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Series: A Dream for the Inner-North 

SALT, Getting the Conversation Started 
Colossians 4:5-6 !
Main Point: “Let’s be a church that always seeks to speak with words that are “salty”: gospel 
centred, inspiring, challenging and always gracious.”   !
The world hears us as prejudiced and ignorant 
When Christians speak out loud in the public sphere, it can sometimes feel like we have a special gift to be able 
sound like we are prejudiced, conservative, defensive, and at best archaic.   !
It happens in politics.  Every time a Christian is on Q&A I get nervous.  Remember Cardinal Pell spouting his 
views on everything with an air of entitlement and arrogance: ignorant that most Australians don’t care about 
the Catholic institution nor his status in the Vatican.  What about Jim Wallace, head of the Australian Christian 
Lobby, not really representing the views of the Australian church - especially in regards to refugees - but really 
representing conservative politics.    What about Danny Nalliah from Melbourne’s Catch the Fire ministries, 
now with his new right wing anti-Muslim political party called “Rise Up Australia.”  Just last week there was a 
debate between Ken Ham the Australian six day creation advocate and Bill Nye the American television science 
teacher.  It had 1000 people in the live audience plus 3-million who tuned in online.  While the debate was very 
respectful, the mainstream media didn’t have to try and make Ken Ham sound like a eccentric fundamentalist 
who really didn’t understand science very well.    When you factor in the revelations about child abuse over the 
past 50 years in churches and institutions, we can be sure for many people trust is very low as well.   !
Most of us are well aware of this problem of perception, and we know that it somewhat justified.  And so it 
effects the way we speak to our friends and family who are not Christians.  We can become overly apologetic, or 
sometimes we can become the exact opposite and be defensive or arrogant in the way we talk about our faith.     
Either way we find ourselves in the difficult situation where we just want people to like us, and to be our friend, 
without thinking that we are crazies who don’t believe in science or psychos who are prejudiced against 
muslims.  !
Last week part of what we learned was that the gospel divides people.  And that if we are communicating the 
real Jesus, we should expect people to be attracted and repelled.  But in our vision, we we want to have “an open 
and charitable dialogue with the no religion tribes”  So how do we do that?  And what does that even mean?  
Let’s unpack this statement. !
The process for developing the vision included a whole day meeting at the town hall, then a series of meetings 
with the leadership team, and me working on it on my own, and then bringing it back to the team.   Through that 
process, a big question for us was, who is it that we are trying to reach?  Who is our mission to?  So let’s begin 
with that question.  Who are we reaching out to at Merri Creek Anglican”? !
————— 
!
“Outsiders”    
To the church in Colossae, Paul describes their mission focus as “outsiders.” verse 5.  Which is quite clear.  
Outsiders, are the people not members of their church community.  We’ve refined our vision from outsiders and 
focused in on “the no religion tribes.”   !
“No Religion Tribe”  
We observed that there is a higher than normal percentage of people who tick “no-religion” on the census in the 
inner-north of Melbourne.  You can see the pie chart on the back of the booklet.  In the inner-north it’s up 
around 40% compared with about 20% in the rest of Australia.  If you add to that 40% the other 8% of people 
who (on average) don’t tick any box on the religion question, there’s almost half of the population who have a 
fairly strong disaffiliation with religion.  These people are the “no-religion” tribes of Melbourne’s inner-north.  
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This is not meant to sound derogatory, but rather, it was my idea to use “tribe” because I think it’s a good way of 
describing a group of people who share common values.  We are the Anglican tribe.  And if you take it a step 
further, we are from the evangelical low church clan.  We share common values, and gather because we think 
those values are important.    !
The  “no-religion tribes” have ticked “no-religion” because (we presume) they do not want to be recorded as 
nominally religious.  They do not just want to go with the family religion, or the religion of their school - like 
some of my friends who think of themselves as Anglican because they went to Ivanhoe Grammar.  Rather, they 
say to themselves, “I have thought about this, and I have decided I am consciously not going to identify with any 
religion.”  For some of those people they will be staunch atheists who have strong views, for others their non-
identification with religion will be on political and moral grounds – they don’t want to be associated with what 
they perceive to be the conservative or prejudiced views of organised religion. !
These are intelligent, often well-thought-through intellectuals, with very strong political and moral views.  
These people do not want to be evangelised.  These people hate the idea of the church getting tax breaks, and 
taking advantage of some quirky and highly unusual education policy that allows volunteers to teach 
Christianity to primary school kids in government schools.  If you go into Readings bookshop in Carlton, or the 
Brunswick St bookshop, you will see that these people are interested in reading the new-atheists.  If you read 
the newspaper, you will see that these people have no issue with putting a spotlight on the church and asking 
hard questions. !
BUT IMAGINE A CHURCH COMMUNITY THAT CULTIVATED AN OPEN AND CHARITABLE DIALOGUE 
ABOUR JESUS WITH THE NO-RELIGION TRIBES OF MELBOURNE’S INNER-NORTH!!!! !
That’s exactly what we want to do.        !
———— 
!
The Right Attitude 
