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Abstract 

This thesis explores and analyses what a sample of Adelaide Anglican laity know about 

the content of the Gospels, how they understand and interpret the Gospels and the 

difference the Gospels make to their own lives and their Christian influence in the lives 

of others. The thesis originated in my observation as an Anglican priest in the Province 

of South Australia for over thirty years of a seeming lack of life-giving reflection on the 

Gospels and a resulting lack of transformative impact of the Gospels in the lives of lay 

Anglicans.  

The thesis reflects an ‘ordinary theology’ approach as it seeks to explore and understand 

lay engagement with, knowledge of, and use of the Gospels.  It adopts a mixed method 

design based on questionnaire and interview. The design is weighted towards the 

quantitative survey by self-administered questionnaire with an interview phase 

complementing and supplementing the primary quantitative results.   

A literature review revealed an almost complete lack of survey work in relation to Gospel 

literacy or lay engagement with the Gospels. Analysis of literature on previous survey 

work in biblical knowledge and the absence of any suitable questionnaires on the Gospels 

led to the development of a quantitative data collection questionnaire. Guidance for the 

content of the questionnaire was provided by a definition of transformative Gospel 

literacy which included knowledge of Gospel content, the ability to interpret that content 

and the capacity to apply the interpreted content in life and in relation to offering the Jesus 

story to non-Christians. This definition was itself derived from reflection on academic 

literature around biblical/Gospel literacy and analysis of the idea of transformation from 

academic, confessional and scriptural perspectives.  

The resulting data questions were extensively explained, validated and tested with the 

aim of providing both a transparent survey instrument with possible wider applicability 

and a significant methodology for developing a useful questionnaire. In addition, and on 

the basis of grouping data questions, a number of unique indices were developed to gain 

deeper insight into what was known of the identity, teaching and mission of Jesus as 

understood by lay Anglicans, and to investigate the engagement with and influence of the 

Gospels in lay Anglican lives. A sample of 135 respondents was obtained and the 

resulting research data was processed using SPSS. The quantitative investigation was 

supplemented by a qualitative follow-up of which the results were brought into 

relationship with the quantitative findings in the final chapter. 
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Apart from providing a snapshot of the knowledge and understanding of the Gospels in 

the Diocese of Adelaide, the project produced results relevant to practical ministry. 

Findings included that greater knowledge of the Gospels was associated with greater 

application of the Gospels to daily life and significant issues affecting their lives. One 

significant and suggestive result was that laity who used electronic devices to engage with 

the Gospels were consistently more knowledgeable because of that engagement. A slim 

majority of the Diocese indicated that they interpreted the Gospels from a less traditional 

framework. The division between traditional and less traditional interpreters was clearly 

associated with churchmanship. 

Findings indicated that lay members were not in the habit of recalling Gospel content, of 

reflecting on the Gospel content or considering its meaning for their lives. Many 

respondents appeared to be reluctant to discuss their Gospel knowledge, understanding 

or commitment with others, or able to articulate the basic story of Jesus. A majority felt 

underconfident to answer questions about the Gospels from family, friends or enquirers. 

A majority also indicated that the Gospels could play a greater part in their lives, and this 

was supported by significant gaps in lay knowledge of Jesus’ teachings in the Gospels. 

Feedback has indicated that completion of the quantitative questionnaire and reading of 

the completed thesis have both provided challenging and potentially transformative 

experiences in their own right. The project thus contributes to both practical and academic 

knowledge through the exploration and analysis of the largely unexplored area of lay 

engagement with the Gospels. As such I hope that it will provide outcomes for those 

concerned with education and discipleship in the Diocese of Adelaide, and hopefully will 

inspire others to investigate this neglected but increasingly important area of knowledge. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview of the project 

This thesis will investigate the knowledge and understanding of the Gospels1, and the 

impact of that knowledge and understanding, on the lives of Anglican lay people in the 

Diocese of Adelaide in South Australia.2 Gospel knowledge here refers to knowledge of 

the content of the Gospels by which readers come to know and follow Jesus. Gospel un-

derstanding refers to how what is known about the content is interpreted and yields mean-

ing which shapes Christian lives.3 The impact of that knowledge will be investigated ac-

cording to what transformation that knowledge and understanding brings in their own 

Christian lives and the extent to which their active discipleship4 brings transformation 

within their various communities. The project will also investigate respondents’ assess-

ment of their engagement with Jesus and the Gospel story, and whether and in what ways 

they believe it could be more powerful or transformative. 

The context of the proposed research 

As an Anglican priest in various South Australian rural and city contexts for thirty years, 

I have encountered repeated patterns of disengagement between the Gospels and the life 

                                                 

1 In this thesis, the words ‘Gospel’ and ‘Gospels’ are used to refer substantively to the four Gospels and 

adjectivally to qualify a noun as being related to the four Gospels: e.g.,, the phrase ‘Gospel literacy’ refers 

to literacy in the content and understanding of the four Gospels. ‘Gospel story’ refers to the story contained 

in the four Gospels and not to the good news in general (gospel) proclaimed in the New Testament. The 

latter use will be designated where intended using the word ‘gospel’.  

2 The composition of the laity of the Diocese is not self-evident. It could refer for instance to self-identified 

Anglicans (e.g.,, those who identify as Anglican in the Census), church-attending Anglicans, those who 

attend Anglican churches, all baptised Anglicans or those who play some sort of more active role. For this 

project the laity, despite its moment-to-moment fluidity, is taken to mean those who are validly recorded 

on parish rolls and are thus attending church at least on a minimal basis.  

3 The Parable of the Sower at Matthew 13.3 – 9 and the interpretation, presumably from the early church, 

at Matthew 13.18 – 23 is a good example of both the distinction between content and interpretation and the 

derivation of meaning from content. 

4 The word ‘discipleship’ is used in this thesis to denote the very limited idea of verbal interaction. It is a 

convenient term which is readily understood in the sense of ‘reaching out’ to influence, in this case with 

respect to the Gospels. For a helpful summary of the complexity and detail of the term see R. L Walton, 

“Ordinary Discipleship”, in Exploring Ordinary Theology: Everyday Christian Believing and the Church, 

ed., J. Astley and L.J. Francis (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2013), 179.  
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of discipleship in many people I have pastored. This disengagement has included an ob-

served lack of knowledge of the Gospels, inability to understand much of the Gospels 

except at a literal level, and a lack of transformed lives based on that knowledge and 

understanding. 

The life and the message of Jesus are central to Christian commitment and practice. His 

relevance in any real and formative sense, other than as a good man who might inspire a 

reasonable person to live a good life, rather than the sacrificial and counter-cultural life 

that Jesus himself lived, has arguably been lost as far as I have noted in my extensive 

parish experience. My observation is that many people struggle to engage with Biblical, 

and particularly, Gospel content. That is, they seem to have only a superficial knowledge 

of the people, stories and flow of the Biblical and Gospel texts. This lack of transforming 

knowledge is evident in both comments offered and questions asked in many parish con-

texts. Many parishioners struggle to find ways of bringing faith in Jesus portrayed in the 

Gospels into an intentional and transformed orientation to life and a capacity to share their 

Christian convictions with family, friends and community connections. Whilst there 

could be many reasons contributing to this situation, I believe one important reason is that 

many cradle Anglicans have been brought up and schooled in the things of the church 

rather than in following Jesus.5 Felten and Proctor note in the American context (although 

it is not too difficult to imagine a similar statement relating to other contexts): 

…many churches have warped Jesus’ life-transforming call to ‘follow 

me’ into a smorgasbord of methods for achieving wealth, health, and 

victory in a few painless and mindlessly easy steps.6  

For all committed Christians, Scripture is the fundamental and essential source of 

knowledge of many dimensions of the Missio Dei, including the Christian story of salva-

tion and Jesus the Messiah. Whilst the creeds may provide statements of Christian belief 

and some ontological understanding of Jesus’ relationship to God, it is the Gospel story 

that provides the foundational requirements for following Jesus and living a Jesus-centred 

                                                 

5 This contrast, for example, is indicated in the difference between the creed and one’s baptismal promises. 

The former is a church-originated statement of correct belief, the latter an action plan for following Jesus, 

arising from the Gospels. Most Anglicans can recite the former with a little help; my experience is that very 

few can list the four simple baptismal promises at all, viz, I turn to Christ, I repent of my sins, I reject selfish 

living and all that is false and unjust, I renounce Satan and all the works of evil. It has been my pastoral 

practice to challenge and encourage members to say their baptismal promises often if not daily.  

6 D. Felten and J. Procter-Murphy, Living the Questions: The Wisdom of Progressive Christianity (New 

York: HarperCollins, 2012), 4.  

 



3 

 

life. Clines recognizes this in one of his recommendations for the use of the Bible (Gos-

pels) in the Church: 

The church needs some new language for speaking about the Bible. It 

needs a language of function rather than ontology. It needs to be con-

ceiving the Bible [Gospels] as an agent of human transformation rather 

than as a rule-book.7 

In relation to Bible reading practices, Dr Village poses the significant question: “Is Bib-

lical knowledge essential, or merely helpful, for ordinary Christians?”8 I would maintain 

that Gospel knowledge is essential if the Christian is to be an active and committed fol-

lower of Jesus (i.e. disciple) rather than primarily a ‘member’ of the Church. In a more 

focused way, Ann Christie writes: 

Only by becoming familiar with the Gospel stories, sayings and actions 

can Christians begin to learn what Jesus’ model of loving is. If there is 

no engagement with the Gospels, then the principle of love loses the 

radicality Jesus brought to it. Following the Golden Rule – do to others 

as you would have them do to you – is not the same as modelling one’s 

life on the radical ethic of Jesus and his pattern of self-giving love.9 

Equally the traditions of the Church which have developed through its history offer, at 

their best, helpful contextual examples of and insights into living the Christian or Jesus-

centred life, but these are not primary material. It is also true that the Bible can be read in 

many ways10 including for its devotional and mystical knowledge of God. Many read the 

Bible for daily insight without having or needing cognitive knowledge of the content, 

formation and detailed meaning of the Biblical text. Read only at this level or in this way, 

however, I suspect the Gospel story leads infrequently to the transformation of life which 

it could and should but rather to a ‘daily wisdom for living’ modus operandi. R.R. Meyers 

notes, “The earliest metaphors of the gospel speak of discipleship as transformation 

through an alternative community and the reversal of conventional wisdom.”11 

                                                 

7 D.J.A. Clines, The Bible and the Modern World (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press Limited, 2005), 91.  

Clines offers ten significantly helpful ‘Thoughts on the Use of the Bible in the Church’. 

8 Andrew Village, The Bible and Lay People: An Empirical Approach to Ordinary Hermeneutics. (Alder-

shot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2007), 4. 

9 A. Christie, “Jesus as Exemplar”, in Exploring Ordinary Theology: Everyday Christian Believing and the 

Church, ed. J. Astley and L.J. Francis, (Adlershot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2013), 79. 

10 Examples would include reading for comfort in the face of distress and reading for guidance in difficult 

situations. See G. Jenks and J. H. Ellens, The Once and Future Bible: An Introduction to the Bible for 

Religious Progressives (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 2011), 32-34, for further examples. 

11 R.R. Myers, Saving Jesus from the Church: How to Stop Worshipping Christ and Start Following Jesus 

(New York: HarperCollins, 2010), 14. 
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This lack of knowledge and consequent lack of understanding of the story in the Gospels 

seems to be linked to the ways in which they are interpreted. One of my concerns, for 

example, is my observation that many Anglicans still see and read the Gospel narratives 

as quite literal and factual accounts of Jesus' life12 with little or no understanding of the 

interpretive and other-than-literal meaning dimensions of these documents.13 I have even 

been seriously accused by a priest colleague of undermining simple faith by portraying 

the Gospels as other than literal pictures.14 

Another of my concerns for the faithful following of the Gospels in living a truly Christian 

life is illustrated by the way that I have seen more than a few congregational Anglicans 

accord with a questionable activity or attitude in society when it preserves their own sense 

of personal comfort. There is all too often a lack of committed appreciation that Christians 

are the very ones who are expected to behave otherwise. Jesus is a radical and counter 

cultural figure who issues a challenge to not only live according to certain tenets but also 

to challenge the status-quo where there is injustice or wrong-doing.15 Understood this way 

it is important for genuine followers of Jesus to show other members of their community 

and society a different possibility for life and living. Indeed many Anglicans, in my ex-

perience, have been happy to relapse into social conformity in the face of controversy or 

confrontation.16 In her Church of England context Ann Christie notes a similar effect in 

                                                 

12A. Village, The Bible and Lay People, 70. As he develops a typology of literalism Andrew Village com-

ments that “… literalism is the ‘default’ position of those who have a church background but little educa-

tion.” A literal understanding of Biblical stories is also held by most Americans. See "Most Take Bible 

Stories Literally," Christian Century 121, no. 5 (2004). See, however, David Walker, "The Religious 

Beliefs and Attitudes of Rural Anglican Churchgoers: Weekly and Occasional Attendees," Rural Theology 

8, no. 2 (2011): 169 where he “…suggests strongly that biblical literalism is a minority position among 

both frequent and infrequent Anglican churchgoers.” 

13 One extreme example was the fundamental disillusionment, and recriminatory words, including a threat 

of resignation, of a long-term member (and leading office holder) of a rural congregation on the basis of a 

very basic presentation of the redactional nature of the Gospels.  

14 Village, The Bible and Lay People, 73, where he points to the acute dilemma of the trained minister 

seeking to minister to congregations with no background in Biblical scholarship.  

15 C. Ashton and J. Nicholls, A Faith Worth Sharing? A Church Worth Joining? (London: Darton, Longman 

and Todd, 1995), 31. Referring to the Church of England, the author writes, “The Church, instead of being 

fashioned according to the standards given by Christ, has allowed itself to be formed by prevailing secular 

influences.” and “As a Church we need to be very clear that our main business is to be the kind of commu-

nity through which people can always find Christ, which challenges its members to true discipleship…” 

16 Felten and Procter-Murphy, Living the Questions, 213, citing Thomas Merton, “The great tragedy of our 

age is the fact that there are so many godless Christians. Christians, that is, whose religion is a matter of 

pure conformity and expediency.” 
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the ‘culturally accommodated’ version of Christianity.17 She attributes this effect to laity 

not paying much attention to the text because they already think they know what the Bible 

(Gospels) teaches already and thus don’t use the Gospels self-consciously to inform per-

sonal spirituality. For Christie, this contributes to the failure to make connections between 

their own story and the story of Jesus. There is nothing necessarily wrong with this if the 

attender is simply interested in the communal aspects of church-going and its social ac-

tivities.18 But if this is where the commitment finishes then the Gospel is not being lived 

out by those who aspire to discipleship. An example of such limitations is the researcher’s 

repeated observation of the reversion to prejudice and emotion in even simple discussions 

of unsettled questions such as those of euthanasia and gay marriage. It is disappointing to 

witness again and again a lack of discipline and awareness in bringing Jesus to difficult 

life and personal/interpersonal situations, and vice-versa. In terms of challenging the sta-

tus quo, as a religious reformer Jesus was primarily focused on the needs and situations 

of those persons and institutions who were not living in God’s sight or not leading the life 

that he believed they could be. 

A further observation of this phenomenon is the reluctance many Anglicans have in of-

fering even simple testimony to their faith.19 I have rarely heard lay Anglicans make state-

ments in public about what they believe, why they believe it and what difference it makes 

to everyday life and living. Writing in the Australian Anglican context Caroline Miley 

states, “Marked lack of enthusiasm for spreading the Gospel is a conspicuous feature of 

the Anglican church…”20 There may be complex reasons for this lack, including the nat-

ural reticence which many Anglicans seem to have. Could that reluctance, be due, at least 

in part, to the apparent difficulty many have in addressing difficult questions in even a 

                                                 

17 A. Christie, Ordinary Christology: Who do You Say I Am? Answers from the Pews (Aldershot: Ashgate 

Publishing Ltd, 2012), 178-179.  

18 It is interesting to note the ‘Adelaide Assembly’ which seeks to cater to people on exactly this basis of a 

communal Sunday morning gathering centred on music and speakers and social activity without any reli-

gious content. Their charter is:  

The Sunday Assembly is a godless congregation that celebrates life. Our motto: live bet-

ter, help often, wonder more. Our mission: to help everyone find and fulfil their full potential. 

Our vision: a godless congregation in every town, city and village that wants one.  

http://adelaide.sundayassembly.com/about/. Accessed November 12, 2016. 

19 Ashton and Nicholls, A Faith Worth Sharing, 31. “The Church, perhaps especially the Church of England, 

must face the fact that it has failed to proclaim the Gospel.” 

20 C. Miley, The Suicidal Church: Can the Anglican Church be Saved? (Sydney: Pluto Press Australia, 

2002), 110.  

http://adelaide.sundayassembly.com/about/
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basic way because of a lack of knowledge and understanding of the story and person of 

Jesus who is, or should be, central to their faith? 

The Bible is the prime source and major yardstick by which what is claimed to be Chris-

tian can be tested. That is, knowledge and understanding of the Gospel story in its context, 

content and meaning is crucial for Christian identity, formation and activity in personal 

life and the wider world. Lives are transformed through relationship with the living pres-

ence of Jesus founded on the Spirit, a presence which is necessarily mediated and assisted 

through knowledge of and engagement with the Jesus recorded in the Gospels. 

Regarding a perceived lack of lay Gospel literacy, I have become aware of a growing 

interest in the state of lay literacy in many churches. I have consequently become aware 

of the lack of an explanation of what constitutes Gospel literacy, and also the lack of any 

empirical data on lay Bible/Gospel literacy, especially in the Australian context. In this 

project, I will respond to significant gaps in knowledge about and understanding of these 

issues, seeking to define transformative Gospel literacy and using this definition to ex-

plore via survey and interview the knowledge, understanding and application of the Gos-

pels to lay lives in the Diocese of Adelaide. 

The proposed research 

An examination of literature related to the knowledge, understanding and application of 

the Gospels by lay people reveals significant gaps in what is known and understood about 

the issues above. As will emerge in Chapter 3, I have been unable to locate: 

• any empirical studies which seek to gauge knowledge of the content of the Gos-

pels. 

• any survey instruments which are designed to assess lay knowledge of the content 

of the Gospels. 

• any definition of Gospel literacy. Many explanations of Biblical literacy, how-

ever, offer insight into this gap.21 

                                                 

21 As I deal with many references to ‘Biblical literacy’ I will indicate my belief that the use of that term by 

other author(s) includes particularly Gospel literacy by including the word Gospel(s) in brackets, and in 

square brackets where the inclusion is in a quotation. This preserves the integrity, intention and context of 

the original but indicates my extended or particularized understanding of the reference as being valid for 

my purposes in relation to Gospels. 
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• any studies in the Australian context which examine discipleship in relation to 

demographic factors or knowledge and understanding of the Gospels. 

• any survey instruments investigating the state of discipleship in the Australian 

context. 

In the absence of any significant literature from the Australian context, a review of rele-

vant material from the Church of England and churches in the USA will provide in Chap-

ter 3 a broad picture of engagement with Scripture in a western context.  

A number of Anglican sources indicate a lack of serious Biblical knowledge and under-

standing among Anglican lay people.22 In the wider context, the Report of the Anglican 

Communion ‘Bible in the Life of the Church’ Project (BiLC) (titled ‘Deep Engagement, 

Fresh Discovery’) clearly acknowledges the current lack of Biblical (Gospel) literacy.23 

In the Australian context, Anglican Primate Archbishop Phillip Aspinall in his Brisbane 

Synod Presidential Address of 2012 made a major statement on the place of the Bible in 

the life of the Anglican Church and individual Anglicans. He identifies Biblical use and 

application as being a particular area of weakness in this statement: 

Across over 50 parishes, the two NCD questions that emerge with the 

lowest score time and time again concern the Bible:  

• The Bible is a powerful guide for me in the decisions of every-

day life (Q.72); and  

• I enjoy reading the Bible on my own (Q.84).24  

In a highly relevant reference to this project Archbishop Aspinall stated in his Foreword 

to Jenks and Ellen’s recent book: 

                                                 

22 I need to make it clear that Anglican laity by and large are a warm, generous, loving and wonderful group 

of people who it has been a privilege to know and have as major contributors to my life. The single and 

narrow topic of this thesis is not about Anglican laity in general but about their engagement with the Gos-

pels. 

23 Report on the ‘Bible in the Life of the Church Project’ titled Deep Engagement, Fresh Discovery. 

http://www.anglicancommunion.org/ministry/theological/Bible/docs/pdf/FULL.pdf. Accessed on August 

25, 2013. In his forward to the report Rowan Williams, until recently Archbishop of Canterbury, com-

mented:  

Sadly, many churches will acknowledge that their people do not have the habit of familiarity with 

the Bible that they need, or that their Bible reading is restricted to the bits they like and know already. 

One of the things that I personally hope this project will help us develop in the Communion is a 

wider and fuller Biblical [Gospel] literacy. 

24 P. Aspinall, Presidential Address to Synod 2012. http://anglicanbrisbane.org.au/wp-content/ blogs.dir 

/1/files/2012/10/Synod-Presidential-Address1.pdf, Accessed on September 24, 2013. NCD stands for 

Natural Church Development. 

 

http://www.anglicancommunion.org/ministry/theological/Bible/docs/pdf/FULL.pdf
http://anglicanbrisbane.org.au/wp-content/%20blogs.dir%20/1/files/2012/10/Synod-Presidential-Address1.pdf
http://anglicanbrisbane.org.au/wp-content/%20blogs.dir%20/1/files/2012/10/Synod-Presidential-Address1.pdf
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Few Anglicans in Brisbane have any depth of knowledge of the 

Bible; few read or study the Bible [Gospels] regularly; and most of 

us have little sense of encountering the reality of God in and 

through Scripture. Consequently, few Anglicans can speak pas-

sionately about their experience of God or feel comfortable speak-

ing about their faith with others.25 

Archbishop Aspinall's Synod Presidential Report and the Report of the Anglican Com-

munion with its concern about the future of Bible engagement taken together highlight 

the need for active interest in the state of Gospel knowledge and understanding and en-

couragement in discipleship amongst the laity.  

With the decline of mainline churches26 I believe discipleship and following Jesus will 

wax, in much the way that it did in the earliest years of the Jesus movement, as our ac-

customed institutional church structures wane.27 Anglican priest Kenneth Leech says that 

“a renewed spirituality must be a Kingdom spirituality, a spirituality of the fulfilment of 

God’s transforming work in human history. In this spirituality, the figure of Jesus will be 

central and there will be a need to follow his teaching and to enter into his vision.”28 The 

same belief stood behind the ‘Jesus: All about Life’29 campaign, which was based on the 

observation that whilst the churches were declining, interest in Jesus – what he did, what 

he stood for and what he offered – was not.30 This increasing movement towards following 

Jesus31 will I believe be Bible/Gospel centred, and a focus on leading people towards a 

                                                 

25 Jenks and Ellens, The Once and Future Bible, Foreword. 

26 Hugh Mackay, Beyond Belief (Sydney: Pan Macmillan Australia, 2016), Kindle Edition. 121-125. “Alt-

hough 61 percent of Australians … still tick ‘Christian’ in the national census, only about 15 percent attend 

church once a month or more often, and regular weekly attenders are down to about 8 percent of the popu-

lation… Those figures need to be put in the context of a steady rise in the number of people reporting ‘no 

religion’ in the census, now standing at 22 percent of Australians.”  

27 Jenks and Ellens, The Once and Future Bible, 193-194. They present a credible but brief outline of a 

future shape of the church. 

28 K. Leech, The Eye of the Storm: Spiritual Resources for the Pursuit of Justice  (Darton, Longman and 

Todd, 1992). 

29 P. Downey and Salier. B, Jesus: All About Life, (Bible Society NSW, 2009). The campaign sought to 

bring the message of the Gospel to the Australian community using the media as the catalyst for city-wide 

evangelistic ministry with the local church as the delivery point. The challenge was to present articles of 

Christian faith as powerful truths‚ without implying that they are either unique or exclusive, providing non-

threatening encouragement and constructive facilitation for personal interactions between non-Christians 

and Christians. http://www.biblesociety.org.au/jesus-all-about-life Accessed October 3, 2016. 

30http://www.biblesociety.org.au/jesus-all-about-life. Accessed October 10, 2016. Bible Society NSW car-

ried out research which revealed that “Christianity is widely rejected by most non-Christians as an anach-

ronistic and undesirably rigid set of doctrines‚ while the Church is widely regarded as an old-fashioned 

organisation that is guilty of failing to live up to its own ideals of tolerance‚ forgiveness and humility.”  

31 This claim is made in the sense of the clearly decreasing numbers of church-attending Anglicans in the 

Diocesan and Australian Anglican context and the evidence for a greater number who directly or indirectly 

 

http://www.biblesociety.org.au/jesus-all-about-life
http://www.biblesociety.org.au/jesus-all-about-life.%20Accessed%20October%2010
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mature and competent knowledge and understanding of the Gospels will become more 

and more important over time.  

A starting point for serious engagement with the Gospels is the discovery of what is 

known of the content and interpretation of the Gospels, and what influence the Gospels 

are actually exercising in Anglican lives in the Adelaide Diocese. This thesis sets out to 

contribute to that starting point. It is a descriptive and exploratory thesis which tests no 

proposition but seeks only to paint a picture of Gospel knowledge and engagement in the 

Diocese of Adelaide. This exploration and description will be guided by the notion of 

transformative Gospel literacy. This ‘lens’ will provide the basis for developing, selecting 

and justifying the data questions32 to explore the Research Questions. This task of discov-

ery thus calls for:  

• a clear explanation of Gospel literacy and the development of a definition and 

explanation of transformative Gospel literacy. 

• the development of fully documented quantitative data questions rigorously de-

rived from this definition. 

• the development of a quantitative research instrument based on those data ques-

tions to determine what is known and understood about the Gospels and the state 

of discipleship. 

• the development of a qualitative research instrument to complement and supple-

ment the quantitative survey.  

