
Being Faithful in 
Diversity

Gary D Bouma

Adelaide 
2011

P R E S S





Being Faithful in 
Diversity:

Religion and Social Policy
in Multifaith Socities

The Lloyd Geering Lectures 2010

Gary D Bouma



Text copyright © 2011 remains with the individual authors for all papers in this collection.

All rights reserved. Except for any fair dealing permitted under the Copyright Act, no part 
of this book may be reproduced by any means without prior permission. Inquiries should 

be made to the publisher.

National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry: (pbk)
 
 Author: Bouma, Gary D.
 
 Title: Being faithful in diversity : religion and social policy in
  multifaith societies / Gary D Bouma.
 
 ISBN: 9781921511028 (pbk.)
 
 Notes: Includes bibliographical references and index.
 
 Subjects: Religious pluralism.
                  Religion and sociology.
                  Religions.
 
 Dewey Number:     201.5

 

 Cover design by Astrid Sengkey
 All original photos taken from PWR 2009

An imprint of the ATF Ltd
PO Box 504

Hindmarsh, SA 5007
ABN 90 116 359 963

www.atfpress.com

P R E S S



v

Table of Contents

Acknowledgments       ix
Preface: Sir Lloyd Geering      xi
Introduction        xiii

Chapter One
The Rise and Consequences of Religious Diversity   1
 
An Old Normal: Fear of Diversity    1
The Passing of the Old Normal     3
The Emergence of Religious Diversity: Some Data  5
The Consequence of Increased Religious Diversity  14
 The re-entry of religious voices into the public sphere 15
 Familiarity with diversity    17
 Increased salience of religious identity   19
Secular Societies      22
Some Further Reading      24

Chapter Two
Responses to Diversity: 
Road Rage on the Highway to Heaven     25

Dealing with Difference      26
Religious Revitalisation      27
Why Revitalisation      29
Religious Diversity and Religious Rivalry    31 
 Competition vs conflict     32
 Negative othering     33
Competitive Piety      36
Diversity and Boundary Marking    38
Real vs Imagined Others     41



vi Being Faithful in Diversity

 The Outcome of Negative Othering   42
Road Rage       43
Conclusion       45
Some Further Reading      46

Chapter Three
Responses to Diversity—Snapping Along the Spandex—
Diversity and Social Cohesion      47

Defining Social Cohesion     48
Types of Social Cohesion     48
Challenges of Social Cohesion     53
Managing Diversity      54
Factors in the Management of Religious Diversity  56
Some National Examples of Diversity Management  59
Religious Voices in Secular Societies    61
A Case Study: Church Supports Civil Unions for 
 Same Sex Couples     64
Strategies of Exclusion      68
Strategies of Inclusion      70
Conclusion       72
Some Further Reading      74

Chapter Four 
Being Faithful in Diversity—
Beyond Exclusivism and Relativism    75

Relating to Those Who are Religiously Different   77
Faithful to What?      78
 Creed       79
 Ritual practice      80
 Religious identity     80
 How things were      80
 Relationship with the numinous    81
Theological Orientations to Difference    82
 Exclusivism      82
 Inclusivism       82
 Supersessionism      83
 Relativism       84
Some Things I Know About Religious Diversity   85
Criteria of Assessment      87



viiTable of Contents

Seeking Objective Standards      88
 Universal values      88
 Sustainability      90
 Consequences      90
 Compassion       93
 Eternal consequences      95
The Problem of Accountability      97
An Alternative to Judging     101
Is Dialogue the Answer?      103
The Perspective of Diversity     104
Some Further Reading      106

Chapter Five
A Way Forward       107
        

Index        111





Acknowledgments

This book began as the Lloyd Geering Lectures in Wellington, New Zea-
land, in 2010. I am deeply grateful to the St Andrew’s Trust and to Sir 
Lloyd Geering for making this possible. Their generosity is greatly appre-
ciated. Thanks also go to Maxine and Jim Cunningham for their hospital-
ity and for proposing that I be invited to give these lectures. At the end Sir 
Lloyd Geering pointed out that this was the first time that these lectures 
which are supposed to be in the area of Religion and Society have in fact 
been given by a sociologist. I am honoured to have had the opportunity to 
break the ice in this way.