And to do this we need to have the right attitude.  We don’t want to angry or abusive when we talk to people, 
we don’t want to be rude, we don’t want to be judgmental.  Paul wants church members to always have 
conversations that are “full of grace, seasoned with salt.”   !
Salt 
Salt was and still is used for seasoning, preserving and purifying food.  Salt brings flavour where there is none.  
So Job says, “Can something tasteless be eaten without salt?”  Of course not.  Cake it on I say!  The secret to a 
great Roast dinner is copious amounts of salt.  Salt on the veges before they go into the oven is what makes the 
flavour draw out.  So salt is symbolic of being attractive and desirable.  But salt also can be used to preserve 
meat, and so was used as a symbol of the indissoluble relationship relationship between God and his people.  
And so the Hebrew worshippers used salt in the burnt offerings made to God. Salt also represented new 
beginnings.  Newborn babies were rubbed with salt.  So because of the imagery of attractiveness, covenant, and 
new beginnings, Jesus could say, “You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt has become tasteless, how will it be 
made salty again? It is good for nothing any more” (Matthew 5:13).  For Paul, seasoned with salt is a way to add 
meaning to the phrase “full of grace.”   !
———— 
!
Strategies 
Reciprocity 
One of the ways we at Merri Creek want to achieve that graciousness and humility with the “no-religion” tribes, 
is by having a value of “Reciprocity.”  We want to flip the traditional mainstream church mission strategy on its 
head by opening the channels of communication with non-christian people.  We want to be listeners who invite 
people to speak to us so that we can understand and learn.  While we remain committed to our faith in Jesus 
and gospel truth, we want to avoid the thinking that we have all the answers: The Holy Spirit can speak wisdom 
through Christians and non-Christians.  One outcome of this listening and learning is that we develop a 
congregation of cultural anthropologists. The art of understanding culture - knowing your own cultural 
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assumptions - learning to distinguish between cultural and faith world-views.  For example, I’m friends with one 
of the pastors at Clayton Church of Christ, and they had a mission series on other religions, and when it came to 
Islam, they invited a leader from the Muslim community to speak to their church.  Now Clayton Church of 
Christ are a conservative church.  They are not universalist - in other words they do not believe that all faiths 
lead to God.  But they have got the confidence and the courage and the humility to hear from others.  To be 
open and charitable, means to have a reciprocal relationship with “outsiders”.  It means for us to have any right 
to talk about views, we need to learn to listen to others.  Be slow to speak, and quick to listen James says. !
I’m interested in understanding inner-north culture.  So I would love to have a night where we listened to local 
author Christos Tsiolkas who wrote The Slap.  I would love to have an inner-north lesbian help us to understand 
the very large lesbian community we have around us.   !
Being open and charitable means being vulnerable and trusting in God.  But it also is a demonstration of Paul’s 
instructions to be gracious.  In fact an open and charitable dialogue is very Pauline - it’s going into the 
Areapogus and mixing in with the idols and philosophers.  It’s starting a conversation out in the open, rather 
than talking to ourselves locked away. !
Community Connection  
Another way we want to achieve an open and charitable dialogue is to be present in community public 
conversations about social and political issues.  Some of us might attend Public Lectures, with the view to listen, 
get to know people, understand them, have conversations, and unashamedly present Jesus Christ.  Jo and I 
would like to work towards becoming ‘public intellectuals.’  We want to pursue opportunities to talk and write 
in the media, engaging in public conversations.  This serves to raise the profile of the church in the community, 
and ‘amplify our voice’ in the conversation. But others of you might want to join with us in that public 
conversation.  Also, I’m convinced we should try to connect with the connectors. We should get involved in 
community festivals.  Congregation members being on the organising committees of Darebin Council festivals 
such as True North. !
———— 
!
“About Jesus”      
Now fundamental to this conversation is that we don’t just want to talk about random stuff, but we want to 
have conversations about Jesus.  I want us to be the leading advocates for the conversation about Jesus.  By 
putting Jesus into the conversations of the Inner-North it will be key to our role in joining with God to bring in 
his Kingdom.  Dialogue about Jesus will point people to consider faith in him.  Dialogue about Jesus will point 
people to the revolutionary politics of the Kingdom of God where the poor are blessed, those who mourn are 
comforted, the merciful are shown mercy.  Meaningful and confident dialogue about Jesus gives substance and 
conviction to our political discussions about refugees and the environment.  Ultimately - dialogue about Jesus 
enables the proclamation of the gospel - and we believe that the gospel changes lives.  Paul says in 1 Corinthians 
2:5, that the gospel he preaches is one that is “the power of God.”  !
The Gospel changes Lives 
We need to remember that when the gospel is communicated it takes effect in the life of the individual and the 
community.   The gospel is not simply an intellectual concept: but it is a “life giving force.”  When the gospel 
breaks in, it’s like a light is shining on a person’s sin, and on their deep rooted idolatry and attempts at self-
justification. This new self-sin-awareness creates a strong ache to experience spiritual, psychological and 
even physical healing.   