 

                                                 

still own the Christian philosophy which Jesus expounded. Hugh McKay in his book Beyond Belief states 

this situation as:  

“…there is a growing band of ‘cultural Christians’, too – people who observe the Christian festivals, sign 

up, broadly speaking, to Christian values, admire Jesus of Nazareth as a prophet, teacher and exemplar 

(emphasis added), send their children to Christian schools, but profess no faith in a supernatural God. They 

may well describe their Christianity as a philosophy rather than a religion.” Mackay, Hugh. Beyond Belief 

(Kindle Locations 2452-2455). Pan Macmillan Australia. Kindle Edition. This conviction is echoed 

strongly in the recent book by S.C. Devenish, Ordinary Saints: Lessons in the Art of Giving Away Your Life  

(Cascade Books, 2017), 2, where Devenish writes “…the ‘Way’ of Jesus is now itself in need of revitali-

zation. The parable of the healing water illustrates how Christianity’s life-giving gospel began to lose its 

strength when it became swallowed up by big-R institutional religion.” 

32 The term ‘data questions’ will be used consistently to distinguish the questionnaire items from the Re-

search Questions and to remind the reader that these are the questions which are designed to yield raw data 

for analysis.  
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The basic research questions 

Through the lens of transformative Gospel literacy and based on queries arising from my 

personal ministry experience in the Diocese, the project will investigate and evaluate the 

knowledge and understanding of Jesus and the Gospels by a representative group of lay 

Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide in the early 21st Century. It will also gauge the 

impact of their knowledge and understanding of the Gospels on their own Christian lives 

and their lives of discipleship.  

The four Research Questions are:33 

1. What do lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide know about Jesus and the con-

tent of the Gospels? 

2. How do lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide understand and comprehend 

Jesus and the Gospels? 

3. In what way does their knowledge and understanding of the Gospels make a dif-

ference in their own lives?  

4. In what way do their lives of discipleship based on the Gospels make a difference 

in the lives of others? 

In differentiating between knowledge and understanding of the NT and Gospels I intend 

to determine what is known of the written content (which I am calling knowledge) of the 

material and after that in what ways the story told in the Gospels is comprehended (which 

I am calling understanding).34  

Research design and methodology 

I intend to obtain information required to answer the Research Questions by employing a 

cross sectional research design using a mixed methods approach based on quantitative 

                                                 

33 The capitalized ‘Research Questions’ is used from this point on to denote the particular research questions 

which are the subject of this investigation. Research questions as a general category is denoted as ‘research 

questions’. 

34 I understand that most if not all lay Anglicans can read the words of the Gospel. It is well known, how-

ever, that children can be taught to interpret and articulate the sounds related to marks on a page but have 

no idea of what they mean as a sentence or thought structure. I am reminded of the Comprehension Question 

on the Year 12 English Expression paper which I sat in 1964, which was expressly included to check that 

the student could assign value to individual words and also assign meaning to the various formations of 

words including clauses, sentences, paragraphs and passages.  
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survey and qualitative interview techniques.35 The basic instruments will be a sixty-nine-

item questionnaire in four sections, and an eight-question interview. The fundamental aim 

of using a mixed methods strategy is that the data from both approaches will illuminate 

each other and consequently paint a picture of significant breadth and depth, not just 

breadth which might be obtained by quantitative survey or depth which might be obtained 

by qualitative interview.36  

I anticipate making descriptive and analytical statements and assessments in Chapters 6, 

7 and 9 based on the questionnaire and interview data. In the final chapter I will collect, 

relate and evaluate the quantitative and qualitative findings and indicate areas for both 

further research and for consideration towards action by the Diocese. The essence of the 

project is exploration, description and analysis leading to possible direction for further 

action. 

Key components of the project 

The project will be presented in ten chapters including the introductory chapter. 

1. Chapter 2 will present a review of academic and other literature relating to trans-

formation and Gospel literacy leading to the development of the key concept of 

transformative Gospel literacy which underpins the project. This definition will 

be later used to provide a basis for developing questions for the quantitative and 

qualitative questionnaires to explore the Research Questions and in the last chap-

ter for providing some assessment of the Gospel literacy of lay Anglicans in Ad-

elaide.  

2. Chapter 3 will present a review of empirical and survey material which might be 

illustrative for and helpful to the project. The tasks required to investigate each 

Research Question will determine what literature will be reviewed. The basic Re-

search Questions outlined in Chapter 1 will be stated in more detail with the tasks 

required for the investigation indicating the relevant literature to be explored.  

                                                 

35 The research design and methodology is explained and justified in Chapter 4. 

36 J. W. Creswell, and V. L. P. Clark, Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research (Thousand Oaks: 

SAGE Publications, 2011), 9.  
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3. Chapter 4 outlines the methodology and mixed-method design which is used to 

investigate the Research Questions. The design of the enquiry is described and 

justified and the theory for the conduct of the survey and interviews described. 

4. Following on from the proposed definition of transformative Gospel literacy, 

Chapter 5 describes the development of a comprehensive quantitative survey in-

strument addressing the four Research Questions. Four sections are developed, 

and reasons are offered for the inclusion of each question. The questions are fur-

ther grouped into six unique indices related to Gospel knowledge and discipleship. 

These indices are described and explained and allow a more detailed view of the 

univariate data and wider contingency analysis. 

5. Chapter 6 describes the analysis of results of the quantitative survey in relation to 

Research Questions 1 and 2. This includes univariate analysis of the survey data 

and bivariate analysis to discern factors which affect Gospel knowledge and un-

derstanding. It also contains the development of a Gospel Knowledge Index which 

yields some indication of the state of knowledge of the content of the Gospels by 

the sample of lay Adelaide Anglicans. In respect of Research Question 2, a further 

index is developed based on more traditional or less traditional understanding of 

the Gospels.  

6. Chapter 7 describes the analysis of results in relation to Research Questions 3 and 

4. This analysis includes description of the state of Gospel engagement and disci-

pleship within the Diocese of Adelaide, and exploration of the factors which affect 

the part played by the Gospels in their lives and their discipleship.  

7. Chapter 8 includes the reasoning behind and derivation of the qualitative inter-

view questions which are based on the four Research Questions and particular 

findings from the quantitative survey. The administration of the interviews is de-

scribed.  

8. Chapter 9 contains the analysis of responses to the qualitative interview questions 

and the relating of this analysis to the Research Questions and quantitative results. 

9. The concluding chapter (Chapter 10) will provide a summary of the project, out-

line conclusions and relate the outcomes of the project to the reasons for the re-



13 

 

search nominated in Chapter 1. This chapter will include the highlighting of par-

ticular findings of interest and suggest further possibilities for research and inves-

tigation.  

The value of the project 

My comprehensive survey of empirical literature will reveal a failure to discover any 

significant research of lay knowledge and understanding of the Gospels and their role in 

lived Christian lives within the Australian context. Consequently, this thesis will seek to 

address these gaps with the following initial contributions, which include: 

• insights into how the Gospels are known, understood and applied by a representa-

tive group of Australian Anglicans, 

• a contribution to the tapestry which the Report of the ‘Bible in the Life of the 

Church’ Anglican Communion Project entitled Deep Engagement, Fresh Discov-

ery is seeking to weave. That is, this thesis will offer one micro project and its 

detail to complement the global ‘Bible in the Life of the Church’ Project (BiLC) 

by offering insights into a particular Diocese which might be instructive for other 

Dioceses and churches. 

• the development of an initial rigorous notion of transformative Gospel literacy 

derived from analysis of scripture, confessional documents and academic writing 

in the area.  

• the development and validation of survey and interview instruments which may 

be of assistance to other researchers of lay Gospel knowledge and understanding. 

These could then facilitate further work in this important area of Christian life, 

living and engagement in Australian society and an increasingly pluralistic world.  

• information about Gospel usage and significance in the lives of Adelaide Angli-

cans to further Diocesan educational initiatives and so assist in the increasing post-

Christendom focus on following Jesus rather than ‘doing church’. 
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• a contribution to the emerging challenge of ordinary theology to conduct empiri-

cal investigation into lay belief and practice, and employment of the tools of social 

science to the investigation of lived Christian experience.37  

Successful completion of this thesis will be of academic interest to a range of researchers 

and institutions concerned with the concept of Gospel literacy and the place of the Gos-

pels and the story of Jesus in the life of Christians. I hope it will offer encouragement for 

the Diocese of Adelaide and similar Anglican dioceses to further explore discipleship 

initiatives.  

Before addressing the four Research Questions, however, I need to:  

• develop and explain the notion of transformative Gospel literacy which provides 

the lens through which the Research Questions are addressed and the literacy of 

Anglican laity in Adelaide explored.  

• explore what empirical and survey work has been done in this area previously.  

• outline and justify a methodology foundational for the construction/development 

of the two questionnaires and for the analysis used to achieve insight into the Re-

search Questions.  

To these tasks I now turn in Chapters 2, 3 and 4.   

                                                 

37 J. Astley, “The Analysis, Investigation and Application of Ordinary Theology,” in Exploring Ordinary 

Theology: Everyday Christian Believing and the Church, ed J. Astley and L.J. Francis (Aldershot: Ashgate 

Publishing Ltd, 2013), 4, where Astley writes: 

“…empirical studies which report either rich qualitative data derived from small samples, or more 

representative analyses based on quantitative data from larger populations. We must welcome this 

work; the church needs much more of it.” 

This need is further underwritten in the same volume at page 180 where Ann Christie writes “…without 

further empirical work it is difficult to know how the story of Jesus does impact on ordinary believers’ 

attitudes, values and behaviour.” and on page 187, where Roger Walton writes “There is a need to tackle 

ordinary discipleship more ‘head on’, and explore some of the questions about belief and practice with 

ordinary disciples at greater length and in greater depth.”  
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CHAPTER 2 

 TRANSFORMATIVE GOSPEL LITERACY  

Introduction 

Before outlining and justifying a methodology and developing the instruments for gaining 

relevant information comes the need to explain and develop the theoretical background 

and key concepts which will guide the practical aspects of the project. It is also necessary 

to develop key definitions and survey key literature relevant to Gospel literacy. This chap-

ter sets out to examine the two key concepts of transformation and Gospel literacy. 

Firstly, I will explore transformation as a primary aim38 of Biblical and Gospel literacy 

and establish an Anglican and Diocesan context. This task necessitates explanation of the 

notion of transformation, an examination of the Gospel background of transformation and 

its place in Anglican lay lives. Secondly, of key importance is the concept of Gospel 

Literacy.39 An examination of Gospel literacy will include the notion of literacy and a 

review of academic examination of Bible and Gospel literacy. From these two explora-

tions, I will develop a concept of transformative Gospel literacy which will  provide a 

guide for developing the data questions and for comments on the state of Gospel literacy 

in the Diocese. 

Transformation 

An important aim of this thesis captured in Research Questions 3 and 4 is to probe 

whether or not respondents’ knowledge and understanding of the Gospels makes a differ-

ence in their own lives and, through them, in the lives of others. Have the Gospels made 

a difference to them? Do the Gospels affect their daily lives and decision-making? Do 

they bring the Gospels into the lives of others in significant ways? Traditionally these 

activities/changes/differences have been referred to as transformation. It is an aim of this 

                                                 

38 Joseph V. Crockett, "Engaging Scripture in Everyday Situations: An Interactive Perspective That 

Examines Psychological and Social Processes of Individuals as They Engage Scripture Texts," Black 

Theology: An International Journal 3, no. 1 (2005): 99, where he states that the primary goal of Scripture 

engagement is deliberative thought and continuous pledges of allegiance. 

39 Whilst much has been written on Biblical literacy, very little has been found directly written on Gospel 

literacy. The Gospels are generally taken as a genre within the Bible or New Testament  
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project to examine transformation in the lives of lay Adelaide Anglicans through their 

Gospel experience.  

Background to transformation 

Transformation in its most basic sense is simply change whether in form, appearance, na-

ture, or character, from one state to another. Transformation of the human creature is, 

however, a complex matter. There are many possible dimensions of transformation and 

many factors which play a part in any transformational movement. It is acknowledged that 

psychological, spiritual, intellectual, emotional and social factors will play their part in 

any personal transformation. Questions arise as to what actually constitutes a transforma-

tive movement and how transformation is detected and assessed. In relation to factors 

leading to transformation, the Gospels are only part of a complex whole. For the purpose 

of this project, transformation in general is taken as the change of attitude or belief (which 

may be demonstrated by action or activity) leading to a changed or different way of living. 

It will be consistent with the teachings and example of Jesus shown in the Gospels, not-

withstanding the ever-present smaller and larger shortfalls associated with our human be-

haviour. In concrete terms, whilst transformation cannot be defined, in the context of liv-

ing the Christian life it can be characterized as including one or more of: 

• movement from the values of the world associated with power, wealth, per-

sonal success to the values of the Kingdom associated with service, sacrifice 

and the neighbour. 

• growth in agapaic love, care and compassion. 

• willingness to trust increasingly in God’s care and growth, resolving to follow 

Jesus through sacrifice and suffering. 

Change can be rapid or slow, partial or complete. In the New Testament context radical 

transformation as pictured in Chapter 21 of Revelation can be related to the whole entity 

and take place instantaneously – the apocalyptic hope of massive change for the better 

and specially in the face of overwhelming threat. Gradual change, the paradigm of change 

more associated in a Biblical sense with the urgings of the OT prophets, is the more com-
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mon way of change for human beings in their lives. In this thesis, the focus is on trans-

formation in people’s lived daily lives.40 In asking appropriate ‘transformational’ ques-

tions (questions seeking to ascertain some aspect of change associated with Jesus and/or 

the Gospels in lay Anglicans’ lives), it may be possible to ascertain in what ways and 

measures respondents associate aspects of change in their lives because of the Gospels. I 

would assert that this is a practical way to make any assessment of personal transfor-

mation given that a fully ethnographic approach would always leave open the question of 

which factors might have brought about any observed change. The genuineness, perma-

nence and detail of such self-acknowledged change, however, will remain beyond this 

questionnaire based exploration. 

Transformation is at least one if not the prime motif of Jesus’ ministry. Jesus comes pro-

claiming the Kingdom of God, which is essentially a different way of being and behaving 

which stands in direct contrast to the usual motivations such as greed and fear which 

motivate so much human behaviour in our world. That is, Jesus comes proclaiming the 

need to change, to live and behave in a different way, which is to turn to God, to live a 

truly and fully human life. The proclamation is symbolized directly in the transforming 

activity which the Gospel writers portray being carried out by Jesus. Jesus preaches 

change or transformation in, for example, the parables in general and of the Kingdom in 

particular. A classic example is the parable of the leaven found in Luke 13.20 and Mat-

thew 13.33:  

To what shall I compare the Kingdom of God? It is like leaven which a 

woman took and hid in three measures of meal, till it was all leavened. 

Here the leaven or yeast, which is small in quantity, acts on the much greater three 

measures of meal to change that meal into something useful and desirable. The Kingdom 

is likened to the agent of change, which is the leaven and, at a deeper suggestive level, as 

an outcome by which the transformed meal becomes a loaf.  

But it is pre-eminently in his healing, exorcising, miracles and restoration to life that Jesus 

is visibly seen as God’s transforming power. The lives of the possessed and the sick are 

quite literally transformed. A powerful example of this transformation is found in the 

                                                 

40 The theological reality of transformation at baptism in which a baptized person is moved from being not 

a member of the body of Christ/not in receipt of the Spirit into being a member/a recipient of the Spirit, is 

acknowledged, but this project is not seeking to explore other than transformation in the practical or lived 

Christian life.  
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healing of the leper.41 At the immediate level the leper is freed from the physical disfig-

urement and discomfort of leprosy. But the real depth of transformation is the instant 

change from radical exclusion from life with non-afflicted persons to inclusion in the 

religious, social and economic life of the Israelite society in which they found themselves. 

The same can be said of the exorcisms and even at this great distance in time our hearts 

go out to a madman living in chains in a cemetery. We can rejoice at a figure now no 

longer living in restraint, no longer living in a place of the dead and now able to join his 

community and live the fullness (albeit in the shadow of sin) of God’s intention for him.42 

Finally, the miracle of the raising of the widow’s son in the story of the Widow of Nain 

epitomises transformation – from death to life; from all that denies God’s presence to all 

that affirms God’s magnanimity.43 No matter how the story is read, whether literally, sym-

bolically or metaphorically it is by any account a story of radical transformation brought 

about by Jesus.  

The centrality of transformation in Christ is witnessed in the first layer of the New Tes-

tament in Paul’s writings. Paul uses the verb μεταμορφοω in 2 Corinthians 3:18 and Ro-

mans 12:2 and specifically relates it to the Christian life in the latter reference: 

Do not conform to the pattern of this world but be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind. 

Understood in the context of the verse is that the renewal of the mind is the change which 

takes place in accord with the oral witness to Jesus and for later generations the teaching 

offered by the Gospels and indeed the life of Jesus as depicted in the Gospels. The ‘new 

life’ referred to by Paul is none other than the outcome and ongoing reality of this trans-

formation and is a constant and important focus for Paul’s exhortation to his addressees.  

Of the use of the verb μεταμορφοω Behm writes in TDNT:44 

As regards believers, transformation begins already in this life…this is 

not mystical deification but the reattainment of the divine likeness. It 

does not take place by rituals but by the ministry of the Spirit. It is not 

for an elite few but for all Christians. It is not just a hope for the future 

but begins already with the coming of the Spirit as a deposit. It carries 

                                                 

41 Luke 5: 12-16. 

42 Mark 5: 1–20, particularly v 19. 

43 Luke 7: 11–17. 

44 G. Kittel, G. Friedrich, and G.W. Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament: Abridged in 

One Volume  (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1985), 609. 
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with it an imperative (Rom. 12:2). Set in the new aeon, Christians must 

reshape their conduct in accordance with it. This takes place as their 

minds and wills are renewed by the Spirit. 

What takes place in the minds and wills being renewed by the Spirit is the ‘how’ and is 

well put in an unpublished article by Dallas Willard.45 Using the analogues of learning a 

language and the Alcoholics Anonymous twelve steps program, Willard discerns a pattern 

of personal transformation which centres on vision, intention and means. The vision is 

that of our life in the Kingdom of God. Jesus brought the vision - Jesus is the vision. The 

importance and relevance of this analysis for this project is that the vision is mediated 

necessarily through the Gospels. This is not to suggest that personal/spiritual transfor-

mation is principally about ‘knowing’ the Gospels, although for some that will no doubt 

be true. But the deeper truth is that one must engage with the Gospels to engage the vision, 

in whatever way, for themselves. Likewise, the intention is founded in trusting Jesus and 

his teachings, and again engagement with the Gospels is a necessary step. Willard makes 

it clear that personal transformation is based in engaging with Christ which means, for 

us, engaging with the Gospels through the mediation of the Spirit. It needs to be said that 

personal transformation can take place, using Willard’s paradigm of vision, intention and 

means, under other visions than that offered by Christ. We are focused in this thesis on 

Christ/Spirit inspired transformation claimed by those who are Christian, in this case lay 

Anglicans in a particular Diocese. 

A helpful Biblical view of transformation in Christian practice is offered by Felten and 

Proctor-Murphy. 

Both being ‘born again’ and being ‘saved’ suggest one-time, static 

achievements. But the first disciples were called the people on ‘the 

Way,’ suggesting just the opposite: transformation, transition, and 

change – a dynamic way of life.46  

This view is directly supported in the Anglican Communion document ‘Anglicans in Mis-

sion’. The Report states: 

The first Christians were called ‘followers of the Way’. They were a 

transforming force in apostolic times. Their concern was not only to 

‘talk the talk’, but to ‘walk the walk’. Transformation in this light means 

action to establish conditions where wholeness of life may be enjoyed. 

                                                 

45 D. Willard, “Living a Transformed Life Adequate to our Calling” (Unpublished: Prepared for the Au-

gustine Group, 2005). http://www.dwillard.org/articles/artview.asp?artID=119, Accessed May 20, 2016. 

46 Felten and Procter-Murphy, Living the Questions, 215.  

 

http://www.dwillard.org/articles/artview.asp?artID=119


20 

 

While the word ‘development’ might suggest that communities can 

reach a satisfactory level of growth, ‘transformation’ suggests that 

growth does not end – that it continues until “the kingdoms of this world 

become the kingdoms of our God and of his Christ” (Revelation 11:15). 
47 

Whilst transformation can be understood theologically in a number of ways including the 

traditional view expressed of being born again, this project starts from a dynamic this- 

worldly perspective, that “transformative spirituality is about the positive transformation 

of our lives, our relationships and our way of being in the world.”48 In my view Jesus was 

primarily interested in helping people to lead progressively more truly and fully human 

God-centred lives today and tomorrow – lives lived towards, and finally in, the Kingdom 

- rather than achieving a particular status or state, whether in this life or another. Marcus 

Borg captures the idea well: 

The emerging paradigm sees the Christian life as a life of relationship 

and transformation. Being Christian is not about meeting requirements 

for a future reward in an afterlife, and not very much about believing. 

Rather, the Christian life is about a relationship with God that trans-

forms life in the present.49 

Anglican lay people in the Diocese of Adelaide engage with the Gospels presumably to 

live a particular sort of life – the life modelled in the Gospels which leads to peace, love, 

joy, meaning and fulfilment. They do not engage with the Gospels or Bible (or Church for 

that matter) for simple enjoyment like one would with a novel or for general interest as 

one might with a non-fiction work of any sort, but rather for an outcome which we char-

acterize as transformation – moving from something less to something more: living life 

more fully and authentically as against living for worldly goals without intrinsic meaning 

which do not meet the needs of our spiritual. And for any individual to engage with the 

transformative figure and power of Jesus, no matter what their own individual and unique 

context and characteristics might be, they must engage with the Gospels. 

                                                 

47 ANGLICANS IN MISSION: A TRANSFORMING JOURNEY: Report of MISSIO, the Mission Com-

mission of the Anglican Communion, 1999, 6. www.anglicancommunion.org/media/108028/ MISSIO-An-

glicans-in-Mission-1999.pdf. Accessed October 15, 2106.  

48 Ibid., 215. 

49 M. J. Borg, The Heart of Christianity: Rediscovering a Life of Faith, (New York: Harper San Francisco, 

2004), 14.  

 

http://www.anglicancommunion.org/media/108028/%20MISSIO-Anglicans-in-Mission-1999.pdf
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/media/108028/%20MISSIO-Anglicans-in-Mission-1999.pdf
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The importance of transformation as a key ingredient of Anglican thought and practice is 

clearly shown in the ‘Bible in the Life of the Church’ Project and its supporting docu-

ments.50 The project centres on transformation: 

This project…, is an attempt to let the churches of the Communion re-

flect on the ways in which they actually use the Bible – how they read 

it, whom they read it with, what they bring to the reading, what their 

experience is of transformation.51 

The following representative quotations, set in context, are among over twenty-five uses 

of the word ‘transform’ and its cognates: 

From the Foreword by the Archbishop of Canterbury: 

…Anglicans have consistently given Scripture the supreme role of de-

ciding the limits of what can and must be believed; and they have tried 

to listen to Scripture in the expectation of being converted and trans-

formed by the Spirit whose action underlies the words on the page. 

…the living God, whose eternal Word became flesh to reconcile us to 

the Father and transform us by his Spirit.52 

In footnote 5 on page 8, which outlines the Five Marks of Mission of the Anglican Com-

munion, the communal dimension of transformation is made clear in the fourth of the 

Marks: [4] To seek to transform unjust structures of society. 

From the reflections of the South African Regional Group we hear of the external and 

internal dimensions of transformation:  

Some groups tried to move from Bible study to action directly (over the 

environment) but for most it was more like a ‘transformation of con-

sciousness’ which might or might not lead to action in the longer term.53 

The methodology of this Group was based on Contextual Bible Study (CBS) which is 

itself predicated on the outcome of transformation and always has transformation as its 

end-goal.54 In a different group – the North American Regional Group – an interesting 

                                                 

50 In the main ‘Bible in the Life of the Church’ Report and the two major supporting documents – ‘What 

the Anglican Communion has said about the Bible 1 and 2’ – the word transform with cognates appears 26 

times. In all the literature produced in conjunction with the project transform or cognates appear, on simple 

portable document format search, well over 100 times, although not all refer to the transformation of people, 

institutions or structures. 

51 ‘Bible in the Life of the Church.,’ 1. 

52 Ibid., 1. 

53 ‘Bible in the Life of the Church,’ 16. 

54 Ibid., 17-18. CBS is defined as an interactive study of Biblical texts that brings the context of the reader 

and the context of the Bible into dialogue for the sake of transformation. 
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observation was that despite considerable interpretive differences all groups which met 

could “testify to the transformative power of engagement with the Biblical (Gospel) 

text.”55 From the same group an individual summative response said: 

Scripture is God’s Word and has transforming power in people’s lives. 

We need to keep encouraging Anglicans to read and study the Bible 

(Gospels).56 

In these examples, practical engagement with the Bible is clearly seen to lead to transfor-

mation in one way or another. It was interesting to note in the Australian Regional Report 

that discussion was limited to the use and place of the Bible in different theological per-

suasions, and no mention of outcomes, action or transformation was in evidence. Given 

the stated aim of the BiLC Report to gauge the experience of transformation through Bible 

engagement throughout the Communion, there is clearly scope for investigation of the 

transformative power of Bible engagement in the Australian context. 

Further evidence of the Anglican focus on Scripture and transformation is found in many 

official and semi-official Anglican Communion documents. A useful example is found in 

the Anglican Communion covenant, Section One, paragraph 1.2.5 

…Biblical texts are received, read and interpreted faithfully, respect-

fully, comprehensively and coherently, with the expectation that Scrip-

ture continues to illuminate and transform the Church and its members, 

and through them, individuals, cultures and societies.57 

The BiLC Project Steering Group offered, in summary, seven principles derived from the 

body of the Study.58 In elaboration of the sixth we hear: 

The Bible reveals the truth about our journey and the power of the Spirit guides 

us as we deepen our understanding and let it transform our lives over time.59 

Principle 7 itself reads:  

                                                 

55 Ibid., 22. 

56 Ibid., 23. 

57 The full text of the Anglican Communion Covenant can be found at: http://www.anglicancommun-

ion.org/commission/covenant/final/text.cfm. Accessed May 2016. 

58 “What the Anglican Communion has said about the Bible 2: Themes and Principles”. http://www.angli-

cancommunion.org/media/254164/2-Themes-Principles.pdf. Accessed May 3, 2016. This document, 

along with its partner document “What the Anglican Communion has said about the Bible 1: Extracts.” 

provides comprehensive and historical overview of both direct and derived Anglican pronouncements on 

the place and use of Scripture in the Anglican Communion.  