This book has grown out of my decades of work both as a researcher 
and a facilitator in the area of religious diversity. The support of my col-
leagues in the Australian Multicultural Foundation, Victorian Multicul-
tural Commission, UNESCO, and The Global Terrorism Research Centre 
(Monash University) is acknowledged. This book also is an Australian 
contribution to the University of Ottawa based SSHRC funded Major Col-
laborative Research Initiatives Program ‘Religious Diversity and Its Lim-
its: Moving Beyond Tolerance and Accommodation’.

I would like acknowledge the invaluable support of my wife Patricia 
who colleague in interfaith activities and sounding board as well as pa-
tient partner has in many ways made this possible. She also provided the 
photographs used in this book.

I would also like to acknowledge the assistance to bring this book to 
publication from The School of Political and Social Inquiry, Monash Uni-
versity, and to ATF Press.

The chapters in this book were given as originally lectures and so with 
this publication a more popular, less formal or academic style of presenta-
tion has been maintained. I am grateful to the people in Wellington who 
attended, engaged the issues with challenging questions and warmly re-
sponded to the lectures.

ix





Preface

Lloyd Geering

As I write this Preface to Being Faithful in Diversity by Gary Bouma of 
Monash University, Melbourne I observe the fact that in the twenty-seven 
years of the existence of the society in New Zealand where these lectures 
were first delivered, a society that has the task of the study of religion 
and society, so far as I can remember there has never been a sociologist. 
Now that, when you come to think of it, is pretty odd when we call our-
selves The St Andrew’s Trust for the Study of Society and Religion. These 
chapters fill a gap. I wonder if one of the reasons why we have not had a 
sociologist is that it is a bit like St Augustine when he was talking about 
time. He said he knew exactly what time was until he started to think 
about it. Well we all of us think we know what society is until we start to 
think about it and then we are all at sea, which is one of the reasons why 
Margaret Thatcher probably said there is no such thing as society. Society 
is a very difficult concept in many respects. 

Of course just as religion, if you are going to discuss it, depends a great 
deal on how you are going to define it, so too society is a very difficult 
thing to think about until you try to determine, what is it that makes a 
society? If 60,000 people gather at a park to see a football match are they 
a society? There is something that joins them together and they have a 
common interest in what happens at that game. Of course they are divided 
on the fact of which side they want to win the game. In these chapters, 
Gary, you have brought an insight that society may be seeking some kind 
of future harmony but in doing so it also raises a whole lot of issues which 
divide it. And what is more, society exists at a whole lot of different levels. 
Each of the readers of this volume of essays belongs to a variety of differ-
ent societies and contexts. We are part of a particular human society but 
we are also part of one in our own particular interests. 

Gary, you are particularly concerned with the role that religion might 
play in society. The question must be asked, ‘does religion join a society 
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xii Being Faithful in Diversity

together or does it divide societies one from another?’ It is interesting to 
observe that two of the great religious traditions, Christianity and Islam, 
both set out in the hope of producing a completely, total, harmonious 
human society. Mohammad called it the brotherhood of people. It was 
the brotherhood of human kind that he set out to produce. Christians of 
course took over from the Jews who were already making their converts. 
That they should go out making converts was odd, but nevertheless the 
Christians took it over hoping that in fact it would bring all people to-
gether into one harmonious society. Well, it is clear from history, we have 
not managed a harmonious society well and indeed today human society 
is more divided than it has ever been before in human history. 

Gary, your chapters have raised so many questions, without all too 
many answers of course, but you have raised all sorts of questions that so-
ciety faces us with today. To attempt in today’s society to do our little bit to 
bring some kind of harmony, good will, compassion that will draw people 
together is in fact a very big demand. So we are grateful to you for the way 
in which you have shown so lucidly the complexity of the situation. 

Lloyd Geering
New Zealand
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Introduction

Religious diversity is my interest and has been my professional commit-
ment for about forty years. It is interesting to me that it has become a little 
bit more interesting toward the end than it was at the beginning, when 
people, like my PhD thesis advisor said ‘why bother Bouma, there is not 
going to be any religion by the end of the twentieth century’. We know 
them to be wrong now. I was able to discuss this with my thesis advisor 
before he died and have a good chuckle about it. 