Renewal occurs when the individual abandons their self-loathing and modes of self-justification, and 
surrenders to Christ in faith.   This results in a profound and overwhelming knowledge of divine grace and love.  
If we pray with passion and conviction, and mobilise our Community Groups, the open and charitable dialogue 
about Jesus will start to make significant impact.  We will see the conversion of new believers, but also we’ll see 
the spiritual energising and heart enthusiasm of us.  If you have had time as an apathetic and cynical Christian: 
God will work in your heart to renew it.  The Holy Spirit will work powerfully in the open and charitable 
dialogue about Jesus and bring you back towards having a deep transformative knowledge of divine grace and 
love.  This is why Paul asks to pray that he can “proclaim the mystery of Christ” and to pray that he could 
“proclaim it clearly.”  Because he knows that the power of the message.  And we should know that too. 
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———— 

Know How to Answer 
Paul says that the Christians in Colossae should “know how to answer everyone.”  Part of having a good 
dialogue with the no-religion tribes is for us to have a well thought through faith.  So often we have not got good 
answers to hard questions. !
Catechesis 
You’re going to start to hear me talk about Catechesis.  Catechesis is an old word that means religious 
instruction often used for baptism or confirmation.  You used to have to do a course before you could be 
considered informed enough to become a member of a church.  We’ve stopped doing catechesis in most 
western churches - apart from Alpha - which ends up functioning like catechesis.  Catechesis can be an 
overview of the Bible, it can be about Christian practices, it can be about how to answer hard questions.  Merri 
Creek is going to eventually offer several catechesis.   

Did you know that revival often occurs in a setting where the churches have embraced catechism? !
I have become converted to the importance of catechism.   After leading a large university and school aged 
congregation through the 2000s, I have come to see the consequence of not having a structured bible and 
discipleship curriculum.  In response to what I thought they needed, I preached through Bible books and topics, 
set small group material, and used guest speakers from the local bible college for camps.   But at the end of the 
day, some very smart kids can still have a vague grasp of the gospel.   Why? Because if I teach you calculous and 
you have not yet grasped division and multiplication, then you probably haven’t understood the calculous – all 
you have had is the sensation of being treated as a serious student of maths.   

Catechism is the obvious compliment to a responsive teaching curriculum.   Catechism should improve your 
chances at helping your congregation stand strong in the face of the challenges to their identity and the allures 
of the culture and competing world views. We need to learn our faith, with the same pedagogical approaches 
that they learn to do the three Rs.  The great thing about catechism is that it is relevant for both people 
investigating Christianity and practicing Christians.  That’s why so many Christians sign up to do Alpha.    

!
Conclusion 
To conclude.  The whole reason for aiming to be a church that has an open and charitable dialogue with the no-
religion tribes is because we believe the gospel can and will change hearts.   By “heart,” I mean not just our 
emotions but that deep place within us that drives our decisions, our longings and convictions.   In the Old 
Testament, the prophets called the Israelites to revival.   Jeremiah, for example, called the circumcised Israelites 
to “circumcise your hearts” (Jer 4:4; 31:33).   In the New Testament, Paul requires that the disciples have hearts 
that are circumcised by the Spirit.  A heart response is required for genuine repentance to take place.  This kind 
of heart faith is required for all believers new converts and old. 