59 Ibid., 8. 

 

http://www.anglicancommunion.org/commission/covenant/final/text.cfm
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/commission/covenant/final/text.cfm
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/media/254164/2-Themes-Principles.pdf%20on%20May3,%202015
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/media/254164/2-Themes-Principles.pdf%20on%20May3,%202015
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We listen to the Scriptures with open hearts and attentive minds accept-

ing their authority for our lives and expecting that we will be trans-

formed and renewed by the continuing work of the Holy Spirit.60 

Finally, the challenge and importance of transformation in Anglicanism is noticeably em-

phasized in the Anglican Communion document MISSIO.61 The document contains over 

seventy references to ‘transform’ and its cognates, and a section titled ‘Mission as Trans-

formation’. While it is more concerned with transformation of institutions, communities, 

society, nations and the created order62, there is clear acknowledgement that personal 

transformation is important albeit not the whole of transformation.  

Diverse Anglican liturgical formularies contain scattered references to transformation, 

especially in collects. The connection between transformation and the future is, however, 

clearly referenced within a national Diocese. At a local level, Ken Morgan, Anglican 

priest and coordinator of Parish Renewal for the Diocese of Melbourne in Australia, 

writes: 

The most fundamental aspect of making the Word of God fully known 

is to be personally transformed by it: the first task of mission is to faith-

fully be our ‘new selves…’63 

Transformation on the basis of the Gospels and under the guidance of the Spirit is a foun-

dational aspect of Anglicanism that cannot be doubted. Research Question 3 seeks to re-

spond to this conviction that transformation is fundamental to genuinely Anglican being 

and living by asking whether the Gospels make a difference or bring change in respond-

ents’ lives.  

Transformation in this thesis 

For this project, transformation is understood as change in either character, attitudes or 

activities towards that which is more Gospel or Christ-centred. It will be gauged through 

respondents’ self-assessment via questionnaire and self-disclosure in interview as to 

whether or not the Gospels have played a significant part in change in their lives, and 

specifically whether the following are, or are not, in evidence: 

                                                 

60 Ibid., 8. 

61 ANGLICANS IN MISSION: A TRANSFORMING JOURNEY. 5. 

62 Ibid., 5. 

63 Ken Morgan, “Credible witness to Christ depends on our own transformation,” The Melbourne Anglican, 

June 2016, 6. 
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• awareness of Jesus in daily life and/or the ordinary events of life, 

• acknowledgment of Jesus as an important influence in shaping character and atti-

tudes, 

• a Jesus-centred perspective when making decisions which have moral or ethical 

implications, 

• awareness of following Jesus’ teachings as portrayed in the Gospels, 

• whether they could be leading more Jesus-centred lives. 

A final and focusing word on transformation is in order. As he laments the modern Amer-

ican inability to speak the language of faith, David Nienhuis pointedly comments that 

Biblical (Gospel) literacy programs need to do more than produce informed quoters - they 

need to produce transformed readers.64 In a specifically Anglican context a similar senti-

ment is found in a statement from Extracts from 2008 Communion, Conflict and Hope65 

- “…the Commission highlights the Bible’s role in transforming lives rather than in 

providing information.” 

Gospel literacy 

Biblical literacy and Gospel literacy are not synonymous terms. Both involve direct 

knowledge of content and similar engagement with the documents, but the scope of the 

literacy is quite different. One important aspect of any consideration of Biblical literacy 

is the genre of the book or passage in the Bible being considered. The genre plays a crucial 

role in interpreting any given passage. Gospel literacy is a subset of Biblical literacy 

where the single genre of Gospel is a given, albeit that genre may be both understood and 

read in quite different ways. 

 

                                                 

64 David R. Nienhuis, "The Problem of Evangelical Biblical Illiteracy: A View from the Classroom," 

Modern Reformation 19, no. 1 (2010). http://www.modernreformation.org/default.php?page=articledis-

play&var1=ArtRead&var2=1110&var3=authorbio&var4=AutRes&var5=400. Accessed September 3, 

2014.  

65 The Kuala Lumpur Report of the third Inter-Anglican Theological and Doctrinal Commission [Part III 

Sustaining Communion. Sections 62-73].  
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/ministry/theological/iatdc/docs/communion_conflict_&_hope.pdf 

Accessed April 5, 2015. 
 

http://www.anglicancommunion.org/ministry/theological/iatdc/docs/communion_conflict_&_hope.pdf
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Background to Biblical (Gospel)66 literacy 

It is helpful to begin a background exploration of Gospel literacy with some comments 

about the current state of Gospel literacy, the problems perceived and their consequences 

for Gospel literacy, together with an examination of various definitions and descriptions 

offered in the literature. On that basis, I will proceed to offer a working description of 

transformative Gospel literacy on which to base the practical aspects of the project.  

There are a number of writers who have examined the state of Biblical literacy in recent 

articles. Albeit mostly from the American context,67 both cultural commonality and theo-

retical points may invite reflection. In an article discussing the Bible reading statistics 

from the National Study of Christian Attitudes and Behaviours, the author reflects, and 

perhaps sounds a warning, on the distinction between reading and really reading: 

… I find that most people don’t know the basic plot and storyline of the 

Bible… let alone the specific arguments of the various books… People 

can read the Bible daily but only as a devotional book - just dipping into 

familiar texts day after day, but still not really knowing the Book.68 

Whilst reading the Bible (Gospels) for devotional or other non-cognitive reasons such as 

comfort and solace is entirely valid, this form of reading by itself does not lead to what 

might reasonably be called ‘Gospel literacy’. One might come to know certain passages 

or groups of passages well, but Gospel literacy implies at the very least some sort of 

overarching knowledge and understanding of the four Gospels as a composite whole, as 

well as the four considered individually and the story and stories they tell.  

People are also being offered other ways of reading short de-contextualized Bible pas-

sages. Murray Hogg looks at the impact of new technology on Biblical literacy and con-

cludes that new technology can lead us to read Scripture badly.69 He is not against new 

technology but traces unintended consequences from historical instances including the 

invention of the codex, the printing press, data projection of hymns and services and the 

computerised concordance. His central thrust is that the Bible (Gospels) is essentially 

                                                 

66 It is appropriate to remind the reader that the term (Gospel) included after Biblical indicates my belief 

that comments made about the Bible are also applicable to the Gospels in the nominated instances. 

67 No significant Australian studies of either Biblical or Gospel literacy were located in the literature search. 

68 Sam O'Neal, "American Christians and Bible Reading," Your Church 55, no. 3 (2009): 7. 

69 M. Hogg, "Reading Scripture Badly: The Technological Threat to Biblical Literacy." A paper presented 

at Queen’s College, University of Melbourne, October 30, 2010. http://www.iscast.org/journal/opin-

ion/Hogg_M_2012-02_Reading_Scripture_badly.pdf. Accessed March 24, 2014. 
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narrative and story and modern electronics works in short 'bites' leaving many with a 

knowledge of bits and pieces but no real idea of the overall narrative.  

The Bible [Gospels] is a piece of prolonged writing; as people lose the 

capability to engage with prolonged writing so they lose the capability 

to engage with the Bible.70 

David R. Nienhuis, lamenting poor and declining Biblical literacy among confessing 

Christians, and lamenting the inability of his Christian university students to correctly 

order four events from the NT (only 32% of students were able to correctly sequence 

Jesus’ baptism, Peter’s denial of Jesus, the descent of the Spirit at Pentecost and John’s 

vision on Patmos) comments: 

These students may know isolated Bible trivia...but their struggle to lo-

cate key stories and their inability to place those stories in the Bible’s 

larger plotline, betrays a serious lack of intimacy (author’s italics) with 

the text.71 

Nienhuis goes on to survey the various cultural, educational and sociological factors 

which he believes underlie this increasing Biblical illiteracy before concluding his article 

by asking what actually comprises Biblical literacy and observing that an agreed-upon 

definition is itself part of the problem. His answer is instructive. 

…it involves a more detailed understanding of the Bible’s actual con-

tent. This requires: (1) schooling in the substance of the entire Biblical 

story in all its literary diversity; … and (3) instruction in the complex 

theological task of interpreting Scripture in the light of the tradition of 

the church and the experience of the saints.72 

A significant contrast is an article by Donna Schaper,73 a practising Christian minister, 

offering ways to teach the Bible to promote Biblical literacy. Her recommended method 

to promote Gospel literacy is ‘a ten-session course on ten fundamental Scriptures’. In 

reality she offers a series of short Scriptures which provide insight into living and prac-

ticing the Christian way. The limited scope of the article in relation to content and inter-

pretation highlights the need for a clear understanding of what Biblical literacy is actually 

about and what it means to be Biblically literate. The valuable insight here, however, 

concerns the relationship between Gospel literacy and practical/applied Christian living. 

                                                 

70 Ibid., 2. 

71 David R Nienhuis, "The Problem of Evangelical Biblical Illiteracy."  

72 Ibid. 

73 Schaper, Donna, "Pastor as Teacher: Biblical Literacy as a Parishwide Asset," Clergy Journal 85, no. 5 

(2009): 15-17. 
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As in the literal understanding of linguistic literacy, one is not assessed as literate until 

one can use language to achieve one or more of the many ends which result from knowing 

the language. Any genuine life-changing vision or commitment issues in outcomes which 

are visible in the life affected. That is, one might have an excellent cognitive grip of the 

Gospels, their overview and their detail, but still be not literate in a significant sense. One 

of the aims of this thesis is to examine the outcomes of Gospel commitment and activity 

in the lives of lay Anglicans and thus make an assessment of how Gospel literate they are 

in these terms. 

Cynthia Rigby74 explores in interview the growing Biblical illiteracy in many churches, 

offering over-extended lives, confusion about the authority of the Bible and “people ac-

tually not knowing what it says, never mind getting to the point of being able to interpret 

what it says” as reasons for this state of affairs. Rigby believes that many Christians don’t 

know how to think about the Bible’s (Gospel’s) authority and don’t have a clear sense of 

why they’re reading Scripture or what direct benefit it has in their lives of faith. She 

comments: 

… it seems to me that those who are claiming the Bible as the final 

authority tend toward proof-texting, and those who say the Bible isn’t 

authoritative tend towards not referencing the Bible at all. Neither of 

those extremes is useful. Both are manifestations of Biblical illiteracy.75 

A helpful and comprehensive article examining Biblical literacy as the foundation of a 

Biblically based spirituality in an Anglican context is that by John Grayston in the Angli-

can Theological Journal Anvil.76 Although oriented towards evangelicals and personal 

experience, it offers a catalogue of causes77 of decline which are generally applicable, and 

                                                 

74 Cynthia L Rigby, "Biblical Literacy and Christian Faith," Insights 124, no. 1 (2008): 13-16. 

75 Ibid., 14. 

76 John Grayston, "The Bible and Spirituality: The Decline in Biblical Literacy among Evangelicals and the 

Future of the Quiet Time," Anvil 19, no. 2 (2002): 99-107. 

77 Ibid., 100-101. As causes for decline in regard for, and reading of, the Bible Grayston lists: 

• The undermining of credibility in the idea that issues of modern scholarship and their populariza-

tion in diverse media have served to question the trustworthiness of the Bible. 

• The undermining of authority by modern relativism, the reduction of truth to largely personal ex-

perience and the meaning of texts as ultimately reader dependent and reader-determined. 

• The decrease in relevance given the perception of an ancient text and modern questions, and 

preaching which often struggles to connect the text to the world. 

• Changing lifestyles and use of technology leading to a decline in reading in general. 

• Cultural change which has seen the Bible marginalized in public debate and in the educational 

system, diminishing both confidence and knowledge. 
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a credible outline of why we read the Bible and why it is important. In relation to the 

latter, Grayston offers three reasons: 

• For the moral transformation (my italics) of the individual brought about by con-

viction and self-understanding by the creative power of God through Scripture. 

• To build the relationship with God and encounter the author of Scripture. 

• To gain understanding of what is believed so that in a world of conflicting ideas 

the Christian can give a reasoned defence and description of their convictions.78 

Both the causes which he outlines and the reasons for reading the Bible offer significant 

food for thought in relation to the ‘what and why’ of Gospel illiteracy, and  offers helpful 

material for reflecting on what questions might illuminate Biblical/Gospel literacy in the 

Diocese of Adelaide.  

The Report of the North Yorkshire Dales Biblical Literacy Project also offers its own 

insight into the importance of Scripture and the reasons for declining79 levels of Biblical 

literacy. The Report contained an overview of the importance of Scripture for five general 

and five particular reasons. Heading the latter list was the statement that “the Bible [Gos-

pels] is our major witness to Jesus, his life and significance. The Bible [Gospels] not only 

provides biographical information about Christianity’s founder but, more importantly, 

grapples with Jesus’ significance for life, the world and faith (my italics).”80 The last of 

the particular reasons is that “the Bible [Gospels] has the power to transform us.”81  

From an American context, Reese also offers reasons for decline in Biblical literacy and 

why Biblical literacy is important. The reasons he offers for the decline in Biblical literacy 

include a shift to a narrative, story-telling type of sermon, rise of mega churches with a 

lack of emphasis on teaching doctrine, the negative influence of technology and the de-

cline of substantive preaching. Along with the previous writers, Reese also offers several 

                                                 

78 Ibid., 104-105. 

79 Wood, “Let the Bible Live”, 16-17, where he offers as reasons for decline: 

1. Changes to the religious education curriculum in our education system. 

2. Changing patterns of literacy in a digital age, not least the storage of information on the web 

rather than in one’s head! 

3. The decline of Christian Sunday schools and uniformed Christian organisations. 

4. The decline in expository and exegetical preaching in the Church. 

5. The decline in habits of daily devotion and Bible reading among believers. 

6. A culture of anti‐learning and anti‐intellectualism within the Church. 

7. Information overload in society at large. 

80 Ibid., 9. 

81 Ibid., 10. 
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reasons why Biblical literacy is important. He argues that “before one can practise Chris-

tian discipleship one must know the Scriptures.”82 He suggests a strong positive correla-

tion between moral reasoning and Bible knowledge, and the need for Bible knowledge to 

include belief in Jesus as the Messiah. The response to that belief is the living of a faithful 

Christian life.  

Over and above the knowledge of the facts and data offered by the Bible and Gospels is 

the complex act of understanding, making meaning of and applying that understanding in 

appropriate ways. There are few ‘theoretical’ texts on lay hermeneutics, but one non-

empirical book which does bear those words in its subtitle and might serve as a starting 

point for a survey of key issues and concerns is by Perry Yoder.83 Yoder surveys a number 

of issues which might well prompt questions for surveys about ways the Bible is misread; 

the difficulties arising in relation to language and its use; the various factors affecting 

personal perspective and background from which any interpreter must work; and key is-

sues including authority, canon, inspiration and the Christocentric interpretation of the 

OT. 

As Yoder notes, difficulties arise because words themselves do not have meaning but are 

used to express or convey meaning. Not only can words and combinations of words have 

different meanings read at face value, but combinations of words can have meanings in 

different ways. An important area of language for interpretation is the distinction between 

language used referentially or figuratively/symbolically.84 Elizabeth Ashton provides in-

sight into the most common problem in religious interpretation: that of metaphors misun-

derstood because they are interpreted literally. She asserts that 

… problems occur when metaphor is not recognized as being such. For 

literal interpretation of figurative writing removes from the metaphor 

the power it possesses to convey insights and, even more seriously, 

leads to misunderstandings which, … are extremely difficult to open up 

to discussion and further reflection.85  

                                                 

82 Reese, “An Assessment of Bible Knowledge,” 11.  

83 P. B. Yoder, Toward Understanding the Bible: Hermeneutics for Lay People. (New York: Wipf and 

Stock Publishers, 2006). 

84 This distinction is drawn in relation to lay interpretation rather than in relation to the Gospels themselves. 

It is clear that whether, and the degree to which, Gospel language is referential may depend on one’s as-

sessment of the genre of the Gospels themselves. See Richard Bauckham, "The Gospels as Histories: What 

Sort of History Are They?," http://richardbauckham.co.uk/index.php?page=unpublished-lectures. Ac-

cessed July 19, 2016. 

85 Elizabeth Ashton, "Interpreting Images: An Investigation of the Problem of Literalism in Language Use 

and Religious Thinking," British Journal of Educational Studies 41, no. 4 (1993): 381-92. 
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Whilst Ashton’s focus is the education of children, she is rightly aware that adults who 

now misread and misunderstand metaphor and symbols do so as a result of their experi-

ence as children. She provides analysis of the image of God as father (an important image 

developed in the Gospels) as leading to an anthropomorphism which becomes increas-

ingly untenable with age to the point of rejection. She rightly points also to the metaphor 

of Jesus as Son of God as a metaphor which has been literalized, or even ‘metaphysical-

ized’, and for which the rich imagery of the relationship of a Jewish father to his son has 

been lost. The interest here is not what is metaphor or other but what happens when met-

aphor is misread, which I for one have witnessed many times in parish contexts. Conse-

quently, I will be seeking to probe the understanding of metaphor in the questionnaire to 

be developed in the next Chapter. 

Brian McLaren is one of a number of scholars seeking new directions for Christian life 

and living. He is a credible well-published evangelical author who tackles ten key ques-

tions facing Christianity which, in his assessment, need to be re-worked for any sort of 

useful and relevant future. Not surprisingly the Bible features strongly with questions 

about both the nature and use of the Bible. Yet again we find an author claiming inade-

quate knowledge of the whole Bible: 

Many people read the Bible as a series of disconnected quotes and epi-

sodes - yielding maxims, rules, formulas, anecdotes, propositions and 

wise sayings. They have little or no sense of the larger story into which 

the statements fit and in which their meaning took shape.86 

Further questions on which he writes chapters, and which again will raise questions that 

might be useful in assessing the literacy of ordinary readers, include: 

• The authority question: How should the Bible be understood?  

• The gospel question: What is the gospel? 

His conclusion to Chapter 7 is that a new and more mature and responsible approach to 

the Bible is required. For the purpose of this project McLaren provides what might be 

viewed as a meta-narrative of the Gospel story as a fulfilment of the three prime narratives 

of the Hebrew Scriptures - a new Genesis, a new exodus and a new kingdom.87 Whilst the 

idea of the ‘overarching story of the Bible’ is much a feature in discussion of Biblical 

                                                 

86 Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Christianity: Ten Questions That Are Transforming the Faith (London: 

Hodder & Stoughton, 2010), 24. 

87 Ibid., 186-187. 
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literacy in terms of making sense of the parts in terms of the whole, so a discussion of 

Gospel literacy needs a meta-narrative to provide coherence to the discrete parts of the 

Gospel story. That is not to say that McLaren’s meta-narrative is correct or the only one 

possible, but it at least provides a starting point for examination.  

Description and definition of Gospel literacy  

Gospel literacy is neither an obvious or simple matter and needs both clarification and 

delineation.88 Whilst the metaphor of ‘literacy’ suggests knowledge or understanding of 

the subject, this can change depending on the purpose at hand, the person involved and 

the actual subject under consideration.89 For instance, Gospel literacy for a professor of 

New Testament would be quite different from what might be expected of a lay person in 

an Anglican Diocese. It is important that a clear concept of Gospel literacy is developed 

to guide the project into its investigative phase. A helpful way to explore the notion of 

Gospel literacy is to describe and analyse the work of others. 

In the first instance, it is worth noting both what Gospel literacy is not, and the idea of 

Gospel illiteracy. Gospel literacy is emphatically not the knowing of a large number of 

‘Gospel facts’ simply as unconnected facts which are learned in list fashion. Successfully 

answering a questionnaire of 100 lesser known Gospel details does not guarantee either 

a confessional, missional or academic knowledge of the Gospels or anything other than 

knowledge of the facts correctly answered. At the most basic level, any literacy involves 

being able to read (that is, being able to decode the written marks on the page) and to 

make sense (that is, to derive meaning from the decoded writing).90 In this context the 

distinction between ‘Bible (Gospel) knowledge’ and Biblical (Gospel) literacy needs to 

be mentioned.91 The Standardized Biblical Content Test is an American instrument which 

                                                 

88 Wood, “Let the Bible Live”, 11, acknowledges that it is hard to define Biblical (Gospel) literacy. He goes 

on to acknowledge a “dearth of material exploring Biblical literacy itself, its nature and character or defi-

nition.” 

89 UNESCO, "Education for All Global Monitoring Report," (UNESCO, 2006)., 150, where the meta-

phorical use of the word ‘literacy’ is elaborated. http://en.unesco.org/gem-report/report/2006/literacy-

life#sthash.e3Zt2Lmr.dpbs. Accessed February 16, 2014. 

90 Grayston, “The Bible and Spirituality,” 76, describes ‘functional illiteracy’ as ignorance of the funda-

mentals of a particular area or having a minimum of an expected standard of competence regarding some 

skill or body of information.  

91 Reese, "An Assessment of Bible Knowledge,” 6. Reese states his definition of Bible Knowledge as: 

“Bible Knowledge is an individual’s general recognition of key Bible facts, not necessarily Bible meaning. 

(For this study Bible literacy, Biblical literacy and Bible knowledge will be used synonymously.)” He 

 

http://en.unesco.org/gem-report/report/2006/literacy-life#sthash.e3Zt2Lmr.dpbs
http://en.unesco.org/gem-report/report/2006/literacy-life#sthash.e3Zt2Lmr.dpbs
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appears in various studies92 and is used to ‘provide users with an accurate and useful 

measure of Bible knowledge.’ The test focuses on factual information rather than doctri-

nal beliefs, religious orthodoxy and the like. It comprises 150 questions from both New 

and Old Testaments as stand-alone facts. The study cited draws the following conclusion:  

Evidently, gaining more knowledge about the Bible is associated with 

seeing the Bible as less of a ‘law-giver’ and more of a ‘principle-

giver’.93 

This conclusion suggests an element of interpretation and an implicit claim to a Biblical 

literacy (a making sense of the Bible) which is more than a simple knowledge of facts. 

The point is that we need to remain aware that Gospel literacy – any sort of literacy for 

that matter – is more than a simple knowledge of the facts. 

Gospel literacy is equally emphatically not about adopting other people’s ideas and inter-

pretations of the Gospels as one’s own. Those interpretations will be based on a unique 

context and a unique set of assumptions and filters which may be close to what I believe 

but will not and cannot be the same. The implication of this is that each of us must do our 

own appropriating of the story, which is another good reason why good preaching seeks 

to recount the story of Jesus accurately. This stricture does not disqualify a person from 

reading and becoming familiar with other people’s interpretations or ideas. It may even 

be an important part of Gospel literacy to actually know what others have said or how 

they have interpreted. The meaning of the Gospel passage for me, however, needs to be 

personal and to take account of my unique context and my location in my journey. Gospel 

illiteracy is a harder idea but suggests that, even if the Gospels can be read and many facts 

are known, they are not understood in a coherent way which leads to some sort of under-

standing and presumably outcome consistent with the Gospel story.  

As I now turn to the investigations of others seeking insight into what might constitute 

Gospel literacy some initial comments are in order. A minimalist starting point in an in-

vestigation of Gospel literacy would accept that Gospel literacy is related to and depend-

ent on knowledge of the content of the Gospels. Basic content knowledge of the Gospels 

comes initially from simply reading them. The more a given individual reads the Gospels 

                                                 

seems to understand that Bible literacy and Bible knowledge are different but proceeds to use the terms 

interchangeably, which provides a warning about the need to ascertain what any particular author means in 

their use of the term.  

92 Daniel Nelson, "Bible Knowledge and Moral Judgment: Knowing Scripture and Using Ethical 

Reasoning," Journal of Research on Christian Education 13, no. 1 (2004), provides an example. 

93 Ibid., 51. 
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the more he or she will come to know the content. The more they come to know the 

content the more likely they are to make sense of that content and the better chance they 

will have to become in some sense Gospel literate. That is, Gospel literacy for an individ-

ual comes first and foremost from reading (and studying) the Gospels - “Biblical literacy 

is simply about the dynamic process of helping people to engage more and more with the 

Bible”94 - a statement which would also pertain to the Gospels. Moving more towards 

definition, from the same source we read that “Biblical [Gospel] literacy might also be 

defined in terms of increasing fluency with the Bible [Gospels] and increasing compe-

tence in handling them, as well as the growing ability to share Scripture [the Gospels] 

with others.”95 Whilst the term ‘fluency’ needs definition or explanation, this description 

suggests both appreciation of different understandings of a passage and the capacity to 

share the Gospel with others as markers of Gospel literacy. 

A more comprehensive insight into Biblical literacy is offered by Dr Larry Perkins,96 

which seems to me to be equally applicable to that part of the Bible known as Gospel. He 

states:  

‘Biblical Literacy’ describes the ability and motivation of people to read 

the Bible with sufficient understanding so that they can explain its basic 

meaning, and the knowledge and use of resources that enable them to 

discern the basic meaning of a Biblical text. It includes the ability to 

apply this discerned meaning, i.e. Biblical wisdom, to contemporary 

life. 

Apart from the required dimension for some sort of understanding to constitute Gospel 

literacy, Perkins incorporates the ideas of use of resources and the ability to apply to life. 

Further, in his recognition of Scripture (Gospel) engagement as part of a Spiritual com-

munity spanning geography and time, he comments that while ecclesial tradition is re-

spected, Biblical principles have priority in defining contemporary understanding of the 

Gospel. That is, whilst there are differences in understanding between confessions, a use-

ful description of Gospel literacy will recognize that “Scriptures define and evaluate our 

traditions.”97  

                                                 

94 Wood, “Let the Bible Live”, 11.  

95 Ibid., 11. 

96 Larry Perkins, "What Is Biblical Literacy and Why Is It Important?," Northwest Baptist Seminary, 

http://biblicalliteracy.nbseminary.ca/what-is-biblical-literacy-and-why-is-it-important/. Accessed May 12, 

2014. 

97 Ibid., 2. 
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In a later article98 Perkins asks, “How do we define and measure gospel literacy and why 

is it important to develop this within a local church?” Although he is using ‘Gospel’ in 

the sense of ‘the good news’ rather that the four Gospels, to the extent that the good news 

is the story of Jesus and is founded on and centred in the Gospels, his answer is worth 

consideration. Perkins writes: 

Thus, a simple definition of Gospel literacy might be: 

…knowing the content of the ‘good news’ and being able to en-

rich this understanding with self-directed Bible study. 

However, Gospel literacy is more than knowing, it is a knowing 

that results in the integration of Gospel-based principles in all of 

life. So, fleshing out this definition we might say that: 

…it is motivating people and developing their capacity to define 

and articulate the ‘good news’ … with sufficient understanding 

so that they can apply that meaning to generate personal and 

corporate life-changing discipleship and explain its basic mean-

ing to other people.99 

He is consistent in the two articles in his emphasis on the use of resources in the idea of 

self-directed study. Noticeable elements in this more elaborate delineation of Gospel lit-

eracy are explaining the basics of Gospel meaning to other people and the capacity to 

contextualize their understanding of the Gospels and the principles contained in everyday 

life.  