Religious diversity is probably one of the most important changes 
affecting our lives in the twenty-first century. Yes, those changes began 
earlier, but the twenty-first century is going to be about the management 
of religious diversity, doing it well, or getting it terribly wrong. Religious 
diversity has increased and become a part of daily life, in a way that it 
probably never was before, or if it was, it was much more isolated than 
it is now. It has become the new normal in the lives of most people. This 
book examines religious diversity and how it is that we cope with religious 
diversity, both locally and globally. The first chapter, ‘The Rise And Con-
sequences Of Religious Diversity’, focuses on some facts about religious 
diversity. The second chapter, ‘Responses to Diversity: Road Rage on the 
Highway to Heaven’ examines some of the hostile and negative reactions 
to religious diversity. Chapter three, ‘Responses to Diversity: Snapping 
along the Spandex: Diversity and Social Cohesion’, discusses ways that 
religious diversity stretches the social fabric this way and that and how 
social cohesion is possible under conditions of diversity. In the fourth 
chapter, ‘Being Faithful in Diversity: Beyond Relativism and Exclusivity’, 
we come to the fundamental issue of is it all just about relativism or are 
there some criteria that are emerging by which we can distinguish healthy 
from unhealthy religions. If religions are not all the same, and they are 
not, then are there limits, standards and criteria to which religions can be 
held accountable. Finally, in chapter five, ‘A Way Forward’, points to some 
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challenges. That is the journey that I hope to take you on in this book and 
you will join me, I hope, in having some fun in doing this thinking about 
the issues as we go along. 

What is religion and spirituality? Well religions and spiritualities both 
relate to dimensions of human life that intersect with and point beyond the 
now, the ordinary and the material. Religion includes beliefs and practices 
about questions like: Is this all there is? Why get out of bed in the morn-
ing? What is it all about? And along with the answers and practices come 
communities and histories and identities, a sense of belonging, rights, cel-
ebrations that both connect the now with the more than, the other than. 
Some people make a huge difference between religion and spirituality. I 
say religion without spirituality is as dead as a doornail. And spirituality 
without religion, well, you can not do something more than three times 
without it becoming organised anyway, and so you are not going to have 
much spirituality that you can detect, that is not already well on its way to 
becoming a religion. This is a sensitising definition to help us detect reli-
gion even if it is not found in the containers we are accustomed to. 

The focus of this book is on Australia and New Zealand with some 
reference to Canada. These former British colonies share much and yet 
are quite distinct in the ways they manage religious diversity. For a richer 
comparison of the ways nations manage religious diversity I recommend 
Religious Diversity in Southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands.1 The examples 
will be drawn largely from Australia and New Zealand. The ways these is-
sues have emerged in Europe is so fundamentally different as to require a 
major work just to provide the background necessary to any comparison. 
The United States is different again. The facile transposition of issues and 
the application of responses from Europe or the USA are misguided at 
best and quite frankly dangerous. Thus the target audience is primarily 
Australians and New Zealanders, and particularly those of faith.

While much of what I say will be directed at a Christian audience as 
the lectures were presented in that context, the issues raised and the ques-
tions to be faced are the same for all religious groups. Diversity challenges 
everyone and every perspective and faith, each spirituality and religion. 
How to respond to diversity, how to be faithful to self, other, religion and 
spirituality are challenges to all thoughtful people. Given that I am a per-
son of faith, a Christian, these issues confront me in ways I cannot dodge 
or dismiss but this fact also makes me sensitive to the issues faced by oth-
ers of faith and for that matter those who believe there is nothing.
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While you will learn more about me as the book unfolds, some pre-
liminary information may be of help. I am a priest and sociologist and 
have been all my life. My father was a Professor of Sociology and preached 
occasionally. Theology was a sport played fiercely on Sunday afternoons—
there was little else that was allowed—when gathered at my grandparents’ 
home we would deconstruct at least three sermons, discuss current events 
and issues arising from church and society relationships. Religious diver-
sity was seen by my father’s side of the family as a disease to be overcome 
by active proselytising and mission work. However, religious diversity was 
built into my family, as my mother’s family did not go to church. Moreover 
they were the loving, caring and affectionate ones.

Some Further Reading

1. Gary Bouma, Rod Ling and Doug Pratt Religious Diversity  
 in Southeast Asia and the Pacific: National Case Studies (Dor 
 drecht: Springer, 2010).




