it feels threatened or lashes out against other people or wants to take power over others, then it         

becomes destructive.  
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You can find the video of this session, along with reflection questions for individuals or groups 

at www.stfran.qld.edu.au under “SFC Short Courses—Faith Asking Questions”. 
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