Nienhuis is another from the American scene who offers useful insights into the general 

questions surrounding Gospel literacy.100 His insights include: 

• “… a merely cognitive level of Biblical [Gospel] literacy does not 

automatically result in the formation of Christian character.”101 

Apart from lack of content knowledge, the lack of ability to place 

events in context and to locate key incidents also betray lack of inti-

macy with the texts. 

• a significant part of literacy requires articulacy which comes from 

talking about faith and practising the vocabularies, grammar, stories 

and key messages of faith. 

                                                 

98 Larry Perkins, “The Nature and Importance of Gospel Literacy in the Local Church,” Northwest Baptist 

Seminary. http://Biblicalliteracy.nbseminary.ca/gospel-literacy-in-the-local-church/. Accessed July 1, 

2014.  

99 Ibid., 5. 

100 Nienhuis, “The Problem of Evangelical Biblical Literacy.” 

101 Ibid., 4. 

http://biblicalliteracy.nbseminary.ca/gospel-literacy-in-the-local-church/


35 

 

He goes on to acknowledge that coming to an agreed-upon definition of Biblical (Gospel) 

literacy is itself part of the problem. As he tries to outline the fundamentals, he points to 

comprehensive rather than selective (doctrinally relevant) coverage, to interpretation in 

the light of the tradition and the task to empower Christians to take up the spiritual disci-

pline of reading Scripture and so become transformed hearers.  

Australian educator Barbara Fisher is concerned with teaching Biblical literacy in a 

school context. She takes the following as a definition of Biblical literacy: 

Biblical literacy is more than Biblical knowledge. One definition that 

elaborates this concept is found in the Lutheran Bible Ministries Mission 

Statement.  

• The foundation of Biblical literacy is factual knowledge - knowing all 

the people, places, events and teachings in the Bible.  

• A second and higher level is that of assent - accepting this knowledge as 

truth, and believing that the Bible is the word of God.  

• The third and highest level is knowing the God of their Bible personally 

through a life changing commitment (Lutheran Bible Ministries, 

2002).102  

Apart from the first dot point which would indicate that Gospel literacy is founded on 

factual knowledge of the Gospels, the remainder sounds much more like confessional 

language. In relation to dot point 1, the ‘teachings of the Gospels’ are reduced to the same 

status as people’s identities and place names which seems questionable to me. All that 

might be accepted as ‘teachings’ have value through interpretation and application. That 

is, teachings are not factual knowledge in the sense meant. Indeed, it is difficult to see 

how factual knowledge can be accepted as ‘truth’, and the third dot point seems to me to 

indicate an outcome of Biblical or Gospel literacy. Transformation is a desired outcome 

of Biblical or Gospel literacy, but one can be seemingly Gospel-literate without neces-

sarily being transformed. Indeed, this is a significant part of the problem which gives rise 

to this very project: people who know and understand the Gospels in some depth but for 

whom the Gospels seems to make little difference to their lives.  

From the Catholic tradition, Singer and Towns explain Biblical literacy from a functional 

and catechetical point of view.103 They start by describing the Biblically (Gospel) literate 

                                                 

102 B. Fisher, "Promoting Biblical Literacy in the Elementary Classroom," (2005). http://research.avon-

dale.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1020&context=edu_papers. Accessed March 20, 2015. 

103 B. Singer-Towns, Biblical Literacy Made Easy: A Practical Guide for Catechists, Teachers, and Youth 

Ministers  (Winona, MN: Saint Mary's Press, 2008), 9. 

 

http://research.avondale.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1020&context=edu_papers
http://research.avondale.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1020&context=edu_papers
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adult as one who is comfortable in reading and using the Bible (Gospels). This is elabo-

rated as meaning: 

• “He or she knows how the books of the Bible are arranged and 

how to quickly and easily locate a specific book or passage.”104 

How this might translate for Gospel literacy I am not sure, except 

that it might point to ‘knowing one’s way around the Gospels as 

the story of Jesus and each Gospel as a particular take on that 

story’. 

• “This person has a solid understanding of the Biblical story of 

salvation history.”105 Perhaps in relation to the Gospels this 

might be taken as having a clear understanding of how the Gos-

pel story is part, and a climactic part, of God’s overarching story 

of salvation. 

• “This Biblically literate adult understands that any book or pas-

sage from the Scriptures must be understood in its proper con-

text. When reading the Bible, this person considers things like 

the literary genre, the culture of the time, the original author’s 

intended message and how the passage is understood in the 

Church’s tradition.”106 In respect of the Gospels this might mean 

that the Gospels must be understood as cultural and historical 

documents written for a purpose and interpreted as such, and the 

different types of narrative understood with integrity. 

As part of a catechetical program the third point is understandable, but outside an inten-

tional and systematic teaching effort I would wonder whether it is realistic to have the 

average Anglican lay adult consider all these factors, and whether it is not more realistic 

to expect the preacher to provide what is needed or the reader to use an appropriate re-

source. 

Bill Kynes107 is another who rejects quoting Bible verses to support doctrine as a valid 

use of the Bible (Gospels).  

Biblical [Gospel] literacy is more than just being able to recite the Ten 

Commandments, … or list the 12 apostles. It is more than being able to 

point to favourite verses that provide strength or solace… it is the ability 

to read the Bible [Gospels] with understanding of what it is about and 

to profit from the life and truth that flows from it as the Word of God…it 

is the ability to use the Bible [Gospels] well for the purpose for which 

                                                 

104 Ibid., 9. 

105 Ibid., 9. 

106 Ibid., 9. 

107 W. Kynes, “In the Light of the Gospel: Becoming competent Bible readers,” EFCA Today, Fall 2012. 

https://www.efcatoday.org/story/light-gospel. Accessed June 14, 2013. 

https://www.efcatoday.org/story/light-gospel
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it has been given – to lead us to a redemptive and transforming relation-

ship with God as he has been revealed in Jesus Christ. 

Kynes’ definition focuses on ‘reading with understanding’ and ‘using well’, although 

what these might mean may need to be explored.  

As a final example in this catalogue of views on Biblical (Gospel) literacy, the work of 

Ivy Jo Kirtdoll108 has something new to offer. After examining literacy as a general con-

cept and establishing its importance she writes:  

‘Biblical [Gospel] literacy is taken in this project to mean a level of 

competent knowledge in the retaining and using of Biblical facts de-

rived from reading the Scripture [Gospel] and other Biblical [Gospel] 

resources for oneself for the purpose of discipleship… it is the capacity 

to read and decipher Biblical [Gospel] texts and to present such content 

in ordinary oral discourse and existential praxis.”109 

Kirtdoll relates the purpose of Biblical literacy directly to discipleship and to presenting 

the Gospels in daily life, both in word and deed. There is also an emphasis on reading ‘for 

oneself’ which is taken to mean personal engagement rather than taking someone else’s 

interpretation or ideas as one’s own. 

Other ideas which have been suggested by Wood as possible components of Biblical and 

by extension Gospel literacy include:110 

• increasing fluency, which refers to both knowing your way around it and the abil-

ity to increasingly articulate presumably the meaning and demand of the Gospels 

for both oneself and for others.  

• increasing competence in reading and handling it (appreciating different ways of 

reading). 

• a growing ability to share Scripture with others. 

• knowledge of a set number of Bible (Gospel) stories or themes, which might in-

dicate a primary concern with knowledge. 

• ‘marks of Biblical literacy’, in that a Biblically literate person is one who: 

• has good knowledge of the outline of the Bible (of the content of the Gospels). 

• has good knowledge of key Bible (Gospel) stories. 

• has good knowledge of key Bible (Gospel) characters. 

• can recognize Biblical (Gospel) quotes and sayings. 

                                                 

108 Ivy Jo Kirtdoll, “Biblical Literacy: Bridging the Gap between Pulpit and Pew through Discipleship 

Training” DMin diss., United Theological Seminary, Ohio, 1988.  

109 Ibid., 43. 

110 Wood, “Let the Bible Live,” 12. 
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• can relate the Bible (Gospels) to today. 

All of these suggestions are aspects of Gospel literacy which will both contribute to and 

be included in the comprehensive definition of Gospel literacy which this thesis aims to 

develop.  

Gospel literacy for this project 

It is clear that Gospel literacy is not a simple notion and that both narrow and wider def-

initions are possible. Reviewing the previous section of this chapter yields the following 

considerations which might play a part in shaping a definition or explanation of Gospel 

literacy.111 There is a need to:  

• engage cognitively with the Gospels and become familiar with significant 

content, as against using the Gospels either non-cognitively or at second-

hand. 

• use resources to deepen and expand one’s understanding of the Gospels. 

• appreciate the narrative and theological structure of the Gospels. 

•  understand why there are four Gospels and the basic differences they display.  

•  appreciate the place of the Gospels in salvation history. 

•  interpret and/or assign basic meaning to the various units of Gospel story, 

including the need to appreciate figurative and idiomatic use of language. 

•  understand that there are quite different ways to understand much of the ma-

terial in the Gospels. 

•  apply the Gospels to social, ethical and global issues. 

•  apply the Gospels to one’s daily ethical decision making and daily life. 

•  articulate the Gospels to others, especially in the face of confusion about the 

Jesus figure and unreasonable conflicting pictures of the Gospel story.  

These considerations can be condensed into three broad categories. Thus, to take a com-

prehensive approach to describing Gospel literacy we might say that there is the need: 

                                                 

111 These factors incidentally form a very helpful checklist to both assess any existing Gospel educational 

resources and/or to develop new resources for the purpose of encouraging, enabling, and empowering An-

glican laity to pursue their own Gospel literacy and resulting discipleship potential.  
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1. to know the Gospels: what they are, including; their context and background, 

their place in salvation history and the whole Biblical story, their content and 

in particular the story, stories and teaching of the Gospels. 

2. to understand the Gospels: including how to find meaning, decipher Gospel 

language in all its complexity and how the Gospels can be variously inter-

preted. 

3. to apply the Gospels: both in one’s own life and issues, and to bring the Gos-

pels into the lives of others for their benefit and transformation. 

From these three condensed categories deemed necessary for developing a useful Gospel 

literacy, I would venture a definition of transformative Gospel literacy as: 

A transformative Gospel literacy includes substantial knowledge of the con-

tent of the Gospels, including the background, basic differences between them, 

the overall narrative and separate stories and the teachings of the Gospels. It is 

also able to make meaning of this content and the place of the Gospel story in 

salvation history, appreciate the figurative and idiomatic use of language and 

understand that the Gospels can be interpreted in different ways. Finally, it will 

result in a basic ability to apply the Gospels to social, community and global 

issues, and to one’s own personal issues, behaviour and daily decision making 

in a transformative way, and enable the disciple to both articulate the Gospel 

story and stories and respond to simple, basic questions about the Gospels.112  

Using this comprehensive definition of transformative Gospel literacy as a lens, the task 

then is to develop with justification survey instruments which provide useful and appro-

priate means for investigating the four Research Questions. A quantitative questionnaire 

will be developed in Chapter 5 and a qualitative questionnaire in Chapter 8. Before doing 

that work, however, I will investigate empirical and survey work done by others related 

to my Research Questions in Chapter 3, and outline and justify a methodology for the 

conduct of the cross-sectional study in Chapter 4.   

                                                 

112 For ease of recall, a shorter definition of transformative Gospel literacy might read: 

A transformative Gospel literacy includes: 

a) knowing the Gospel story, stories and teachings; 

b) making meaning of the story, stories and teachings; 

c) applying the story, stories and teachings in one’s own life, and bringing them to the lives of 

others 
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CHAPTER 3 

A REVIEW OF EMPIRICAL/SURVEY LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Having clarified technical terms and established a working definition of transformative 

Gospel literacy required for the investigation the next step is to look at previous work in 

this field. As a practical project which is based on survey it is important to investigate and 

appreciate what others have done empirically in relation to my area of enquiry and spe-

cifically in relation to my four Research Questions.  

The literature to be reviewed for this project either in book or electronic form is neither 

obvious nor plentiful. An initial Internet search on the use and understanding of the Gos-

pels confirms that it is difficult to locate relevant research material. David Clines, writing 

in 2005 in an English context, states:  

So, it is very surprising that no one seems to be very interested in the 

public of Bible buyers and Bible readers. I can find no studies at all 

of what people in this country think about the Bible, how they un-

derstand it, what they think if its truth or otherwise, if and how they 

use it.113  

Although not speaking of the Gospels specifically or lay Anglicans in particular, the state-

ment is indicative of a lack of both interest and research into non-academic engagement 

with the Bible and presumably the Gospels. In lieu of obvious relevant literature, the 

investigation of empirical/survey literature will be guided by the tasks required to answer 

each Research Question. To that end each basic Research Question outlined in Chapter 1 

will be elaborated in more detail with the tasks required for the investigation to thus pro-

vide the framework within which the literature that is relevant will be searched and in-

vestigated.114 

                                                 

113 Clines, The Bible and the Modern World, 55.   

114 Non-empirical tasks need to be achieved to enable pursuit of the Research Questions. Whilst this litera-

ture review is centred on the empirical and survey-based literature associated directly with the Research 

Questions, relevant non-empirical literature on biblical (Gospel) literacy and transformation is considered 

to have been examined in Chapter 2 where the notion of transformative Gospel literacy was developed. 
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Despite extensive searching no surveys or studies of biblical or Gospel literacy commis-

sioned by or published in an Australian Anglican Church or a Diocese have been discov-

ered.115 There are, however studies, which have investigated lay Anglican use, knowledge 

and understanding of the Bible in other contexts, including one recent Communion-wide 

study.116 There are also a few studies which have probed Biblical knowledge and under-

standing within non-Anglican churches, notably in the American context where there is 

evidence of real concern about the state of Biblical (Gospel) knowledge both within the 

churches and within that society at large. 

Empirical/survey literature - First research question 

The first Research Question (What do ordinary lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide 

know about Jesus and the gospels?) is concerned to determine the knowledge of the con-

tent of the gospels of lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide. The focus will be on their 

knowledge of major features of the Jesus story which are necessary to understand the 

person and work of Jesus and Jesus’ place in the story of God's plan of salvation. This 

knowledge is seen as fundamental and necessary for the development of genuine and 

thoughtful Christian discipleship.  

This knowledge might be termed ‘Gospel content’: that is, the written content which is 

prior to and the basis of any process or act of interpretation. That Jesus had twelve disci-

ples, for example, is a detail of Gospel content or statement communicated in the Gospels. 

Why twelve or what that might mean is a matter for interpretation based on the knowledge 

of the content of the Gospels. These Gospel ‘facts’ are the first step or phase of what I am 

calling Gospel literacy.  

According to the approach chosen for the project, the primary task required is the devel-

opment of two questionnaires. It is therefore appropriate to review literature on existing 

Biblical/Gospel content questionnaires. Two aspects for particular attention are the basis 

for question selection and validation. Whilst there is little direct research material on 

knowledge of content of the Gospels in the Australian or Anglican context, there are sev-

eral theses from American churches which have attempted to develop an understanding 

                                                 

115 Both Anglican and other churches websites were investigated and searched for statements about the 

Bible/Gospels and their place and use in daily life.  

116 "Deep Engagement, Fresh Discovery: Report of the Anglican Communion “Bible in the Life of the 

Church” Project,"  (2012). This is a major document on the Bible (and the Gospels) in Anglicanism. 
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of Biblical literacy, Bible knowledge and Bible facts. In addition, there are a number of 

articles and studies from various sources which are worthy of mention. I will examine 

each category of material under the following appropriate headings.  

Theses 

Ken Gourlay117 is one author of a doctoral thesis from an American university which 

investigates Biblical literacy within the Christian assembly. The purpose of his thesis was 

to examine Biblical literacy among adult Southern Baptists and to investigate factors 

which might influence that literacy or lack thereof. He cites several American authorities 

highlighting the critical state not only of Biblical literacy of the general population but 

more importantly the lack of Biblical literacy of churchgoers.118 Gourlay adopts a quanti-

tative survey approach to answer his first research question: “What is the level of Biblical 

literacy among Southern Baptist adult Sunday School participants?”119 Whilst he does ex-

plain how he uses the term Biblical literacy120 and understands the term as a metaphor, he 

offers little or no justification or validation for the instrument used or survey questions 

which he employs. He notes simply that an ‘expert panel’121 has been asked whether the 

survey questions sufficiently address the issues of basic Bible knowledge.122  

A further but earlier American thesis by Jerry D Clark sought to examine the association 

between religiosity and Biblical literacy.123 The first of three research questions was: ‘To 

what extent are selected samples of American adults biblically literate?’ He achieved this 

by administering a questionnaire to both randomly selected religious and non-religious 

groups. In this case, the religious groupings contained several mainline denominations 

                                                 

117 Kenneth Howard Gourlay, "An Assessment of Bible Knowledge among Adult Southern Baptist Sunday 

School Participants" Ed. D. diss., Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, North Carolina, 2010. 

118 Ibid., 2-3. 

119 Ibid., 6. The term ‘Sunday School’ in this context means instruction for adults which occurs on Sunday. 

120 On its home ground in linguistics, literacy refers to the ability to use a language - to read and to write it, 

to manipulate its vocabulary, grammar and syntax. In this sense, Biblical literacy refers to the ability to 

understand and use in one’s day-to-day life the basic building blocks of Biblical traditions - its key terms, 

symbols, doctrines, practices, sayings, character, metaphors, and narratives. – Gourlay, citing Prothero, 

2008. 

121 A. Bryman, Social Research Methods (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 152. Bryman notes the 

use of persons with expertise in the field to judge face validity of questions, but not an instrument as such. 

122 Kenneth Howard Gourlay, "An Assessment of Bible Knowledge among Adult Southern Baptist Sunday 

School Participants," 153. 

123 Jerry Dean Clark, "The Association between Bible Literacy and Religiosity" PhD diss., University of 

North Texas, Denton, 1991. 
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rather than just one, including a table showing Bible literacy for 70 Episcopalian partici-

pants with comparison to other groups. The survey instrument by which literacy was as-

sessed was not available, but comments on literacy and the instruments were offered. The 

definition of Biblical literacy offered was – “the familiarity and/or ability that enables one 

to read a short, simple passage in the Bible and answer questions about it.”124 The instru-

ment is described as the Standardized Bible Content Test125 and was developed for use in 

Bible Colleges. Whilst he has offered comments on the reliability and validity of the test, 

he seems to offer no justification or argument as to why this test based on Bible content 

is suitable for testing Biblical literacy. Further, he reveals in his discussion that 60% of 

questions were answered incorrectly. The result of 40% of questions correctly answered 

may leave open the question of whether the people sampled had poor knowledge or 

whether the test questions were inappropriate.  

Michael Reese, from the Churches of Christ tradition in USA, has written a thesis on the 

state of Biblical knowledge and literacy among a particular group of churchgoers.126 The 

purpose of the study was to determine the level of Bible knowledge among adult adher-

ents of Churches of Christ in West Virginia. Whilst he acknowledges that discipleship 

consists of more than merely knowing Bible content, the study is restricted to assessing 

Bible knowledge and not the meaning, understanding or application of that knowledge.127  

He appears to me to confuse the issues by stating that he will use Bible knowledge, Bible 

literacy and Biblical literacy synonymously.128  

The researcher sets out using a descriptive quantitative research design to assess Bible 

knowledge using the Assessment of Bible Knowledge Test (ABKT) which is to be devel-

oped by the researcher himself and comprises a series of seventy five OT and one hundred 

                                                 

124 Ibid., 14. 

125 Ibid., 53–54. The test was developed by the American Association of Bible Colleges (1980). Clark 

comments that some items are easy enough for incoming freshmen to answer and others are difficult enough 

to challenge graduating seniors. The test was designed to measure a person’s level of factual Biblical 

knowledge and thus provide a general assessment of one’s familiarity with the Bible. The test contains 

straight-forward factual knowledge questions… The test has 150 items in a multiple-choice format with 

five answer choices per item.  

126 Michael P. Reese, "An Assessment of Bible Knowledge of Churches of Christ in West Virginia and 

Related Variables" Ed. D. diss., Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, North Carolina, 2010. 

127 Ibid., 186. 

128 Ibid., 6. 
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and ten NT fill-in-the-blank questions.129 Nothing is mentioned about the questions them-

selves - where they have come from, why they were chosen rather than other similar or 

equivalent questions, and what makes them a suitable base for estimating Bible 

knowledge. I was unable to find a statement of what constitutes Bible knowledge. There 

is, however, a brief one-page description of the ‘Formation of the Test Instrument’ which 

disclosed, without detail, a pilot study to deal with ambiguous or improperly worded 

questions. It also included a reliability test and a validity check via an expert panel which 

“had experience in education, research and survey design as well as Bible class teaching 

experiences.”130  

These brief reviews raise a number of points for consideration in constructing and con-

ducting the quantitative investigation in particular. None of the theses reviewed focused 

on Gospel knowledge as such, and none of the instruments available for perusal seemed 

to be suitable for the task of discerning knowledge of Gospel content. Key questions 

which might need to be considered include: ‘What constitutes basic Gospel knowledge?’; 

‘What questions are required to test Gospel knowledge?’; ‘How can I validate questions?’ 

and ‘Are the chosen questions at an appropriate level for lay Anglicans to yield meaning-

ful results?’ A major aim of this project therefore is the need to at least offer a transparent, 

argued and validated basis for the questions and the resulting instrument used. A trans-

parent and fully explained instrument would potentially provide a basis for critique and 

consequent refinement or development of further instruments for this purpose.  

Other Sources 

The only other sources detected offering information on knowledge of Bible (Gospel) 

content were national Bible Society studies. The State of the Bible 2015 is the American 

Bible Society survey-based report on various aspects of how the Bible is perceived and 

used by adults in the USA.131 One significant result in respect of Research Question 1 

                                                 

129 The instrument is found in Appendix 1 at page 194 of the thesis. A typical OT question is: 

5) Who was the king of Salem? 

 a) Melchizedek  b) Hezekiah c)  Herod d) David 

   and a typical NT (Gospel) question: 

78) Jesus said our treasures should be stored (laid up) where? 

 a) Heart  b) Heaven c) Church d) Mansions 

130 Ibid., 128. 

131 American Bible Society, "The State of the Bible, 2015," (New York: American Bible Society, 2015). 

Accessed on February 12, 2016. http://www.americanBible.org/uploads/content/state-of-the-Bible-data-

 

http://www.americanbible.org/uploads/content/state-of-the-bible-data-analysis-american-bible-society-2015.pdf
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included that 60% of the surveyed Protestants self-assessed as either highly or moderately 

knowledgeable of (the content of) the Bible,132 which might provide a figure for compar-

ative comment on my own findings. 

‘Taking the Pulse’ was a comprehensive multi-denominational Bible Society study un-

dertaken in the UK.133 reflecting the views of more than 3,000 church leaders and mem-

bers and specifically claimed as suitable for researchers. There is some doubt, however, 

about its rigorous suitability for research as it is devoid of date, authorship or the ability 

to access any methodological data. Two relevant survey results for Non-Leaders indicated 

that: 

• only 14% of non-leaders are ‘very confident’ and 51% ‘fairly confi-

dent’ in their knowledge of (the content of) the Bible.  

• 79% of non-leaders think it is important that they know the Bible 

well. 

No other significant essays or articles offering further insights on testing of knowledge of 

the content of the Gospels were detected. Those theses and articles surveyed provide ini-

tial insight into the considerations needed to develop satisfactory investigative data ques-

tions in respect of Research Question 1. 

Empirical/survey literature - Second research question 

The second research question asked: How do ordinary lay Anglicans in the Diocese of 

Adelaide understand and comprehend Jesus and the Gospels? The focus in this question 

is on how lay Anglicans make sense of and derive meaning from the Gospels and would 

include consideration of: 

a. how lay Anglicans understand the status of the Gospels? Their understanding 

of how and why the Gospels were written directly affects questions of author-

ity, inerrancy and meaning. This understanding in turn affects how each indi-

vidual derives meaning from the text. 

                                                 

analysis-american-Bible-society-2015.pdf. One notable feature is that for a number of factors the figures 

for the last 5 years are provided making an assessment of movement in the population easy to grasp. 

132 Ibid., 63. 

133 Communicate Research Ltd, (ComRes) "Taking the Pulse: Is the Bible Alive and Well in the Church 

Today? A Survey of Congregation Members and Church Leaders" (Swindon: Bible Society, 2008). 

http://www.Biblesociety.org.uk/about-Bible-society/our-work/taking-the-pulse/. Accessed December 5, 

2013. I attempted to contact the Bible Society for further information but received no reply to an email sent 

in December 2013. 

http://www.americanbible.org/uploads/content/state-of-the-bible-data-analysis-american-bible-society-2015.pdf
http://www.biblesociety.org.uk/about-bible-society/our-work/taking-the-pulse/
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b. how they deal with the question of interpreting whether language is figurative 

or literal, metaphorical or historical, prescriptive or descriptive? The under-

standing and meaning of many passages often hinges on how language and 

certain images are understood. 

c. how they interpret the message and meaning of Jesus and the Gospel story?  

There are significantly different ways of understanding the Gospels as litera-

ture; what they mean and how they have meaning. A well-known example 

would be the contrast between the so-called 'traditional paradigm' and the 

'emerging paradigm' articulated by Marcus Borg and others.134 These different 

understandings can lead to quite different visions or versions of the nature of 

discipleship and the shape of the Christian life. 

The task in respect of this very complex Research Question 2 is to develop a set of ques-

tions which give insight into how lay people approach these concerns. Pertinent literature 

would therefore include previous empirical work on how lay people have understood the 

status of the Gospels, how they have dealt with the uncertainties of language in the Gos-

pels and whether they lean to a more traditional or less traditional way of understanding 

the Gospels. One significant thesis and a number of articles, studies and reports based on 

survey results were found to be relevant to this Research Question. These will be dis-

cussed and critiqued in the following sections. 

Thesis  

Dr Village has written a book and a number of articles based on the survey data and find-

ings of his Ph.D. thesis entitled “Biblical Interpretation among Church of England Lay 

People.”135 Dr Village did not seek to determine Biblical or Gospel literacy as a notion in 

its own right nor has he, to my knowledge, sought to determine knowledge of Bible or 

Gospel content by Anglican lay people. His interest has been in exploring how Church of 

                                                 

134 See Borg, The Heart of Christianity, 6–15, where a traditional paradigm of understanding the Bible is 

characterized as: the Bible seen as a divine product; the Bible emphasized as a literal-factual book; the 

Bible as revealing doctrine and morals; faith as belief and the Christian life emphasis as what to believe or 

do to be saved in the afterlife being central. This is compared with an emerging paradigm for understanding 

the Bible characterized as: the Bible seen as a human response to God; the Bible emphasized as historical 

and metaphorical and more concerned with meaning; the Bible as sacramental and the Christian life em-

phasis as transformation in this life through relationship with God being central. 

135 A. Village, "Biblical Interpretation among Church of England Lay People" PhD diss., Bristol University, 

Bristol, 2003. 
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England laity understand and interpret the Bible, and major factors which might affect 

that interpretation.  

 His most recent article in 2013 entitled “The Bible and Ordinary Readers”136 provides a 

convenient summary of key parameters which he has discerned as shaping ordinary read-

ing. Two of the three parameters he discerned provide a basis for insight into his work and 

for relating his work to this thesis.  

1. Bible Beliefs: Liberalism and Conservatism. Dr Village developed and vali-

dated a twelve-point Bible scale comprising a variety of items related to the 

truth, inerrancy and authority of the Bible. He claims that the Bible scale 

measures conservative-liberal belief about the Bible and that it assesses the 

nature of belief about the Bible and the way that belief is held. Whilst attitudes 

to and beliefs about the Bible are distinct from knowledge of and comprehen-

sion of the Bible, it is clear that attitudes and beliefs are among factors which 

will determine knowledge and particularly interpretation of the Bible. He iden-

tifies key beliefs in doctrinal terms about the Bible as being its inspiration, its 

inerrancy and its authority.  

2. Biblical Literalism. The question of Biblical literalism and how language and 

imagery are understood is both an important component of the second research 

question and how the Bible is understood. Dr Village nominates several factors 

he asserts are important.137 He notes that assessment of literalism on the basis 

of asking a single question is inadequate and thus he develops questions over 

a range of events.138 Using the same dataset he developed a literalism scale of 

ten questions for which he demonstrated high internal reliability. The de-

mographics he nominates which might relate to literalism spanned churchman-

ship, gender, age and educational level and were included in the questionnaire.  

Albeit Dr Village has surveyed a similar area but with a different goal than that proposed 

for this thesis, his four-part questionnaire contains tested questions and validated scales 

                                                 

136 A. Village, "The Bible and Ordinary Readers." in Exploring Ordinary Theology: Everyday Christian 

Believing and the Church, ed. J. Astley and L. J. Francis, (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2013), 127 

-136 

137 Andrew Village, "Factors Shaping Biblical Literalism: A Study among Anglican Laity," Journal of Be-

liefs & Values: Studies in Religion & Education 26, no. 1 (2005): 29-38. 

138 Ibid., 29-38 
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which offer significant insight into how Gospel knowledge and understanding might be 

probed.  

 Other sources 

An important study previously mentioned is the ‘Bible in the Life of the Church’ Project 

(BiLC) which is titled “Deep Engagement: Fresh Discovery.”139 The study is character-

ised as: 

… an attempt to let the churches of the Communion reflect on the ways 

in which they [ordinary Anglican lay people] actually use the Bible - 

how they read it, whom they read it with, what they bring to the reading, 

what their experience is of transformation (emphasis added). …it is an 

attempt to share … what people want to say about the importance of the 

Bible. …it will help us to develop in the Communion a wider and fuller 

Biblical literacy.140 

The BiLC Project is a singularly rich undertaking of some six hundred and seventy pages, 

commissioned by the Anglican Consultative Council, published in 2012 and comprising 

major investigations and numerous additional papers and studies.  

Among other aims it sought to draw together many existing empirical studies which ex-

plored how ‘ordinary Anglicans’ in different cultural and geographic locations view and 

understand the Bible. The Project made use of both qualitative and quantitative ap-

proaches. The qualitative approaches included participant-observation, participatory re-

search and case studies, but not to my knowledge any interview strategy. The quantitative 

section used a survey administered online or via the Internet to collect demographic in-

formation, ask questions about frequency of Bible use, investigate the Bible’s perceived 

relevance to respondents, and questions about interpretation. The methodology was based 

on engagement with a few core scripture passages related to two of the five ‘Marks of 

                                                 

139 "Deep Engagement, Fresh Discovery: Report of the Anglican Communion “Bible in the Life of the Church” 

Project." 2012. http://www.anglicancommunion.org/ministry/theological/Bible/.../FULL.pdf. The Report com-

prises five major sections: Section 1: Methodology and broad conclusions from the regional groups: Section 2: 

Regional Reflections: Section 3: Other work undertaken by the Project, which included an analysis of all that the 

Anglican Communion had said in its official documents about the place of Scripture in its life, and an empirical 

study of how ‘ordinary Anglicans’ view the Bible: Section 4: Resources, Exercises, study courses, case studies 

and other ideas, and Section 5: Reflections on the project by an ‘Anglican Outsider’. 

140 Ibid., Foreword. 
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Mission’141 by Anglican groups located in different situations and in different parts of the 

world. 

Sections 1 and 3 of the Report are of value to the current project. The Regional Reports, 

while pointing to a diversity of interpretation of given passages within the Anglican Com-

munion, provide insight into questions to help ascertain how Adelaide lay Anglicans use 

the Bible. The Reflection submitted by the North American Regional Group, for example, 

included a list of Biblical interpretation issues142 which provide natural starting points for 

questions about how lay people interpret and apply a passage of scripture.  

Section 3 of the BiLC Project is of direct relevance to this project. It reported the process, 

methodology and results of an empirical study of how ‘ordinary Anglicans’ view the Bi-

ble. This study was similar to the previous work of Dr Village mentioned above and 

largely the same instruments and questions were employed, albeit to a larger and more 

diverse sample. The BiLC Report together with Dr Village’s work provide valuable in-

sights into quantitative investigations as to how lay Anglicans read the Bible and some 

factors that shape and influence their reading and their understanding of the Bible. Whilst 

all of this material relates to the Bible as a whole, much of Dr Village’s work and BiLC 

can be seen to pertain in some measure to the Gospels.  

“Taking the Pulse”, the Bible Society study undertaken in the UK, offered findings in 

relation to non-leaders that:  

• 78% of church goers believe the Bible is divinely inspired. 

•  34% believe that it is free from error.143  

Because of the unknowns of the sample and methodology of the study, these figures can 

be accepted as indicative only.  

In relation to understanding the Bible (Gospels), The State of the Bible 2015 from the 

American Bible Society offered interesting insight into whether the Bible (Gospels) were 

                                                 

141 The Five Marks of Mission are an important statement on mission which expresses the Anglican Com-

munion’s common commitment to, and understanding of, God’s holistic/integral mission. http://www.an-

glicancommunion.org/identity/marks-of-mission.aspx, Accessed February 3, 2017. 

142 “Bible in the Life of the Church,” 2012, 22. The North American Report was titled ‘Transformed by the 

Bible – but by many routes’ and included the three issues: 

• The contested place of received interpretations of Biblical texts in Christian tradition. 

• The implications of multiple levels of meaning in the Biblical text, rather than simply one. 

• The need to read Scripture to challenge our perspectives, not just to affirm them. 

143 ComRes, “Taking the Pulse,” 3. 

 

http://www.anglicancommunion.org/identity/marks-of-mission.aspx
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/identity/marks-of-mission.aspx
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seen as the literal (actual word of God and should be taken literally, word for word) or 

inspired (no errors, some verses symbolic) Word of God. The most common belief among 

practicing Protestants included: 

• 38% believed the Bible is the actual word of God and should be taken liter-

ally, word for word, 

• 50% believe the Bible is the inspired word of God, having no errors but some 

verses symbolic, 

• 9% believe it might have historical or factual errors.144 

These results offer insight into how the Bible is understood as a document and how Amer-

ican Protestants interpret and use it. Whilst it would be incorrect to make comparisons 

between American Protestants and Australian Anglicans the results, to the extent that they 

might be indicative of Gospel engagement as well Bible engagement, do indicate broad 

areas and categories of possible investigation and comparison. The results quoted provide 

insight into pertinent question areas and topics for the quantitative instrument on which 

this project will substantially depend.   

Further significant surveys were those conducted in 2013 by the Church Times in UK and 

the National Church Life Survey145 (NCLS) conducted in Australia in 2011. Neither sur-

vey was directly interested in knowledge of the content of the Bible, but both asked sev-

eral questions about Bible beliefs and attitudes which are part of understanding the back-

ground and differences in the Biblical interpretation aspect of Biblical (Gospel) literacy. 

In the Church Times Survey, Dr Village’s tested scale probing liberal versus conservative 

beliefs was again deployed and again found to be predictive of ‘Bible related’ behaviours 

such as frequency of reading and literalism as they relate to interpretation of the Biblical 

text.  

The 2011 National Church Life Survey, carried out in over 5,000 local parishes and con-

gregations from more than 20 denominations, provided a snapshot of Australian church 

life. The NCLS method uses multiple questionnaire form variants to collect data on a 

wide range of topics from church attenders. Form C had a section on ‘religious 

knowledge’ which asked four questions (78 - 81) on factual knowledge of the Bible. The 

only New Testament question was ‘Who wrote the book of Acts?’ for which Matthew, 

                                                 

144 American Bible Society, "The State of the Bible 2015," 65. 

145 The National Church Life Survey (NCLS) in Australia is a nation-wide multi-denominational five yearly 

inventory of church life in Australia. Websites http://ncls.org.au and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National 

Church Life Survey, provide detail of the scope and content of the project. 

http://ncls.org.au/
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Mark, Luke, Paul and John were offered as choices, along with ‘Don’t Know’. Form J 

had a specific question on the respondents ‘view of the Bible’, offering seven alternative 

answers regarding the status of the Bible. These alternatives provided insight about how 

the authority of scripture could be explored. There were insufficient respondents to Forms 

C and J from among Adelaide Anglicans to form a representative sample, so no results 

for those questions can be reported for Adelaide Anglicans.146 

Another similar Project is “Let the Bible Live”, the Report of the North Yorkshire Dales 

Biblical Literacy Project. A key stated aim for this practical project designed to promote 

Biblical literacy in the Yorkshire Dales was to research the literacy levels in a typical 

rural circuit and communities.147 The methodology was based on questionnaire and inter-

view using the same National Bible Literacy Survey administered by CODEC (see below) 

in 2008. The survey concerned the use of the Bible, its significance in the respondents’ 

lives and their attitudes to the Bible. Questions were also asked about Biblical characters 

and stories. Although it was a community based survey, 79% of respondents self-desig-

nated as practicing Christians. One finding relevant to Research Question 2 was that 

“many people had a good grasp of the basic story of Christ’s cross and resurrection. Yet 

knowledge of other New Testament stories was being lost, not least the parables.”148 It 

needs to be remembered, however, that this survey relates to a particular community and 

not to any particular group of laities, Anglican or otherwise.  

The CODEC Research Project149 also used the National Bible Literacy Survey in its stated 

aim to explore the area of Biblical literacy in a media-dominated culture. The project used 

professional market researchers to conduct a survey via face-to-face interview with ordi-

nary people randomly selected from all ages, all classes, backgrounds and religious and 

cultural traditions at nine locations in England and Wales.150 Key results included: 

• the Bible had been an important part of many people’s education and 

upbringing, 

                                                 

146 In email conversation dated 7/02/14 with Dr Claudia Mollidor, NCLS researcher. 

147 Wood, “Let the Bible Live”, 3. 

148 Ibid., 14. The results quoted are in fact ‘headline findings’ of the National Biblical Literacy Survey 2008 

which are owned by the “Let the Bible Live” project as ‘Overall the findings supported the earlier results 

of the 2008 national survey’. The full results of the ‘Let the Bible Live’ project were located at Appendix 

2 of the report to which I tried to gain access via email contact but was unsuccessful. See page 16 of the 

Report for major conclusions. 

149 P. Phillips, "The Codec Research Project." Epworth Review (May 2011). Details of the CODEC Re-

search Centre located at St John’s College, Durham University, can be found at www.dur.ac.uk/codec/. 

150 Ibid., 63. 
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• the Bible is read by only a small minority of the public with only a 

few more thinking it remains significant to them, 

• Bible knowledge was often associated with the visual arts, especially 

films and ‘shows’, and 

• the lack of knowledge of central New Testament stories including 

the parables of the Sower, the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son, 

and the stilling of the Storm, was ‘staggering’.  

The Survey also investigated who reads the Bible and why, and what puts people off read-

ing the Bible. Both questions yielded responses which were assessed as deserving of more 

detailed research151 with the latter an important consideration for inclusion in the quanti-

tative survey.  

David Clines sought to survey lay understanding and comprehension of the Bible. His 

students surveyed a wide range of mainline and other churches with a checklist of ques-

tions which themselves are interesting although not asked of the lay attendees. He asserts;  

…Biblical scholarship and Biblical criticism have had no significant effect 

on the reading and interpretation of the Bible in the churches… I can only 

conclude that Biblical criticism is perceived as irrelevant to the church.152 

Not only do these two assertions present a research challenge, but Clines also asserts that 

“the church and its people are in possession of an entirely false picture of the connection 

of the Bible to historical actuality.”153 It is this statement of what is known or not known 

by implication about the historicity of the Gospels and how the Gospels both came into 

being and gained their authority which I believe affects how the Gospels are understood 

and therefore interpreted. My original intention for Research Question 2 was to include 

investigative questions exploring these factors. These proposed questions, however, 

lengthened the questionnaire unacceptably and so had to be excluded. I do think however 

that the questions surrounding the historical development of the Gospels, including how 

they came into being, why they were written and how they gained canonical authority, 

significantly affect how the Gospels are seen and understood. As such, these factors would 

benefit from further research and it is my belief that useful basic instruction around these 

factors would add significant maturity and realism to how many lay Anglicans perceive 

the Gospels.  

                                                 

151 Ibid., 66. 

152 Clines, The Bible and the Modern World, 86-87. 

153 Ibid., 88. 
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A further comprehensive survey carried out in Britain is a more rigorous work with its 

focus on both Bible reading habits and attitudes to, and understanding of, the Bible.154 

Although dated, the survey covered a number of relevant factors. These included: 

• the use of the Bible corporately in church and individually, 

• understanding of and attitude towards the Bible in relation to historical, scientific, 

theological and ethical accuracy, and  

• their understanding of the relevance of the Bible today and their understanding of 

the Bible as a whole.  

The survey questions used were not provided in the article. The authors reached several 

conclusions: 

• that many highly committed Anglicans found it difficult to identify or articulate 

their own attitudes to the Bible. 

• the majority of regular Anglican worshippers have lost the habit of Bible read-

ing. 

• any regular thirty-minute television programme is given a greater time commit-

ment by most of these churchgoers than the foundation document of the Chris-

tian faith. 

• nearly 30% of the total sample thought that the Bible was not very relevant or 

were uncertain what to think about it. 

• many Anglicans have no consistent understanding of the Bible.155  

Particularly helpful were suggestions why these conclusions eventuated. The authors con-

tended that it would be interesting to test by further research the possibility that in Angli-

canism the emphasis is placed elsewhere than on the Bible.  

Empirical/survey literature - Third research question 

The third research question is concerned to investigate the way that lay persons’ under-

standing of Jesus and the Gospels makes a significant difference to the way they live. Key 

concerns to be investigated include: 

a. how lay Adelaide Anglicans use the Gospels in their daily life or lives in gen-

eral. 

b. whether and in what ways their understanding of Jesus and the Gospels makes 

a significant difference to the way they live. 

                                                 

154 E. Fisher, J. Astley, and C. Wilcox. "A Survey of Bible Reading Practice and Attitudes to the Bible 

among Anglican Congregations," The Contours of Christian Education (1992): 382-95. 

155 Ibid., 389. 
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c. whether and in what ways they seek to bring their understanding of Jesus to 

the issues of society and world. 

d. whether and how they believe that they could live more Jesus-centred lives. 

Literature of interest will thus include attempts to investigate the place and effect of the 

Gospels in lay lives. So far as the former is concerned, I have been unable to find any 

survey material which bears directly on the place and application of the Gospels in lay 

lives. There are, however, studies on how the Bible impinges on the lives of lay Christians.  

‘Taking the Pulse’, the Bible Society study undertaken in the UK, offers some insights 

into the place of the Bible in the lives of those who responded.  

• 35% of non-leaders claim to read the Bible daily and 25% several 

times a week. 

• the Bible is ‘frequently’ used for private devotions (56%). 

• the majority use the Bible ‘frequently’ or ‘sometimes’ to shape their 

decisions (63%). 

• 57% of non-leaders believe the Bible should shape their daily life ‘a 

great deal’. 

• 39% of non-leaders remember the Bible affecting a decision they 

made in the past week. 

In the quantitative survey for non-leaders, Topic Four is entitled ‘Bible Literacy and Ap-

plication’156 the following results are reported: 

• Churchgoers want to be encouraged to read and study the Bible… 

yet they also realise that along with lack of free time, their own lack 

of commitment is the single biggest obstacle to engaging more with 

it. 

• Christians would also like to more consistently apply Biblical prin-

ciples to their day-to-day decision making. 

• … a wish for a broader understanding of the Bible’s main themes 

rather than learning texts by rote. 

Albeit a flawed report and some of the figures being a little surprising, it does provide 

insight into what questions were assessed as important and might therefore be considered 

in forming data questions in relation to Research Question 3. 

In terms of survey results on how the Bible impinges on the Christian life of American 

Protestants, the State of the Bible 2015 offers some insights: 

                                                 

156 ComRes. "Taking the Pulse,” 12. 
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•  85% believed that the Bible contains everything a person needs to 

know to live a meaningful life,157 

• 95% read the Bible to either come closer to God, seek direction, 

solve a problem, or seek comfort,158 

• 62% gave significant thought and 33% some thought as to how the 

Bible might apply to their life.159 

The “Let the Bible Live” Report offered two items relevant to this Research Question: 

• only18% opened the Bible weekly, and only 7% daily – and this despite the 

70% affiliation. 

• Bible reading was seen to be the preserve of older people, the holy or experts. 

Many respondents thought that the Bible needed an expert to help interpret 

it.160 

It also asked participants questions about lack of Biblical (Gospel) engagement today.161 

These assessments may not reflect the Australian experience of Bible engagement but, 

again, they do indicate areas of concern and potential investigation. 

Whilst much theology has been written on justification and sanctification through know-

ing Jesus, I have found no literature which links the Gospels with personal transformation 

empirically through either quantitative or qualitative survey. This is not so, however, for 

the Bible. 

Empirical investigation of transformation was found in two forms in the literature: as work 

illustrating either a movement in values or as growth in living a genuinely Christian life. 

The first involved a ‘before and after’ experimental design seeking to establish personal 

growth or transformation through a teaching or learning process. The second entailed a 

survey including direct and/or indirect questions investigating self-assessment of the 

                                                 

157 American Bible Society, "The State of the Bible 2015," 34. 

158 Ibid., 48. 

159 Ibid., 56. 

160 Wood, “Let the Bible Live,” 3. 

161 Ibid., 17. The principal reasons offered were that: 

• the Bible has been discredited by science. There is a credibility gap between the truth of science 

and the truth of the scriptures. 

• the Bible is difficult to understand. Reading the Bible is like visiting a foreign land. 

• the Bible is boring. 

• the Bible is irrelevant to modern‐day issues and concerns. 

• the Bible needs an expert to help in its understanding. 

• the Bible is only important for the holy, church leaders and students of theology. 
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transformative value of knowing Jesus (i.e., being familiar with the Gospels as they con-

vey the story and person of Jesus) in the lives of a significant sample.  

Theses related to transformation 

A recent thesis by Jeffrey Kennedy is pertinent to this project.162 It adopts the ‘before and 

after’ approach. The research question was, “Will participants in a Biblical curriculum 

experience a marked improvement in their knowledge, understanding and personal profi-

ciency with the Biblical text?”163 Whilst he found this to be the case, of interest is his 

emphasis on knowledge, understanding and presumably appropriate and competent appli-

cation. His methodology developed ‘a before and after Biblical knowledge test’ and ‘a 

before and after Biblical literacy questionnaire’ in which participants self-assessed their 

experience and presumably the effectiveness of the curriculum using Likert items. The 

knowledge test included sixty two questions which covered: basic facts about the nature 

of Scripture (ten questions), knowledge of basic interpretive procedures (five questions), 

basic themes in the Bible (three questions) and basic knowledge of the contents of Scrip-

ture (forty-four questions).164 Kennedy found the greatest improvement in the basic 

knowledge area, and as a result stresses both the importance of Bible knowledge as a pre-

requisite for discipleship.165  This test structure with its clear inclusions provides signifi-

cant insight into which components might comprise a comprehensive Gospel literacy test. 

Whilst the test is included in an Appendix, it is important to note, however, that he does 

not justify or validate either the questions or the structure. Failure to carry out these tasks 

again leaves a critical reader with questions about whether and how the structure and con-

tent are satisfactory. 

                                                 

162J. S. Kennedy, "The Challenge of Biblical Literacy: Establishing a Standard of Proficiency for Disciples 

at Eastpoint Church" DMin diss., Biola University, California, 2014, 25.  

163 Ibid., 126. 

164 Ibid., 136-137. 

165 Ibid., 9. – “obeying Jesus presupposes that the disciple knows his teachings and is able to interact with 

them in a meaningful way.” 
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A more direct and exhaustive approach is contained in the thesis by Brad Waggoner.166 He 

establishes five categories of measurable functional discipleship characteristics167 and goes 

on to analyse and elaborate each category to describe the disciple exhaustively. Amongst 

the thirty or so measurable characteristics describing discipleship, the following were 

noted. A disciple is one who:168 

• possesses a desire and willingness to learn. 

• has conviction regarding the necessity of living in accordance to Biblical princi-

ples and guidelines. 

• possesses a lifestyle depicted by intentional compliance with the moral teachings 

of the Bible and a practice of adapting attitudes and actions in accordance with 

Biblical standards. 

• actively seeks to promote social justice and righteousness in society as well as to 

individuals. 

• publicly identifies with Christ and the church when provided an opportunity. 

• seeks and takes advantage of opportunities to share the Gospel with others. 

From his measurable characteristics, Waggoner went on to develop, test and validate a 

Likert scale based instrument for testing discipleship. His study is exhaustive and the list 

of functional characteristics, particularly those noted above, provide valuable guidance 

for the development of discipleship questions in this project.  

Empirical/survey literature - Fourth research question 

The fourth Research Questions asked, ‘In what way do their lives of discipleship based 

on the Gospels make a difference to the lives of others?’ As followers of Jesus there is a 

prima facie expectation that, in whatever way is possible or appropriate, the active Chris-

tian will bring the good news to others around him or her. Key concerns include: 

a. whether the Gospels inform personal impetus towards bringing/offering 

the good news of the Gospels to those around them. 

b. whether they think that they could be doing more in respect of bringing the 

Gospel story to others. 

                                                 

166 B.J. Waggoner, “The Development of an Instrument for Measuring and Evaluating the Discipleship 

Base of Southern Baptist Churches” DMin diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Fort Worth, 

1991.  

167 Ibid., 66. These categories were: attitudes, conduct/behaviour, relational/social, ministry involvement/ 

skills, doctrine/beliefs. 

168 Ibid., 67 – 81. 
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c. whether deepening their knowledge of the Gospels might enable them to 

offer the Gospels to others more confidently and effectively. 

The task is again to devise questions seeking information about these concerns, and the 

literature of interest would include attempts to investigate these questions empirically. It 

is worth noting that while there are many theses and studies directly related to disciple-

ship, it is discipleship that is the centre of enquiry rather than the Gospels or how the 

Gospels relate to discipleship.  

Waggoner, in his development of a validated questionnaire to investigate discipleship, 

deploys six such questions. He subjects his questions to an intensive survey by two panels 

of experts in a transparent and fully explained procedure which results in his questions 

being prima facie of good quality.169 Although he does not actually administer the ques-

tionnaire the questions are worth noting. From his preliminary questionnaire, the ques-

tions of interest included:170 

• question 7, “I talk with other people about my faith.” 

• question 33, “It is my personal responsibility to share the gospel message with 

non-Christians around my life.” 

• question 40, “I know how to clearly explain the gospel to another person without 

relying on an evangelistic tract.” 

• question 43, “Christians should be about the work of telling others about Jesus.” 

• question 94, “I have shared with someone how to become a Christian.” 

• question 137, “I have tried directly to encourage someone to believe in Jesus 

Christ.” 

Another questionnaire relevant to my thesis is the ‘Omega Discipleship Self-Evaluation 

Questionnaire.’171 The questionnaire contains six sections seeking to provide an assess-

ment of ‘where the subject is as a follower of Jesus’. The last section is entitled ‘Witness’ 

and comprises five challenges, including: 

• I have tried to reach out to at least one non-Christian person over the last month. 

                                                 

169Waggoner, “The Development of an Instrument,” 182.  

170 It should be noted that:  

• these questions did not vary significantly from the two subsequent pilot questionnaires by which 

he subjected the questionnaire to rigorous validity testing. 

• he is not talking about the Gospels as the four books, but does refer to the figure of Jesus regularly.  

171 “Omega Discipleship Self-Evaluation Questionnaire.” http://www.omega-discipleship.com/pdf/DIS-

CIPLESHIP%20-%20Self%20Questionnaire.pdf. Accessed July 27, 2016. 

http://www.omega-discipleship.com/pdf/DISCIPLESHIP%20-%20Self%20Questionnaire.pdf
http://www.omega-discipleship.com/pdf/DISCIPLESHIP%20-%20Self%20Questionnaire.pdf
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• I have been able to share my faith with a non-Christian in some way over the past 

month. 

• Over the last month, I have helped to influence, encourage, disciple, mentor or 

train at least one other person to follow Jesus more fully. 

All of these questions are indicative but do not address concerns b. and c. above which 

are directly related to the Gospels and to my observations of Anglicans in South Australia. 

They are about discipleship whereas my interest is in the Gospels and how they might 

bear on or relate to discipleship. The two sub-questions above at b. and c. (p 56) are not 

to my knowledge addressed in the literature but are important questions to answer in re-

lation to lay commitment to bringing the good news of the Gospels to others. As such I 

believe that they highlight a gap in the practical matter of discerning whether the Gospels 

could be playing a larger part in reaching out to non-Christian people.  

Summary of findings 

Apart from Dr Village’s work on the factors which influence how lay Anglicans under-

stand and make sense of the Bible, there appears to be little empirical or survey work 

done in the area of Biblical literacy. There was no empirical or survey data found on 

Gospel knowledge or understanding, and nothing found in relation to an Australian or 

Anglican context. 

Particular findings which contribute to shaping this project include a lack of: 

• any definition of Biblical or Gospel literacy that is widely acknowledged 

and/or has been used to structure or validate empirical investigation.  

• any set or sets of justified data questions or instruments to gauge knowledge 

of Gospel content. 

• any instruments or sets of questions designed to probe the actual lay under-

standing of the Gospels (rather than the underlying attitudes). 

• any studies investigating the influence of Gospel knowledge and understand-

ing on both personal transformation and lay discipleship.  

Considering the lens of transformative Gospel literacy172 in its abbreviated form of know-

ing, understanding and applying the Gospels, minimal empirical research material in any 

of these three areas of interest has been detected. No general principles or formative keys 

                                                 

172 See pages 37-38 above. 
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for the derivation of instruments have been discovered, and no ‘lens’ through which to 

view question selection or validation. 

It seems from the review of empirical studies that little research has focused on the Gos-

pels and their unique role in shaping the life and practice of lay Christians. Much more 

has been devoted to various studies of the Bible as a whole including assessments of 

Biblical knowledge and understanding, and the part the Bible has played in formation and 

discipleship. All the works selected and reviewed above, however, provide useful insights 

into the projected empirical investigation of the place of the Gospels in lay Anglican lives. 

The next step in the project is the description of how the investigation is to be conducted. 

It is appropriate, therefore, to now turn to an explanation of the method to be used in this 

investigation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter I discovered a paucity of empirical and survey research literature 

focusing on Gospel knowledge and understanding and their particular and unique role in 

shaping the lives and practice of lay Christians. In response to this finding, the basic aim 

of this project is therefore to conduct an empirical investigation designed to explore, de-

scribe, analyse, and report173 what Anglican lay people in the Diocese of Adelaide know 

about the Gospels, how they understand them in the sense of making meaning and inter-

preting, and how that knowledge and understanding affects their own lives and their dis-

cipleship.  

The strategy is thus exploratory and descriptive, requiring me to develop an appropriate 

methodology to acquire sufficient data to investigate and hopefully answer the four Re-

search Questions outlined in Chapter 1 and explained more fully in Chapter 3 (pages 40, 

44, 52 and 56 respectively). This chapter outlines the theoretical considerations for the 

conduct of the practical investigation. The application and specifics of this theory for this 

project is detailed in Chapter 6 for the quantitative investigation and Chapter 8 for the 

qualitative investigation. 

Design 

Initial considerations 

The research design is the framework within which data collection and analysis take 

place. There are basically three research designs which I need to consider in searching for 

an appropriate methodology. In very simplified terms for distinguishing the broad differ-

ences, these designs include: 

                                                 

173 I had also originally intended to make suggestions/recommendations about measures which could be 

taken to boost literacy. However, as the project unfolded it became evident that it would be simply outside 

the scope or possibility for a thesis of this length. It became clear that my thesis would do well to establish 

a ‘state of play’ and leave it to others to develop strategies for tackling shortfalls in Gospel literacy and the 

remedies for discovered shortfalls on active discipleship. 
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1. A quantitative design. Quantitative research emphasises quantification in the col-

lection and analysis of data. It is marked by a deductive approach which looks to 

either test or to establish a position by moving from the general data to particular 

conclusions or results. It is also marked in its adoption of the practices and norms 

of natural science and its positivistic174 approach to the world, and its view of so-

cial reality as an external, objective reality. 

2. A qualitative design. Qualitative research on the other hand emphasises the use 

of words and non-quantified description. It is marked by an inductive approach to 

the relationship between research and theory which is more inclined to examine 

particular data in search of theoretical connections. It rejects the practices and 

norms of the natural sciences in favour of an emphasis on the ways in which indi-

viduals interpret175 their social world. It also views social reality as a constantly 

changing reality created by the individuals inhabiting the particular context.176 

3. A mixed-method design. As the name implies, this design is a combination of the 

first two. That is, a set of quantitative data and qualitative data both contribute to 

the outcome of an investigation. Because of the significant fundamental differ-

ences between them the mixed-method design poses both difficulties and chal-

lenges in implementation. These include the weighting and sequencing of the two 

sets of data and the matter of bringing them into a valid relationship. It does, how-

ever, offer advantages and the facility to integrate in an appropriate way data from 

complex research questions which might either require, or benefit from, both 

types of enquiry.177  

                                                 

174 A. Bryman, Social Research Methods, 13, where positivism is explained as involving data gained by 

the senses to generate hypotheses which can be tested through value- free enquiry. However, see Ingrid 

Storm, "Researching Religion Using Quantitative Methods," 

https://www.kent.ac.uk/religionmethods/documents/Researching%20religion%20using%20quantitative%

20data.pdf. page 2, where she states that, “It is an unfortunate, but influential myth that all quantitative 

social research is based on a positivist approach… the approach labelled critical realism is probably the 

most common in quantitative research on religion. It holds that there is an external reality and that 

knowledge about it can be approximated through research…” Accessed 15th July 2016. 

175 Ibid., 16, where interpretivism is explained as emphasizing the subjective meaning of social reality. 

176Village, The Bible and Lay People, 7, where he usefully compares and contrasts qualitative and quanti-

tative methods in the context of the study of religion. 

177Storm, “Researching Religion Using Quantitative Methods,” 3, where she indicates that mixed methods 

may be better used for achieving complementarity, contextualization and elaboration rather than corrobo-

ration of results. 
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The methodology (including the design and data collection methods) for this project is 

dictated by the nature of the population to be investigated and the nature and complexity 

of the Research Questions as outlined in Chapters 1 and 2. It is clear that the Research 

Questions need to establish factual quantitative evidence which can be scored to produce 

results from which conclusions can be drawn. It is also clear that the investigation would 

significantly benefit from gaining information as to how participants personally view 

their actions and activities in respect of their knowledge of and relationship with the Gos-

pels.178 That is, I assess that data is needed from both modes of investigation; therefore, 

two sets of data are envisaged. 

1. The first set is required to derive numerical statistical data for quantitative 

analysis including crosstabulation from a sufficiently large sample of the pop-

ulation. The information gained will result in a wider picture or snapshot of 

the Diocese in relation to Gospel knowledge and understanding, and in rela-

tion to the part faith plays in respondents’ lives and their discipleship. 

2. The second set is required to obtain in-depth individual narrative detail from 

a small sample of the population who took part in the initial survey to gain 

deeper insight into the Research Questions without closed-question con-

straint. It also enables lay church members to enhance the project through 

their own unique understanding which might well not emerge in a quantita-

tive-only survey. 

Given this plan a mixed-method design based on a questionnaire to obtain quantitative 

data and an interview to obtain the qualitative data is deemed to be the most suitable 

design for the project. The large and dispersed nature of the population to be sampled 

means that the most manageable and economic approach is to administer a cross-sectional 

survey by self-administered questionnaire for the first set of data, and to administer an 

interview in respect of the second set.  

 

 

                                                 

178 J. Astley, Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology (Aldershot: Ashgate Pub-

lishing Ltd, 2002), 98, where the author states – “Where qualitative research adopts what has been described 

as an ‘inner perspective’ on the phenomena being studied, quantitative research facilitates an ‘outer per-

spective. I believe that each has its own contribution to make in the study of ordinary theology.” 
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Mixed-method research 

Mixed-method design fundamentals 

Mixed-method research is defined as:  

…research design in which the inquirer or investigator collects and 

analyses data, integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both 

qualitative and quantitative approaches or methods in a single study or 

a program of study.179  

The fundamental advantage of this approach is that the combination of the qualitative and 

quantitative findings provides a better understanding of research problems than either 

method used alone.  

The mixed-method design involves philosophical assumptions as well as methods of in-

quiry which need to be stated. The basis of mixed-method research approach I have cho-

sen to adopt is a pragmatic approach. This methodology180 is driven by the research ques-

tions being asked and the best way to answer them.181 This empirical methodology is 

more suited to my thesis than alternative epistemological and ontological approaches. 

Patrick White, among others, points out that the focus of these debates about various 

ontologies and epistemologies can be misplaced and unproductive. He goes on to state 

that: 

starting by figuring out their ontological and epistemological position 

is likely to confuse and distract inexperienced researchers and is not 

something I would recommend …… some very successful researchers 

believe that such debates can be ignored completely with no negative 

consequences for the quality of research output.182  

Creswell notes characteristics of the pragmatic approach as including:183 

                                                 

179 John W. Creswell, “Mixed Methods Research” in The Sage Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research 

Methods: A-L; Vol. 2, M-Z Index, ed. L.M. Given (New York: SAGE Publications, 2008), 526. 

180 There are different patterns of use of the words method and methodology. Here ‘methodology’ refers to 

the framework of philosophical assumptions, design (plan of action) and methods of collecting, analysing 

and mixing data. See J. W. Creswell and V.L.P. Clark, Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research 

(New York: SAGE Publications, 2011), 5.  

181 P. White, Developing Research Questions: A Guide for Social Scientists (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2009), 91, where he agrees that “the questions being asked determine the appropriate research architecture, 

strategy and tactics to be used - not tradition, authority, experts, paradigms or schools of thought.” 

182 Ibid., 92 – 93. 

183 J. W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches (New 

York: SAGE Publications, 2009), 10-11. 
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• not being committed exclusively to any one system of philosophy or 

reality in that a researcher is able to draw from both quantitative and 

qualitative assumptions to understand and to derive knowledge about 

the problem or question in view.  

• the assertion that there is an external world independent of the mind, 

however we might know that, and a world within the mind. 

• researchers having a freedom of choice in relation to methods, tech-

niques and procedures as they are seen to best meet their needs and 

purposes. In mixing methods, however, the researcher needs to es-

tablish a purpose for their mixing and a rationale about why the qual-

itative and quantitative need to be mixed in the first place.  

This project’s focus is exploration and description, borrowing pragmatically from quite 

different worldviews. In the first instance, it clearly borrows from an interpretivist under-

standing184 of the social reality of Biblical adherence. In this worldview, we are interested 

in how the participants see the conduct, meaning and purpose of their religious commit-

ment within their social and historical context. The third and fourth Research Questions 

seek to shed light on how the participants see the Gospels affecting and shaping their 

Christian lives, and how they see their discipleship activity in relation to others. The basic 

assumption here is that the generation of meaning is always social, arising in and coming 

out of interaction with human community. 

In the second instance, however, I seek also to investigate and report empirical data about 

the knowledge and understanding of the content of the Gospels by lay Anglicans. Re-

search Questions 1 and 2 are concerned with assessing correct and incorrect answers to 

knowledge of the content of the Gospels, and to scoring responses related to matters of 

interpretation. That is, the project requires the collection and analysis of quantitative data 

which entails assumptions from the positivistic worldview.185 Noting that the research 

does not set out to justify any particular or existing hypothesis or to establish direct causal 

relationships, the research will seek to investigate and report key concepts, knowledge 

and behaviours, and to establish and explain associations which might be found to exist 

among them.186 The key assumption is that the matters for enquiry can, in fact, be validly 

investigated and reported on the basis of quantitative evidence.  

                                                 

184Creswell, Research Design, 15-16, offers a brief description and summary of the Interpretivist 

worldview. 

185 Ibid., 6–7. 

186 Many would consider the presence of these aims as constitutive of quantitative method in that without 

one or more of these there is a question as to the nature of the method. In this project, it is the process of 

obtaining and analysing the data using quantitative techniques, albeit closed-ended questions. These are 

 



66 

 

 

 

Mixed-method design classifications 

Mixed-method design can be classified in a number of ways.187 These systems are based 

on the relative weighting and sequencing of the quantitative and qualitative components, 

and the way the separate results are mixed or brought together. The weighting of the two 

approaches depends on a number of factors including the emphasis of the research and 

size of the population of interest. In this project, the primacy is located with the collection 

of quantitative data, with the qualitative data complementing and supplementing that data. 

The sequencing depends on the aim of the researcher and whether he or she is trying to 

elaborate one approach with the use of the other. For this project, the qualitative serves 

several purposes including clarifying and deepening the quantitative findings. Therefore, 

the sequencing has the quantitative collection preceding the qualitative data collection.  

Thus, this project with its exploratory/descriptive emphasis and a large, geographically 

dispersed population requiring a sizeable sample, the weighting and sequencing points to 

a quantitative-led investigation. This mixed-method design is best described as a Sequen-

tial Explanatory Strategy in that the qualitative will supplement the quantitative. This 

approach is “characterized by the collection and analysis of quantitative data in the first 

phase of research followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative data in a second 

phase that builds on the results of the initial quantitative results.”188 This design offers a 

number of useful advantages, including: 

• ease of implementation which makes it manageable for a single researcher as 

data is collected sequentially. 

• each method off-setting limitations of the other. In particular, the quantitative 

survey will provide a ‘width’ of data which ensures a population wide insight 

or answer to each of the Research Questions. The qualitative interview will 

                                                 

more concerned with what might be thought of as matters or judgements reflecting peoples’ interpretations, 

social constructions and/or beliefs. That is, quantitative techniques are being used to summarize and ma-

nipulate what could be more naturally thought of as qualitative data.  

187 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 607, notes two different systems of classification, whilst Creswell, 

Research Design, 206, lists a number of alternative strategies and notes up to a dozen classification systems 

drawn from different disciplines. 

188 Creswell, Research Design, 211.  
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provide a ‘depth’ of data which ensures individual and unique narrative 

voices are heard on each Question, over and above the numerical/analytical 

data. The design provides for comprehensiveness and completeness. 

• allowing clarification or investigation of issues/points-of-interest/particular 

detail, which might arise from quantitative responses, including the clarifica-

tion of contradictory results. 

• improving the utility of the usefulness of the findings. 

The main disadvantages in using this design include the amount of time needed to imple-

ment the two phases of the research and the decision which might be required as to 

whether the participants for the qualitative phase are drawn from the sample or the popu-

lation.189 These disadvantages were assessed as non-operative for this particular project. 

The basic strategy is to provide a comprehensive overview of what is known by Adelaide 

laity about the content of the Gospels, how they understand the Gospels and what differ-

ence the Gospels make in their own lives and the lives of others using participants from 

the sample only. 

Mixed-method treatment of results 

A major consideration in mixed-method methodology concerns the mixing of prima facie 

quite different data types.  In this design, data can be brought together or mixed by: 

• merging, which requires the integration of the two sets of data usually requiring 

the transformation of one set into a compatible form with the other. 

• embedding, which happens at the design level rather than at the data level. 

• connecting, where the two datasets are brought into relationship on the basis of 

specifying research questions or selecting participants.  

The merging of data would be a possibility in this project, but is seen to require unneces-

sary effort since the questions giving rise to the two datasets are closely connected in their 

origin. As opposed to merging or embedding the data, I will connect190 the two datasets 

by bringing quantitative and qualitative results together on completion of analysis as sep-

arate sets related to the Research Questions. That is, all data questions are derived from 

                                                 

189 Creswell and Clark, Designing and Conducting, 74.  

190 Ibid., 83.  
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the Research Questions. The actual content to be brought together will comprise the in-

ferences and conclusions drawn from the numerical data with the complementary and 

supplementary narrative evidence from the interview data. That is, there is no question of 

combining numerical with non-numerical data as such, and no need to quantitize qualita-

tive data. Thus, the narrative evidence will illuminate the inferences, conclusions and 

insights drawn from examination of the statistical treatment of the quantitative data and 

vice-versa. This will take place in the final chapter. Whilst the combining of qualitative 

and quantitative results can be contentious for mixed-methods research, I anticipate that 

the intentional and structured complementarity of the two datasets will enable an easy 

integration of results in a summary chapter. 

Method 

The research method refers to the techniques used for data collection. For this project 

both quantitative and qualitative data are needed.  

Quantitative data 

Collection of quantitative data 

There are a number of methods for collecting quantitative data, including observation, 

interview and survey, and a number of techniques pertinent to each method. Since the 

starting point is the target population of the lay members of the Diocese of Adelaide, an 

appropriate method for collecting data for this project is by cross-sectional survey using 

a self-administered questionnaire. Given the wide dispersal of the target population there 

is no question of using interview or observation techniques for gathering large-scale quan-

titative data. There are significant advantages to the self-completion or self-administered 

questionnaire, including economy and speed of administration, convenience for the par-

ticipants and absence of interviewer effects and variability. The first three advantages are 

particularly enhanced with the use of the internet. There are, however, also some disad-

vantages, including the limitations of closed-answer questions, greater risk of missing 

data and the restriction of a limited number of questions. I also need to be aware of any 

response biases which might emerge. This might arise for a number of reasons: for in-

stance, because some don’t like answering questionnaires or even some feel they are too 

old! These disadvantages are, however, not insurmountable, and the limitation posed by 
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closed-answer questions is partly offset in the design which includes open-ended ques-

tions in the second phase. 

Whilst a number of quantitative test instruments were found relating to the Bible as a 

whole, none was detected relating solely to the Gospels, knowledge or use of them or 

attitudes to the Gospels. In the absence of a suitable existing instrument, I have therefore 

elected to construct my own instrument. The development of this instrument is examined 

in Chapter 5. Apart from the need to bear in mind specific rules for constructing questions 

which are covered in detail in major texts,191 a very helpful rule of thumb is to put oneself 

in the position of the respondent in trying to answer the questions developed.  

Details of quantitative data 

The data questions will be seeking quantifiable data including data from nominal varia-

bles (e.g., from multiple choice questions), ordinal variables (e.g., how many times a 

week the respondent reads the Gospel), interval variables (e.g., age of respondent) and 

dichotomous variables (e.g., is the respondent male or female?). In relation to ordinal 

variables, the Likert scale is the most common and easiest scale used.192 In this project it 

is used with five steps including a ‘neither agree nor disagree’ step. Noting that Likert 

scaled attitude indicators can be combined into an index,193 it is my intention to measure 

certain characteristics of the population using groups of questions taken together to form 

indices.194 These specialized measures will be used to grapple with complex aspects of the 

Research Questions which cannot be measured using a single question. For example, dis-

cipleship is a complex activity which in this context can usefully be approached using a 

number of questions to probe the many aspects involved. That is, particular aspects of 

discipleship can be probed and analysed/reported using single questions but ‘discipleship’ 

as a complex notion cannot. Important considerations include ensuring the questions mak-

ing up the index are consistent in contributing to the construct, and that each question 

itself has ‘face validity’. It is also desirable that each part of the construct be measured 

with more than one indicator although, in a diverse project such as the present undertaking 

                                                 

191 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 239. Also W.L. Neuman, Social Research Methods: Qualitative and 

Quantitative Approaches  (Harlow, UK: Pearson, 2011), 268.  

192 Neuman, Social Research Methods. 268. A scale is defined as “a measure in which a researcher captures 

the direction, level or potency of a variable construct.” 

193 Ibid., 198. 

194 Ibid., 192, where an index is defined as “a combination of items into a single numerical score.” 
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where questions are at a premium, this may not be possible. A logical way to incorporate 

indices is to devise the indices prior to construction of the questionnaire and incorporate 

the questions making up the index into the questionnaire. The proviso is that the questions 

so selected must also be able to provide required information apart from their contribution 

to the index.  

Population and sampling 

The nature of the population to be investigated is an important determinant of both design 

and method. The population under consideration in this project is the lay membership of 

the Anglican Diocese of Adelaide. If possible the detail of any sampled population needs 

to be carefully specified in the interests of replicability in the future and for other possible 

comparisons. Simple random sampling and cluster sampling with the parish as the cluster 

unit are both possibilities but rejected on the basis of complexity. The simplest and most 

direct sampling process for this particular project seems to be simple invitation to all 

members of the population seeking as large a sample as possible. It was deemed impos-

sible to make a random selection from each of the parish units making up the Diocese.195 

In addition, this invitation process minimizes a number of difficulties including ‘non-

response’, obtaining lists from multiple sub-groups and randomizing a complex popula-

tion.  

Whilst this method of sampling is not random, it can hopefully lead to a representative 

sample in the sense that the greater majority of the population has an equal theoretical 

possibility of participating.196 That is, most members in the defined population will have 

had the opportunity to become aware of the survey and to participate. I nevertheless 

acknowledge that surveys conducted on this basis can attract persons in a non-random 

way and that I need to be alert for any responses which seem to be clearly atypical of a 

population characteristic.197  

                                                 

195 A random sample is one where each member of the population has an equal chance of being selected. 

This definition requires accurate knowledge of the population and a means to ensure that each member of 

the population has an equal chance of being selected. In the case of the Diocese of Adelaide, all the actual 

members of the population are not known and there is no means of ensuring equal possibility of selection 

even if the population was known. 

196 As with any large-scale survey, due to absence, accident, forgetfulness or apathy some will not be po-

tential participants. 

197 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 219. This problem is also discussed as ‘response bias’ in Creswell, 

Research Design, 151.  
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In the absence of any Diocesan data relevant to the demographic factors nominated in this 

project, a convincing representativeness cannot be claimed, albeit I would hope that 135 

respondees are in some measure a cross-section of Diocesan laity.198 Inference from sam-

ple association to that association being true for the population is at best limited to the 

extent that the sample can be seen or accepted as representative of the population. Clearly 

no precise measure could be assigned to the likelihood of a sample association being a 

valid association for the population. Given the doubt inherent in the sampling process and 

the impossibility of rigorously checking representativeness for any of the personal char-

acteristics chosen for analysis, it is incumbent on me to offer the results to follow with 

reservation and caution advised as to their applicability to the population of the whole 

Diocese. 

The optimum sample size is affected by the homogeneity of the population and the kind 

of analysis to be used. In principle, the more heterogenous a population the greater the 

sample needed to cover the variations within the population.199 The laity of the Diocese 

of Adelaide are, in relation to their Gospel activity, rated as a relatively homogenous 

population and so a particularly large sample is not needed in this respect. One measure 

in relation to the adequacy of the size of the sample is the statistical power of the sample. 

Statistical power is the likelihood that a study will detect an effect (an outcome, a result, 

a reaction, a change in Y brought about by a change in X) when there is an effect there to 

be detected. If statistical power is high, the probability of making a Type II error (rejecting 

the null hypothesis H0), or concluding there is no effect when, in fact, there is one, goes 

down. Statistical power is affected chiefly by the size of the effect and the size of the 

sample used to detect it. Bigger effects are easier to detect than smaller effects, while 

large samples offer greater test sensitivity than small samples. 

A ‘Power Calculation for Chi-Square Test’ engine was located and relevant variables 

were inserted to calculate the power of the Chi Squared tests used.200 The sample size is 

constant at 135 (the number of returns received). The degrees of freedom ranged from 1 

                                                 

198 The sample size is small in relation to the whole population. The attempt to obtain a larger sample was 

thorough (including writing to each parish, providing posters, making the process as easy and flexible as 

possible both online and offline and engaging the Archbishop of Adelaide’s written support in his monthly 

Ad Clerums). Every attempt was made to obtain the largest sample possible, which at say 3 lay persons 

from each parish would have been over 200. However, in this endeavour one was entirely in the hands of 

parish clergy and leaders, and nearly a quarter of parishes did not respond. 

199 Ibid., 182. 

200 The test is found at https://www.anzmtg.org/stats/Power Calculator/PowerChiSquare 

https://www.anzmtg.org/stats/Power%20Calculator/PowerChiSquare
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to 4 as can be seen by inspection of the tables included in the thesis. The effect size (w) 

values of 0.1, 0.3 and 0.5 represent small, medium and large effect sizes respectively. The 

significance level was 0.05 throughout the project.  

 

Statistical Test Sample Size Power 
Degrees of 

Freedom 
Effect size Significance 

Level 

Chi-Square 135.000  0.9999 1 0.5 0.05 

Chi-Square 135.000  0.9998 2 0.5 0.05 

Chi-Square 135.000  0.9994 3 0.5 0.05 

Chi-Square 135.000  0.999 4 0.5 0.05 

Chi-Square 135.000  0.9365 1 0.3 0.05 

Chi-Square 135.000  0.8872 2 0.3 0.05 

Chi-Square 135.000  0.8452 3 0.3 0.05 

Chi-Square 135.000  0.808 4 0.3 0.05 

 

The lowest probability is 81% of detecting a medium effect in a table with four degrees 

of freedom, which means that a test based on these variables, when conducted repeatedly 

over time, is likely to produce a statistically significant result 8 times out of 10. The like-

lihood of detecting large effects remained above 99% for all tests conducted in the thesis. 

The project was not concerned with ‘small’ or marginal effects such as medical research 

might be. 

 In relation to the kind of analysis to be conducted, the fundamental criterion for this 

project is that the sample is sufficient to provide meaningful numbers in most if not all 

the cells of a contingency table. The smallest table is 2 x 2 and larger tables envisaged 

would be up to 4 x 5. With minimum acceptable cell counts of 5201, the sample therefore 

would theoretically need to be significantly over one hundred members of the population. 

 

                                                 

201 See Appendix 2 for explanation of required cell counts to ensure validity of tables. 
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Reliability and validity of data 

Reliability and validity of the questions and measures used are important for the credibil-

ity and usefulness of the findings. Reliability refers to the stability of data questions used 

– that is, does the question result in the same answer after a lapse of time? Stability can 

be investigated using the test-retest method. For this project, such investigation was con-

sidered to be beyond reasonable need and effective use of available time. The instrument 

is a unique first attempt and thus part of an initial exploration of both approach and pro-

cess. If the instrument was to be further used or developed, then a demonstration of reli-

ability would be appropriate.  

The further question of reliability is whether the data questions, combined into indices to 

operationalize a construct, yield consistent results. This reliability is determined using a 

split-half method where the data questions so combined are divided into random halves 

and checked to give the same result. This process is refined in the statistical measure 

known as Cronbach’s Alpha202, a measure which will be applied to and interpreted with 

respect to the indices developed and used in this project.  

Whilst there are a number of validity measurements which can be obtained, for the pur-

pose of this project it is ‘face validity’ which is important. Face validity concerns whether 

the measure apparently reflects the content of the concept in question.203 That is, do 

measures such as score aggregates (e.g. the aggregation of those questions which will 

measure participants’ knowledge of the content of the Gospels) really reflect what they 

purport to measure? Does discrimination based on different answers to a question really 

indicate significant difference (e.g., do the questions in the questionnaire probing inter-

pretation really indicate whether a person is more or less traditional in their understanding 

of the Gospels)? In relation to indices it is also important to ensure that every item in the 

index has face validity.204 Face validity is established by critical feedback from experts 

and from pilot studies of the questionnaire. It is again however important for the reader 

to judge whether or not or to what extent a particular measure actually reflects the concept 

it is claimed to do. 

                                                 

202 See Ch 6 where the measure is used and explained. 

203 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 152.  

204 Neuman, Social Research Methods, 192.  
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Processing of data 

For quantitative analysis, the resulting data is usually entered into an appropriate statisti-

cal package205, coded and recoded as required, examined and reported on descriptively 

using univariate analysis and for patterns of association using bivariate analysis. Missing 

data needs to be dealt with or explained for any quantitative analysis. In relation to the 

bivariate crosstabulation/contingency analysis which is to be used in this project, the re-

searcher needs to be able to accurately determine row, column and cell totals. That is, so 

long as both single missing values and strings of missing data in the dataset can be located 

and allowed for206, then missing data, provided it is random, does not present a problem 

for the statistical integrity of the project.  

A final and important step in the development and proving of survey instruments and 

associated analysis techniques is the conduct of one or more pilot studies seeking feed-

back from a number of trial respondents. This process allows the detection of low value 

questions, the checking of comprehension of questions and determination of the adequacy 

of instructions in the instrument.207 This process ideally involves: 

• the administration of the questionnaire to participants who are members of the 

population with a detailed follow-up feedback and suggestions session. 

• the entry of the data into the statistical package with trial manipulation of the data 

to discern whether the questions can be coded/recoded, aggregated, averaged, and 

grouped, or whether modifications need to be made.   

Successful uptake of the questionnaire depends in part on advertising and awareness-

raising often in the form of a notice-board poster or population wide communication 

channel such as a weekly bulletin.  The distribution of the questionnaire could be carried 

out in a number of ways, including via a website, via email and in hard copy. There are a 

number of advantages in receiving electronic responses to the questionnaire, the main 

ones being economy, speed, coverage and easier entry of data already in electronic 

form.208 Given the older demographic of the Diocese, however, not offering access to the 

                                                 

205 There are several possible statistical programs which could be used. For this project, the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS v22) was selected for its ease of use and its coverage of required 

statistical functions. 

206 The process for dealing with missing data is explained on P 95. 

207 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 247.  

208 Ibid., 632. 
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questionnaire via hard-copy via mail might well result in sampling bias by precluding 

responses from a significant number of the population.  

Qualitative data 

Collection of qualitative data 

There are a number of possible qualitative data collection techniques available to re-

searchers. These include observation, interviews, documents and other physical materi-

als.209 Given that observation is not appropriate, it seems clear that interview is the most 

satisfactory method of obtaining the data. The other alternative of asking people to write 

narrative responses is seen as unattractive and lacking flexibility of response. There are a 

number of different types of interview, including unstructured,210 semi-structured, focus 

group and interviews conducted via phone and internet. The semi-structured interview 

has advantages in being broadly directional but with the flexibility to clarify and elaborate 

points of interest. Given the sample to be considered and the design aim of obtaining 

particular further personal/narrative information from some of the participants in the 

quantitative phase of the project, the semi-structured interview is the most appropriate 

data collection method. Consistent with the Sequential Explanatory Method such further 

information will seek to clarify, elaborate and further explore quantitative outcomes 

through complementary and supplementary questions derived from the Research Ques-

tions and the quantitative results. Questions are administered according to an interview 

protocol including fixed questions designed to ensure consistency over the interviews.211  

In the selected mixed-method design sampling is purposive in that participants are se-

lected on the basis of their relevance to the questions being investigated. They may be 

from the population at large or selected from the sample used in the quantitative phase of 

the data collection. Within the qualitative sample frame of those available for interview a 

selection is made to provide representation across criteria of significance. That is, a qual-

itative sample is selected from those available taking into account significant differences 

among those available. A common technique is to select from the original sample, a tech-

nique which is adopted in this project.212  

                                                 

209 Creswell, Research Design, 179-180.  

210 The unstructured interview is usually conversational and without a schedule of questions. 

211 Ibid., 183. 

212 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 375, where he describes exactly the scenario adopted in this project.  
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Reliability and validity of data 

There are two major approaches to qualitative reliability and validity. The first seeks to 

adapt the appropriate quantitative expressions – thus, external reliability refers to replica-

tion and internal reliability to whether what is seen and heard would be agreed by two or 

more observers. It is recognized that strict replication cannot take place, but that sufficient 

similarity might be present to allow comparison between qualitative undertakings. Simi-

larly, for internal and external validity, the latter referring to the degree to which findings 

can be generalized across social settings. One key technique is respondent validation 

where the participants are provided with an account of the findings for their corroboration 

or otherwise.  

Alternative criteria for assessing the ideas of reliability and validity in relation to qualita-

tive research centre on the concepts of trustworthiness and authenticity. In relation to the 

former, key indicators include:213 

• credibility, which parallels internal validity in that there is a good match between 

researcher’s ideas and the theoretical notions they develop. 

• transferability, which parallels external validity referring to the extent to which 

findings can be generalized across social settings. 

• dependability, which parallels reliability and rests on complete records being kept 

of all phases of the research. 

• confirmability, which is concerned with the good faith of the researcher in not 

allowing personal values or theoretical inclinations to sway the conduct or find-

ings of the research.  

Whilst the essential elements of each is clear, the assessment of these characteristics is 

open to interpretation and it is not possible to make unequivocal or objective claims in 

respect to these characteristics for this project. That is, it is for a reader to make up their 

own mind on this matter. In the modern scenario of interviewing, trustworthiness is en-

hanced in the relatively easier recording and literal transcription of interviews which can 

presumably be retained and made available in the face of serious doubt about the relia-

bility or validity of the research. 

                                                 

213 Ibid., 377-379. 
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Ethical considerations 

The final matter for consideration in relation to both the quantitative and qualitative data 

are the ethical issues in data collection and interpretation. Whilst there are a number of 

key areas of ethical concern including those of harm to participants, deception, privacy 

and anonymity, data protection and consent, the nature of the projected research and the 

subject matter of the investigation do not give rise to major ethical concerns. Given com-

pliance with Charles Sturt University ethics regulations, for this project significant issues 

include: 

• the privacy or anonymity of participants. This can be provided by a number of 

means including simply soliciting unidentified responses, or a ‘post-box’ or cut-

out if the identities of the participants might need to be known for possible further 

investigation. The promise of anonymity can also be an important encouragement 

for participants to answer questions without fear, and the mechanism of providing 

anonymity should be made clear to participants. 

• the protection and correct handling and disposal of data and analysis.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I have investigated the background for the conduct of the project. With 

due consideration, I have selected a pragmatic methodological basis for the undertaking. 

In addition, I have established a design to undertake investigation of the Research Ques-

tions and the method by which this will be achieved, including consideration of the ad-

vantages and disadvantages of the design and method chosen. The design is mixed-

method with sequentially primary quantitative data followed and augmented by qualita-

tive data.  

The theory and practice of the methods for obtaining both the quantitative and qualitative 

data have been discussed and key questions have been considered including reliability 

and validity of the two methods; the technique for mixing the two datasets; the nature and 

influence of the population; sampling including inability to obtain a random sample, and 

size of the sample; and the development and legitimation of indices and ethical concerns. 

In addition, problems have been confronted, including the need to develop a suitable in-
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strument and the complexity of the sampling process for the quantitative survey; the pos-

sibility of response bias; and the complexity of assessing the reliability and validity of the 

qualitative work.  

With a solid methodological base in place the next task is the development of the quanti-

tative survey instrument with the guidance of the ‘transformative Gospel literacy’ lens 

developed in Chapter 2. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE QUANTITATIVE QUESTIONNAIRE 

Introduction 

The aims for the questionnaire are clear – in terms of the Research Questions, the ques-

tionnaire needs to enable exploration of: 

• what lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide know about Jesus and the Gos-

pels. 

• how they understand and make sense of the Gospels. 

• whether their knowledge and understanding of the Gospels transform or make 

a difference in their own lives. 

• whether their lives of discipleship based on the Gospels enable and equip them 

to bring transformation to the lives of others. 

The development of the questionnaire was complex and resulted in an original 147 ques-

tions being reduced to a final 69214 questions under strict consideration of the Research 

Questions and the lens of transformative Gospel literacy. It was clear that answering 147 

questions might be asking too much time or goodwill from volunteers, or any group for 

that matter.  

In an attempt to maximise the data available from the remaining questions, the idea of 

creating indices involving groups of questions became attractive. I could see some con-

solidated areas of investigation which could not be examined in single questions, so I 

developed data questions which, when taken together, could yield broader perspectives. 

These questions were particularly associated with the Gospels in the lives of respondents 

                                                 

214 An original 36 questions contained in a section titled ‘What you believe about the Bible and Gospels as 

documents’ was eventually trimmed to two questions about the inspiration of the Gospels.  

Thirty-four questions testing knowledge of the content of the Gospels was reduced to 22 by eliminating 

questions which were seen as duplicating retained questions in a substantial way  

Twenty-seven questions asked to investigate respondents’ understanding of meaning and language were 

reduced to 7 questions.  

Thirty-seven questions in a section entitled ‘How the Gospels play a part in your life’ were reduced to 24 

questions in the final Section 2 of the questionnaire entitled ‘Exploring the part the Gospels play in my 

life’. 
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and Gospel knowledge, and the questions were in part designed with these indices215 in 

mind. The resulting questions were distributed throughout the question bank to maximize 

independence. 

Using the lens of transformative Gospel literacy which I developed in chapter 2 as a guide, 

the Research Questions will be answered in data questions covering three broad catego-

ries. 

1.  Knowing the Gospels (Research Question 1), issuing in data questions cover-

ing: 

• the identity of Jesus seen through the titles he is called, the actions he per-

forms and his relationship with his Father in heaven. 

• the mission of Jesus as he pictured it himself and as he is pictured passing it 

on to the church. 

• the teaching of Jesus both in parabolic and story form and, particularly in 

Matthew’s Gospel, given as instruction about daily life and its problems. 

• important events and figures, such as the Transfiguration and Resurrection, 

and significant people such as Moses and Mary Magdalene who give the 

narrative meaning and relate it to the Old Testament and the overall picture 

of salvation history. 

2. Understanding and making sense of the Gospels (Research Question 2), issuing 

in data questions covering: 

• an ability to at least choose between different interpretations of given 

events or actions. 

• whether Adelaide Anglicans are more or less traditional in understanding 

and interpretation. 

• an awareness that language is complex, can be used idiomatically and 

can be interpreted figuratively or literally in many instances. 

3. Applying the Gospels (Research Questions 3 and 4), issuing in data ques-

tions covering: 

                                                 

215 These indices are basic attempts to maximize the yield of the survey questions and I have qualified them 

with appropriate caveats in the following work as simple and exploratory first attempts in an uninvestigated 

field. 
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• Whether the lives of Adelaide Anglicans are transformed in bringing the 

Gospels to the many social, personal and ethical issues they face, as well 

as to their character and behaviour in their daily lives. 

• Whether they are able and actually do make a difference in other lives by 

bringing Jesus and the Gospel story to those around them. 

To this end, I have chosen to build a questionnaire in four sections. 

1. Section 1 will seek basic personal and demographic data including personal 

and church-related activities, attitudes and background. These responses are 

needed for a number of reasons, including: 

• the provision of a demographic overview of the laity of the Diocese, and 

• relating findings in the other three sections to these activities, attitudes 

and personal background for a deeper understanding of patterns of Gos-

pel engagement and influence. 

2. Section 2 will seek to probe respondents’ attitudes and activities in relation to 

transformation in their own lives and bringing change to others’ lives. These 

responses will explore answers to Research Questions 3 and 4. 

3. Section 3 will seek to establish what is known or not known about the content 

of the Gospels. These responses will provide an analysis of Research Ques-

tion 1. 

4. Section 4 will seek, in response to Research Question 2, to probe how differ-

ent respondents interpret the language and make sense of Gospel content, and 

whether respondents understand and interpret the Gospels in a more or less 

traditional framework. 

Each of sections 2, 3 and 4 will yield raw univariate data216 capable of producing a picture 

or snapshot of the status of these questions in the Diocese at this time. The greater aim of 

the project, however, is to seek insight into the factors and relationships shaping the pic-

ture. To this end the picture will be deepened and widened by using bivariate contingency 

analysis of responses both within and between the four sections and their derivative indi-

ces to help understand the various factors at play in the attitudes and activities surveyed. 

Thus, the quantitative survey questionnaire has been structured to provide a breadth of 

data:  

                                                 

216 The raw data for Section 1 is found in pictorial form in Appendix 7. 
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• allowing a snapshot cross-sectional view of the state of knowledge and under-

standing of the Gospels for a significant sample of the lay population of the An-

glican Diocese of Adelaide.  

• allowing contingency analysis between demographic factors and the state of 

knowledge and understanding of the Gospels. 

• allowing contingency analysis between demographic factors and discipleship 

data, and 

• allowing contingency analysis between knowledge and understanding of the Gos-

pels and discipleship data. 

The order of the sections was chosen with the aim of making the questionnaire as user-

friendly as possible. The easiest material to answer was placed first, the most difficult 

(personally challenging) second and two relatively straightforward sections placed in Sec-

tions 3 and 4.217  

Section 1- Personal data 

The first section consists of fourteen questions; three related to church-going, four related 

to Gospel engagement habits, three related to educational/formation background, and fi-

nally questions on birth, age, age when baptised and gender. The questions were presented 

as requiring either a graded response usually ranging from ‘never’ to ‘regularly/every 

day’ or a choice between distinct, mostly mutually-exclusive, possibilities. All were 

treated as nominal variables. 

This section was placed first to provide a relatively non-demanding lead-in to the other 

sections. Questions 1 and 2 were included suspecting that both churchmanship and church 

attendance frequency would be significant factors in contingency analysis. Question 3 

was included simply to fill out the snapshot of the Diocese at this time.  

Questions 4, 5 and 6 were included as significant items which again were assessed as 

possibly being important factors in Gospel engagement and discipleship activity. Ques-

tion 9 (How often do you interact with the Gospels electronically) was included on the 

                                                 

217 The questionnaire is found in Appendix 1. 
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basis of general interest and the reported American trend.218 In question 8 diocesan mem-

bers were asked to explore whether religious influence during upbringing might be sig-

nificant in relation to Gospel knowledge, attitudes and activities. Questions 10 and 11 

sought to establish general and church-oriented educational background of respondents, 

again to help build a picture of the Diocese and as possible factors influencing attitudes 

and knowledge. It is my intention to carry out contingency analysis which will reveal 

whether these factors affecting Gospel attitudes and activities were assessed correctly or 

not.  

Section 2 – Discipleship data 

Section 2 consists of 18 Likert scale questions (Section 2.1) and a further 6 multi-choice 

and open-ended questions (Section 2.2). Appendix 3 – Explanation and Coding of Section 

2 - shows all the questions with columns displaying why each question was asked, ini-

tial/possible inferences for either agreement or disagreement and how each data question 

relates to the Research Questions. The Likert questions were structured around a five-

point scale to investigate attitudes to and experience with the Gospels in the lives of re-

spondents.219 Many questions in this section were potentially confronting or challenging, 

asking respondents to acknowledge self-assessed shortcomings, such as Question 10 – ‘I 

could be doing more to follow Jesus’ teachings in the Gospels.’ Questions were asked in 

such a way as to invite both disagreement and agreement for positive and negative atti-

tude, indications and experiences.  

The questions in Section 2.2 were asked to investigate in more detail a number of key 

questions: 

                                                 

218 American Bible Society, “State of the Bible,” 2015, 20. The State of the Bible reports of the American 

Bible Society for 2013, 2014 and 2015 have been tracking the increasing use of electronic devices to engage 

with the Bible. In 2015 the following comments were made, albeit in relation to the Bible as a whole. “The 

use of digital formats continues to increase. Half of all Bible readers say they used the Internet on a com-

puter to read Bible content (50%); 40% searched their smartphone or cell phone to find Bible content or 

Bible verses; and 35% downloaded or used a Bible app on their smartphone.”  

219 The middle category in a Likert Scale allows respondents to avoid either expressing an extreme opinion 

or taking a stand on a controversial issue. The idea of an even numbered Likert Scale is rejected for this 

project in that it is felt that respondents should be able to express a genuine ‘neither agree nor disagree’, 

albeit the choice might allow some to escape expressing a less-than-good self-assessment on some ques-

tions. https://achilleaskostoulas.com/2013/09/09/four-things-you-probably-didnt-know-about-likert-

scales/ Accessed October 18, 2016.  

https://achilleaskostoulas.com/2013/09/09/four-things-you-probably-didnt-know-about-likert-scales/
https://achilleaskostoulas.com/2013/09/09/four-things-you-probably-didnt-know-about-likert-scales/
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• ‘What stands in the way of respondents reading the Gospels more often is that….’ 

Whilst lack of time would be a clearly expected result, it seemed important to 

check if there were other significant factors.  

• ‘Helpful uses of the Gospels for me include….’ The offered alternatives sought to 

challenge respondents to think about exactly how they used the Gospels, 

knowledge of which might be helpful in shaping future Gospel engagement strat-

egies. 

• ‘I think the Gospels can help us in our understanding of the issues involved and 

the shaping of our attitudes to… (various ethical questions)’. The question was 

asked to gauge whether laity related the Gospels strongly or otherwise to ethical 

questions of concern. 

• ‘I understand a contemporary disciple to be one who….’ sought to investigate 

whether respondents held traditional views and whether they held a pro-active 

view of discipleship as outreaching. 

• ‘The Gospels make a difference in my life by….’ offered respondents the oppor-

tunity to indicate up to five other ways that the Gospels might make a difference 

in their lives. The question was again asked to build the picture of the part played 

by the Gospels in the lives of lay people in the diocese and look for any significant 

areas which might serve as a focus for future Gospel-awareness building initia-

tives.  

Each of these questions included an invitation to make a nil response or to further clarify 

their ideas. 

Whilst the responses to 23 of the 24 questions in this section helped to build a compre-

hensive picture of lay Gospel attitudes and experience, the Likert scale questions offered 

a further degree of analytical possibility in the grouping of particular questions to form 

four indices. Firstly, the indices as descriptive univariate data gave a broader picture of 

Gospel engagement, Gospel influence in respondents’ lives and living, Gospel influence 

in discipleship and Gospel influence in relation to issues engagement. They serve the 

purpose of ordering groups of related questions to provide a more comprehensive view 

of the data.  

Secondly, they offer the possibility of more complex contingency analysis with other fac-

tors which might affect the particular focus being expressed in the index. It would not 

only be an enormous task but, ultimately, without meaning, to run contingency analysis 

on all 18 Likert questions and, say, a respondent’s churchmanship as determined in the 
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profile data at Section 1 question 2. If all Likert questions were run against all Section 1 

questions, there would be potentially 18 x 14 individual results which I believe could not 

be meaningfully analysed. With an index expressing the overall perspective of a number 

of questions, however, then this sort of index-based analysis becomes not only possible 

but also meaningful to the extent that the indices chosen reflect important Gospel activi-

ties and attitudes, and potentially lead to practical outcomes.  

The indices thus offer insight into more complex aspects of lay interaction with the Gos-

pels which could not necessarily be reflected in a single question. They have been con-

structed by grouping questions in the survey which offered information about the areas 

of Gospel engagement and how their interaction with the Gospels affected their daily life, 

discipleship and approach to issues. Whilst weighting of the various items making up 

each index could have been considered, I believe that it is beyond the limits of the project 

to investigate and justify what sorts of weightings might be applied and for what reasons. 

The simple additive scale with its disclosure of all questions is transparent and open to 

full understanding by any reader as at least a basic indication of the particular aspect of 

Gospel interaction being examined. Given that some factors may well be more important 

than others in determining the scores for any particular construct and thus deserve a 

weighting, the limitations of such simple unweighted additive scales need to be acknowl-

edged. These simple indices are a basic attempt to derive further information from the 

data set. No claim is made for these indices and summative figures as rigorous statistical 

analysis; they are simply offered as helping to provide an overview of the data which each 

reader can use according to their best judgement. As with any statistically based evidence, 

the reader needs to make their own assessment of the value or otherwise of the infor-

mation offered. 

Gospel Engagement Index 

The most complex index developed was the Gospel Engagement Index (GEI) which was 

structured to investigate Research Question 3a (p. 52) – how do lay Adelaide Anglicans 

use or engage with the Gospels in their daily life or lives in general? The questions were 

included to ask:   

• whether respondents read and use the Gospels regularly,  

• whether they use the Gospels for reflection on issues and important questions 

which might arise for them,  

• whether their reading contributes to their awareness of Jesus in daily life,  
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• whether their reading and the resulting knowledge of Jesus, in whatever way, ac-

tually lead to Jesus playing a significant role in shaping character and attitudes, 

and  

• whether they feel that the Gospels might play a more prominent part in their lives. 

If so, what stands in the way of their reading the Gospels more often.  

In order to explore these questions, the index incorporated Section 2 questions 1, 4, 8, 11, 

12, 13, 14 and 19.220 The focus was on the use made of the Gospels. It was designed to 

investigate the respondents’ involvement with the Gospels with all questions related to 

respondent’s reading of or reflection on the Gospels.  

Gospels and Life Index 

The Gospels and Life Index (GLI) was structured to investigate the related Research 

Question 3b (p. 52) which sought to gain some insight into the difference Jesus and the 

Gospels make to the way respondents live. The focus of this index was concerned with 

the awareness and experience of Jesus and the Gospel picture of Jesus in each person’s 

daily life. The questions were concerned to determine: 

• did respondents find the figure of Jesus helpful when responding to a wide range 

of issues or when they needed help? 

• were respondents aware or not of Jesus in their daily lives? 

• did respondents find the Jesus story/Gospels relevant to their daily decision mak-

ing? 

• did they think Jesus played a significant part in shaping their character and atti-

tudes? 

• what did respondents believe were helpful uses of the Gospels for them, and how 

did the Gospels make a difference in their lives? 

The index included eight items – questions 3, 4, 6, 8, 11, 13, 20 and 23.  

                                                 

220 Questions from Section 2.2 (i.e. non-Likert scale questions 19 - 24) have also been included in these 

indices. The way these have been adapted to render a Likert compatible score for inclusion is explained in 

Chapter 6 at the appropriate place for each Index.  
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Gospels and Discipleship221 Index  

This Index (GDI) attempted to investigate Research Question 4 – respondents’ awareness 

of and commitment to bringing the good news to others and thus making a difference in 

the lives of those around them. Important aspects of this inquiry sought to ascertain 

whether they were actually doing this and whether they did it as well as they believed 

they could and should. The assessment was limited to verbal outreach or witness and the 

questions centred around their experiences or otherwise of speaking about Jesus and their 

confidence to do so. The index included six questions – questions 2, 9, 12, 15, 16 and 22 

which explored: 

• whether respondents actually talked or chatted about their Gospel knowledge or 

their experience of following Jesus and whether they felt they could be doing more 

in this respect, 

• whether greater knowledge of the Gospels/Jesus would lead to greater confidence 

in sharing the story and their experience of it with friends, and 

• how they understood what it meant to be a contemporary disciple. 

Gospels and Issues Index 

The Gospels and Issues Index (GII) was developed to assess the extent to which lay An-

glicans relate their Gospel knowledge and commitment to both general and particular 

issues. Questions sought to explore whether the Gospels played a part in assessment both 

of significant personal ethical issues and in relation to wider issues. The questions se-

lected were 3, 5, 12 and 21. 

These four indices are an initial attempt to investigate complex behaviour related to the 

Gospels and, as a first attempt, are very much a work in progress. Further thought may 

well allow the development of more complex and numerous indices for a more extensive 

investigation of Gospel activity and relationship. 

                                                 

221 The reader is reminded of the limited and particular use of the word ‘discipleship’ explained in Chapter 

1. It is worth noting however that the index explained here is a more detailed investigation of two of the 

‘Features of Mature Christians’ (i.e., a comprehensive discipleship profile) offered by Walton and the index 

is thus located and contextualized as part of a greater understanding of discipleship. See R. L Walton, 

“Ordinary Discipleship,” in Exploring Ordinary Theology: Everyday Christian Believing and the Church 

ed. Astley and Francis (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2013), 186.   
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Section 3 – Knowledge data 

 Section 3 comprised 22 questions222 which were designed to answer Research Question 

1 and to test the Gospel knowledge of respondents in accord with the concept of literacy 

developed in Chapter 2. The questions all offered three choices and an alternative of 

‘don’t know’, which respondents were encouraged to select rather than simply guess if 

they did not know the answer. The questions were centred on Jesus but also intentionally 

tested knowledge of places, Old Testament connections and Gospel events closely asso-

ciated with Jesus and his ministry.  

Types of questions seen in other questionnaires which were rated as trivial or obscure in 

terms of Gospel literacy were excluded.223 Questions were graded from easy (e.g., ques-

tion 2 – how long did Jesus spend fasting in the wilderness – a figure which most lection-

ary-based Anglicans sing about at least once a year in the well-known hymn ‘Forty days 

and forty nights’) to more difficult (e.g., question 21 which tested whether respondents 

had a deeper knowledge of the contents of the parables and were able to identify signifi-

cant content within the parable.) The basis for inclusion of each question is found at Ap-

pendix 4 – Explanation and Coding of Section 3. The Appendix shows: 

• the question, 

• why the question was asked, in relation to the value of the question for Gospel 

literacy, 

•  the relevance of the question to change/transformation for the reader, and 

•  how the question might relate to daily life of a lay member of the Diocese. 

                                                 

222 The questions for Section 3 need to avoid testing less important detail of the Gospel story but rather key 

points which reveal, with the mediation of the Holy Spirit, who Jesus is and what he does/offers. That is, 

different questions might be validly chosen to investigate Gospel knowledge, but whatever questions are 

chosen they need to be directed towards the same end if we are to talk about ‘transformative Gospel liter-

acy’.  

223 An example from the 2006 Presbyterian (USA) Bible Content Examination found at http://www.whit-

neyhq.com/biblecontent/ . Accessed November 30, 2012, was: 

72. According to the Gospel of Luke, who was the mother of John the Baptist?  

a. Anna 

b. Elizabeth 

c. Joanna 

d. Martha  

Whilst not a trivial question, it is not rated as an important question in relation to knowing and relat-

ing to Jesus. 

 

http://www.whitneyhq.com/biblecontent/
http://www.whitneyhq.com/biblecontent/
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As with Section 2, the questions asked in this section provided three foci which offered 

groupings not only to present a more comprehensive overview of the univariate descrip-

tive data but also a basis for contingency analysis, thus seeking to find relationships be-

tween these foci and other factors which might lead to insight about lay knowledge of 

Jesus. These three foci were Jesus’ Identity, Jesus’ Teaching and Jesus’ Mission.  

Jesus’ Identity Index 

Knowing Jesus’ identity in relation to God his Father, to the Old Testament and to those 

around him is crucial for an understanding Jesus in our own lives. The Jesus who is just 

a good man or a gifted prophet is a quite different figure, presumably exercising a quite 

different influence, from the Jesus who is genuinely accepted as ‘Son of God’, however 

that might be understood. There are many moments in the Gospels where the writers seek 

to establish or underpin Jesus’ identity, often by raising questions like, ‘Who is this?’ or 

including titles for him at significant moments or events in the story. Some of the deepest 

controversies centre on disputes about who Jesus is and what authority he has. Without 

an understanding of Jesus as more than a wonder-worker, misguided social reformer or 

gifted healer then a genuine relationship with Jesus and the resulting transformation of 

the self is not possible. Section 3 questions 1, 2, 10, 11, 12, 16, 17, 18 and 20 were devel-

oped to cast light on this focus. 

Jesus’ Teaching Index 

The transforming relationship with the Jesus who is still alive in the Spirit is crucial to 

the lived Christian life. As Jesus taught his own disciples and the crowds about his Father 

and his characteristics, so contemporary disciples listen to Jesus’ teaching as portrayed in 

the Gospels. As they did, so we too need teaching and instruction on coming into rela-

tionship with God, being with God and behaving as God wants us to behave and act. 

Knowledge of Jesus’ teaching as portrayed in the Gospels, in the understanding of the 

writers, is critical because of our limitations and weakness, and our regular need for guid-

ance. Section 3 questions 4, 5, 6, 7, 13, 15, 19 and 21 provided significant insight into a 

respondent’s knowledge of Jesus’ teaching and instruction. 

Jesus’ Mission Index 

An important sequence for authentic Christian discipleship comes with understanding 

what Jesus was doing, why he was doing it (Jesus’ mission) and what that means for us. 

We are unable to understand a pro-active discipleship role without understanding and 
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responding to both Jesus’ example of saving works and his instructions to his followers 

on reaching out to others. Albeit with a small and limited question bank, Section 3 ques-

tions 9, 14 and 20 are the questions directly related to a respondent’s understanding of 

Jesus’ mission.  

With each of the three aspects of Jesus person and work outlined above, it is easy to 

imagine a more detailed examination. While beyond the scope of this Project in this initial 

foray into a novel methodology, part of the aim and hope of this project is that it might 

lead to further and more elaborate investigation of what is known by any body of laity, 

and how what is known affects the lived Christian lives.  

Section 4 – Meaning and language data 

The final section of the questionnaire contained nine questions and was designed to ex-

plore how respondents understood and interpreted, or made sense of, the Gospel account 

of Jesus and his works. This section therefore sought to offer insight on Research Ques-

tion 2. In essence, I sought to establish whether the respondents understood the Gospels 

within a more or less traditional paradigm, and whether they leaned more to literal or 

figurative interpretation of language and pictorial description. The question of how any-

one understands and interprets is, of course, a complex question which cannot be resolved 

with answers to nine questions.224 I believe it is possible and important, however, to obtain 

an indication of how lay people view the Gospels both as documents themselves and the 

content/story they tell.  

Questions 1 and 3 were concerned with the nature of the Gospels. Questions 4, and 5 were 

concerned with the interpretation of Jesus’ words and actions as depicted by the Gospel 

writers. Questions 2 and 7 investigated historicity and language. Questions 6 and 8 were 

concerned to probe lay understanding of two key Gospel images which were important 

in Jesus’ preaching and teaching. Three alternatives were offered for each question, to-

gether with the invitation to offer other interpretations than those included. Each set of 

three alternatives was structured in such a way that one was clearly traditional and one 

clearly less traditional. The questions are included at Appendix 5 where they are listed in 

a table showing: 

                                                 

224 See David J. Cranmer and Brian E. Eck, "God Said It : Psychology and Biblical Interpretation, How 

Text and Reader Interact through the Glass Darkly," Journal of Psychology & Theology 22, no. 3 (1994), 

for an excellent overview of the various personal, cultural and textual factors which need to be considered 

to “develop an accurate understanding of how to read and apply the Scriptures correctly.” 
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•  the question, 

•  why the question was asked, 

•  the inference of the response to each alternative to each question, and 

•  the coding in relation to whether the alternative is ‘more traditional’ or ‘less tra-

ditional’ 

While there are a number of recent and contemporary writers expounding a modern ap-

proach to the interpretation of the Gospels225, one particularly clear and helpful insight 

into an alternative (other than traditional) understanding of the New Testament/Gospels 

is provided by the works of Marcus Borg. Borg rejects a ‘traditional paradigm’ or under-

standing and proposes an ‘emergent paradigm’ for interpreting the Gospels/Bible. In an 

attempt to restrict this phase of the project to the simplest categories possible I am adopt-

ing the term ‘less traditional’ rather than employing Borg’s more complex concept of 

‘emergent’. Borg has written a number of articles and books which are relevant and help-

ful to this project and which examine both a different understanding of the nature of the 

Bible and of its function and role in the Christian life.226 In the most recent of his books 

and after an examination of the nature of faith, Borg takes up the question of the Bible as 

an historical product. He identifies the characteristics of a traditional paradigm of under-

standing the Bible as including: 

• the Bible seen as a divine product, 

• the Bible emphasized as a literal-factual book, 

• the Bible as revealing doctrine and morals,  

• faith as belief, 

• Christian life emphasis as the afterlife, and  

• what to believe or do to be saved being central.  

This is compared to an emerging paradigm for understanding the Bible characterized as:  

                                                 

225 Examples would include Brian McLaren, John Dominic Crossan, John Spong and Gregory Jenks.  

226 Marcus J. Borg, "Different Ways of Looking at the Bible," BR (Washington, D.C.) 8, no. 4 (1992): 7, 

13., and "Faith and Scholarship: How Can I Be a Christian and Say the Things I Say? . . . The Truth of 

Christianity Does Not Depend on the Literal Truth or Historical Infallibility of the Bible," BR (Washington, 

D.C.) 9, no. 4 (1993): 9, 54-55. 

M.J. Borg, Reading the Bible Again for the First Time: Taking the Bible Seriously but Not Literally (New 

York: HarperCollins, 2002). 

 



92 

 

• the Bible seen as a human response to God, 

• the Bible emphasized as historical and metaphorical yet more concerned with 

meaning, 

• the Bible as sacramental, and  

• the Christian life emphasis as transformation in this life through relationship 

with God being central.227  

Questions in Section 4 are designed to differentiate between equivalent concepts in the 

above two lists and reveal whether lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide lean to a 

more or less traditional understanding of the Gospels.228 

 

Reliability and validity 

A pilot survey (see below for details) provided initial insight into considerations of relia-

bility and validity. The participants indicated a range of queries after completing the test, 

on the basis of which changes to the questions and framework of the questionnaire were 

made. In respect of the exhaustive editorial process undertaken in developing the ques-

tionnaire, the queries raised in the pilot study and the content of Appendices 3, 4 and 5, I 

                                                 

227 Borg, The Heart of Christianity, 6-15.  

228 A. Village, “Biblical Interpretation among Church of England Lay People” PhD diss., Bristol University, 

2003, 54-55. Paradigms for interpreting the Bible (Gospels) can be characterized in a number of ways and 

focus on a number of different characteristics of each. In a Church of England context, Andrew Village 

took the following two lists derived from his pilot studies of lay people as indicators of the differences 

between conservative (more traditional) and liberal (less traditional) beliefs: 

Conservative beliefs include: 

1. The Bible is the inspired word of God, authoritative to the life of believers, which contains sufficient 

and exclusive truth for salvation. It gives a true account of events as recorded. Passages have a mean-

ing that is universally true and clearly evident, especially to those who have faith. 

2. Rejection of divorce, homosexuality, sex before marriage and abortion, as right ways to behave. 

3. Rejection of other religions as giving access to God or salvation. 

4. Belief in miraculous healing as a direct action of God, and in the efficacy of healing prayer. 

Liberal beliefs include: 

1. The Bible is inspired truth about God, important in the life of believers, but not necessarily author-

itative in all matters. It contains a mixture of literal and symbolic truth and some human errors. What 

the Bible means may depend on who is reading it. Its truth stands alongside truth about God from 

other religions. 

2. Acceptance of divorce, homosexuality, sex before marriage and possibly abortion as desirable, un-

avoidable or morally neutral behaviours. 

3. Acceptance of the validity of other belief systems, especially other religions. 

4. Scepticism about divine intervention in healing, but belief in the positive value of prayer for the 

believer. 
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believe that “face validity”229 was explored and established for the questions in Sections 

2, 3 and 4 of the instrument.  

For practical reasons related to time lapse and the limitations of a single researcher, it was 

not possible to test the stability230 of Sections 2 and 4 of the questionnaire in a meaningful 

way. If the measures being employed in this project were to be further used, however, 

then an estimate of stability would be needed to ensure that the questions were being 

understood in the same way by other sample frames. In relation to the unique indices 

which were developed, these were tested for internal reliability using Cronbach’s Al-

pha231, a calculation of all possible split-half reliability coefficients. Whilst there are var-

ying views as to satisfactory values for this indicator, 0.70 seems to be an acceptable 

figure.232 Consequently I will disclose the Cronbach value for each of the indices so that 

readers can make their own assessment. 

Perhaps the biggest issue related to validity was whether participants were actually able 

to separate their attitudes, actions and beliefs about the Gospels from their attitudes, ac-

tions and beliefs about the Bible as a whole. One technique I employed to offset this 

possibility was to position the figure of Jesus, and the phrase ‘the Jesus story’ prominently 

in the questions. Again, for further exploration of this subject, it is not hard to imagine a 

rigorous process which might test the extent to which this ‘cross-over’ does in fact take 

place. Even if on the odd occasion the respondent is thinking of the Bible rather than the 

Gospels, however, I believe because of the way the questions are asked that the effect 

would not be statistically significant.  

                                                 

229 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 152, where he defines face validity as “establishing that the measure 

apparently reflects the content of the concept in question.” 

230 Stability is a measure of reliability referring to the likelihood of obtaining the same answers to the ques-

tions after a lapse of time. This is called the ‘test re-test’ method and gives an estimate of whether the 

questions lead to consistent responses.  

231 Cronbach’s Alpha is a measure of the internal consistency among a group of test items and the extent to 

which a set of items measures a single unidimensional latent construct – that is, measures some common 

characteristic or quality which underlies and is common in part to each of the items. The test is based on 

multiple inter-correlations taken over the set of items with the value of Alpha over 0.7 being rated as ac-

ceptable. It should be noted however that the test is not definitive (see section titled ‘Internal Consistency’ 

at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cronbach%27s_alpha  Accessed 4th June 2015 and is indicative only. The 

test is offered here on that basis only, and the reader should in fact consider each of the items and whether 

they are seen to be related to the construct in whatever way that is indicated.  

232 Bryman, Social Research Methods, 150–151, where Bryman notes “it is usually expected that a result 

of 0.80 and above implies an acceptable level of internal reliability.” In the same place, he cites others as 

saying ‘0.70 is a satisfactory level’ and ‘a minimum level of 0.60 is good.’ 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cronbach%27s_alpha
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Conduct of the pilot survey 

The aim of the pilot survey, which was approved by the Human Research Ethics Com-

mittee233, was to test the questionnaire and to test the entry and analysis of data in SPSS.  

The pilot survey was conducted in a single parish only rather than two or more parishes 

because there was nothing further to gain in terms of a pilot study. One particular parish 

was chosen before others because it was a representative ‘middle of the road’ parish 

which I believed offered a cross-section of the Adelaide Anglican community. Fourteen 

people filled out the survey form with the quickest to complete taking fifteen minutes and 

the slowest taking thirty-two minutes. The average age of participants was 75 which in-

dicates the ageing in many parishes consistent with the ageing population. 

 When all had finished the survey, the following areas were explored to gain feedback on 

the questions, the format, the language and participant satisfaction with the questionnaire: 

1. the understanding of instructions was tested for each section by asking 

whether anyone had any problems with how to answer the questions; 

2. the clarity of questions was checked by asking if anyone had trouble under-

standing any particular question or was confused by what was meant; 

3. the presence of difficult/unanswered questions was checked by asking if there 

were any questions which one or more participants were unable to answer; 

4. the possible overuse of the ‘other’ option for any given question was checked 

by asking whether participants needed to use the category, ‘other’, a signifi-

cant number of times; 

5. that questions can and do seek to detect genuine difference was checked by 

asking whether any participants had trouble deciding on an answer because 

two or more possibilities were too similar to make a clear choice; 

6. the suitability of questions in section 3 as a reasonable test of Gospel 

knowledge was checked by asking whether section 3 was thought to be too 

hard or too easy as a test of Gospel knowledge;  

7. the user friendliness of the questionnaire was checked by asking whether the 

questionnaire overall was easy and/or enjoyable to complete; and 

                                                 

233 Approval received from Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee February 14, 2015. 
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8. the satisfaction of participants in terms of testing/displaying their knowledge 

or testing/exploring their discipleship was also ascertained by direct question. 

The participants were also asked whether they would respond to a follow up interview if 

that would help the research, and if so how their willingness/unwillingness might be best 

ascertained and whether they would have objections to being identified by a third party 

for this purpose if needed. 

Participants indicated: 

• two inconsistencies where the word ‘Bible’ had been used instead of ‘Gospel’. 

• one question which was confusing in that it could be read as offering two ques-

tions which could be answered quite differently.  

• a significant difficulty understanding the method offered for answering Likert 

scale questions. 

• no problems understanding instructions. 

• a general level of satisfaction, with some feeling challenged by the questions in 

Section 2 of the survey, and most feeling that Section 3 was a fair test of Gospel 

knowledge.  

• that a simple yes/no option in a final question on the questionnaire would be ac-

ceptable as a method for ascertaining who might be willing to participate in a 

further phase of the project. 

The appropriate corrections and alterations were made prior to the circulation of the sur-

vey questionnaire. Some of the participants indicated that the experience of the question-

naire had itself been a challenging and helpful exercise providing transformative impetus 

for their own journeys.  

The initial entry of data into SPSS revealed some unanticipated complexities in the entry 

of questions offering multiple responses. These were, however, overcome and the data 

questions were found to be satisfactory for the entry and manipulation of data.  
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Conduct of the survey 

The survey questionnaire was conducted between May and August 2015. The population 

being surveyed was the lay membership of the Anglican Diocese of Adelaide. The num-

ber of members of the Diocese was ascertained to be 10660.234 I appreciate that there may 

be other measures such as the number who indicated Anglican on the Census return. 

Given that the project is focused on active and committed Anglicans in the Diocese of 

Adelaide and that the sample was drawn exclusively from this constituency, however, 

this figure seems to be the appropriate one to take. For the quantitative survey, a sample 

from this population was sought of such size that valid contingency analysis would allow 

possible inferences to be made about the population. A random sample of 135 respondents 

was obtained. 

 

The survey was extensively publicized both electronically and in hard copy to all parishes 

in the Diocese and a period of two months set aside during which lay Anglicans could 

respond to either an electronic version of the questionnaire or a hard copy. The electronic 

copy was made available through the Diocesan website and the hard copy on request to a 

third party. The questionnaire responses were anonymous and were allocated a record 

number on receipt by a third party. Responses were received from persons in 43 of the 65 

parishes in the Diocese. These responses were entered in raw form into SPSS within 

which they were variously aggregated, averaged, grouped and recoded for both univariate 

and bivariate analysis. 

 A number of respondents did not answer all of the 69 questions in the survey instrument. 

Some of the omissions appeared to be oversight. One respondent did not answer any 

questions in Section 2, and five others did not answer some of the questions. Seven re-

spondents did not answer any of Section 3 and there were a few single questions over-

looked by others. Eight respondents failed to answer any questions in Section 4 with two 

other respondents failing to answer one question each. The questionnaires returned with 

sections not answered were retained as they all had some value in other sections. All these 

non-responses were consistently coded in SPSS to register as missing values. The missing 

                                                 

234 This figure ascertained from the Diocesan Registrar as average weekly attendance at Anglican Churches 

in the Diocese as indicated in Diocesan Accounts 2016. From anecdotal evidence the figure seemed high, 

and an attempt was made to obtain a more detailed breakdown of parish figures, but it turned out that this 

figure was unavailable.  
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values were taken into account in all computations.235 My assessment is that, due to the 

nature of the contingency analysis on which the bivariate analysis was based, the missing 

values did not compromise the validity of the results. On the basis of this comprehensive 

overview of the conduct of the quantitative survey completed between May and July 2015 

I now turn to the analysis of results. 

  

                                                 

235Computations were carried out using listwise deletion to manage missing values in one of the two vari-

ables being processed. In list wise deletion a case is dropped from an analysis because it has a missing value 

in at least one of the specified variables. The analysis is only run on cases which have a complete set of 

data.  
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CHAPTER 6 

QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS 1 - 

KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING OF THE GOSPELS  

Introduction 

The Questionnaire236, comprising sections on demographics, discipleship, Gospel 

knowledge and Gospel understanding, was administered in 2015 after a pilot test carried 

out in an ‘ordinary’ parish in the Diocese of Adelaide. The results were entered into the 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and were reworked237 in order to pro-

vide the basis for analysis of the results. It is to this task of analysis that I now turn.  

Overview of the quantitative analysis 

The descriptive analysis in Chapter 6 will consist of both univariate and bivariate com-

ponents. These will seek to explore and present a picture of Gospel knowledge, interpre-

tation and lived experience, and the demographic factors, attitudes and activities on the 

part of lay members of the Diocese of Adelaide (Research Questions 1 and 2) related to 

that knowledge, understanding and lived experience. Results and analysis will be pre-

sented for the questions in each section as well as for the indices derived from groups of 

questions. The bivariate analysis will seek to deepen the insights into these results. Chap-

ter 7 will consist of univariate and bivariate crosstabulation analysis in a dynamic explo-

ration of Research Questions 3 and 4) - the theme of transformation in respondents’ lives. 

For ease of reference, the data will be denoted as follows238: 

• PD - Data (answers to questions) from Section 1 of the Questionnaire which 

is Profile Data, 

• DD - Data from Section 2 which is Discipleship Data, 

• KD - Data from Section 3 which is Knowledge Data, and 

                                                 

236 The Questionnaire is found in Appendix 1. 

237 The original seventy variable columns became 218 columns after the various ‘binnings’ of variables, 

generation of indices and entry of multiple choice questions. The terms ‘binning’ and ‘re-binning’ are syn-

onymous with ‘recoding’ but are assessed as more suggestive of the multiple possibilities for the recoding 

of any given set of figures.  

238 Questions in each section will be coded for their section and number. For instance, the seventh question 

in Section 2 (I experience the Gospel figure of Jesus as helpful on particular issues) would be denoted as 

DD7.  
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• MLD - Data from Section 4 which is data concerning meaning and lan-

guage. 

Whilst this method of presenting data might appear complex and confusing to some read-

ers, it was found to be the most satisfactory way of presenting the detail required. For this 

reason, I would suggest to the reader that having to hand a separate copy of Appendix 1 

(the Questionnaire) and a list of the above acronyms might be found helpful. 

Apart from the dichotomous data of gender and interval data of age, the data consists 

entirely of nominal (categorical) and ordinal data. Both these latter classes of data are 

amenable to analysis as univariate data by frequency table and as bivariate data by con-

tingency table and the χ2 test for association, given basic qualifiers.239 

Eighteen questions in Section 2 were Likert items. There was some evidence of central 

tendency bias240, but none of acquiescence bias241 in the patterns of responses or social 

desirability bias, which was assessed as not relevant to the subject matter of the Likert 

items. Noting that Likert items using the same scale considered as ordinal data can be 

‘summed’ to produce a summative picture242, in section 2 a number of summative indi-

ces243 have been produced based on a combination of Likert items and multiple response 

items scored to allow combination with Likert scores. The items nominated for each index 

were subjected to the Alpha reliability test provided by SPSS. No claim is made for these 

indices and summative figures as rigorous statistical analysis; they are simply offered as 

helping to develop an overview of the data which each reader can use according to their 

best judgement.  

Univariate analysis 

Sections 2, 3 and 4 of the Questionnaire have been designed to provide insight into the 

Research Questions through univariate analysis of individual questions and of groups of 

questions within each section.  

                                                 

239 See Appendix 2 for explanation of both the χ2 test and the qualifiers. 

240 Central tendency is the tendency to score close to the centre and avoid having strong or extreme opinions 

specially on topics seen as controversial. This tendency was dealt with in the ‘binning’ or recoding proce-

dures. 

241 This bias refers to the tendency of some people to consistently agree or disagree with a set of questions 

or items.  

242 Neuman, Social Research Methods, 198.  

243 Ibid., 190-191, where Neuman offers a distinction between indices and scales. The ‘indices’ in this 

project were not called scales because they were not based on strictly interval data and because other non-

Likert data items subjectively scored to correspond to the Likert item scoring schedule were incorporated 

with the Likert items.  
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This will be achieved through illustrative frequency tables together with appropriate com-

mentary on responses to the individual questions and groups of questions in each Section 

of the Questionnaire.  

Bivariate analysis 

Bivariate analysis is an essential component of the project designed to provide deeper 

appreciation of all the Research questions. The aim of bivariate analysis was to look for 

relationships between both individual and grouped items which clarified and elaborated 

the univariate analysis results to provide a more comprehensive picture of the Gospels in 

the Diocese. The question being asked of each result was – ‘What further relational in-

formation could I offer to maximize a reader’s understanding of that result?’ A note of 

caution is, however, appropriate. Ingrid Storm notes,  

Even after testing for significance using a statistical test, there is still no 

guarantee that we know what the finding means. A typical situation in 

bivariate analysis is that we are left wondering whether a statistically 

significant relationship is a direct association between two variables or 

is due to some other influence.245  

Within the parameters and possibility of this project it is not possible to carry out inves-

tigation for indirect influence. It is important, however, to remind the reader that this 

possibility needs to be borne in mind in relation to any associations discovered. In addi-

tion, consideration of indirect influence would be highly desirable for any associations 

which merited further action or follow-up.  

This analysis was undertaken using SPSS and in particular the crosstabulation feature and 

the χ2 test which enables the researcher to establish whether, on the basis of a sample from 

a given population, two nominal/ordinal variables are likely to be dependent or independ-

ent within that population (in this case the lay members of the Anglican Diocese of Ade-

laide). To ensure maximum retention of structural information where possible, each com-

parison was cross tabulated for both raw and variously reduced data on both axes.246  The 

focus was on those possible relationships/associations which seem to yield, in my judge-

ment, significant information.247 Negative results (no statistically significant association 

                                                 

245 Storm, “Researching Religion Using Quantitative Methods,” 8.  

246 See Appendix 2 for a more detailed explanation and example of how the data was reworked to locate an 

association at its greatest degree of discrimination. The fundamental aim was to systematically ensure that 

a valid χ2 test was detected with the maximum information intact.  

247 An example which needs explanation is related to DD19 – DD22. These multi-choice questions were 

reduced to Likert type scores in a particular way which allowed incorporation into the indices developed 
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found in valid test) will not be reported unless particularly significant or they clearly run 

counter to a reasonably expected result. 

Descriptive analysis of survey data248 

The Profile Data is presented pictorially at Appendix 8. Given that the Research Ques-

tions are the prime focus of the project the Profile Data is not of primary interest in and 

of itself, and the composition of the sample receives comment when appropriate. The 

descriptive analysis is offered for each Research Question.  

What do lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide know about Jesus and 

the content of the Gospels? 

The first Research Question seeks to investigate, through the first focus (knowledge) of 

the lens of transformative Gospel literacy, what ordinary lay Anglicans in the Diocese of 

Adelaide know about Jesus and the Gospels. Gospel knowledge is seen as basic and es-

sential to a Gospel literacy necessary for a transforming knowledge of/relationship with 

Jesus with the potential to change lives.249 I have not seen either a method or a compelling 

attempt to probe the Gospel knowledge or literacy of an Anglican group, and believe such 

an investigation is not only overdue but a necessity for the future health of the church and 

particularly Anglicans who seek to follow the teachings and example of Jesus. Section 

Three of the questionnaire was designed to provide a basic measure and assessment of 

this knowledge. The basis of selection, rationale and cohesion of these questions has been 

offered in Chapter 5 and Appendix 4. It is worth noting, however, that other equally useful 

and valid sets of questions could have been asked. Most respondents answered all ques-

tions with very few resorting to alternative (d) – ‘don’t know’. 

                                                 

around Section 2 questions (GEI, GLI, GDI and GII) but rendered them unusable when it came to testing 

relationships between these indices and results from DD19 – DD22 which were not included in a particular 

index. To recode them for suitability would have meant considerable work for presumably little result, and 

was not undertaken. 

248 There is significant survey-based material about the use of and attitudes to the Bible available, particu-

larly for the contextually similar English Church, from authors such as Astley and Francis, Clines and 

Village. Whilst there is a temptation to make comparisons, and notwithstanding that these all relate to the 

Bible rather than the Gospels, it is important to note the significant methodological difficulty of comparing 

material resulting from even slightly different questions. That is, if comparisons were to be made then the 

only safe comparison would be based on the same question administered in the different scenarios. Ingrid 

Storm, "Researching Religion Using Quantitative Methods," 5, notes that “… slight differences in language 

and administration of the questionnaire could potentially have an impact on the results.” 

249 Astley and Francis, Exploring Ordinary Theology, 79–80. 
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Gospel Knowledge Index 

The prime statistic of interest is the score obtained for all answers to KD1 – KD22, which 

has been denoted as the Gospel Knowledge Index (GKI). This Index is computed by to-

talling the correct answers to the questions. Thus, the perfect score is 22. Whilst only 2 

out of the 127 valid responses scored the maximum of 22, 92 scored 15 or more – that is, 

nearly three quarters of respondents were able to answer two thirds of the questions cor-

rectly. The eight scores of zero comprise seven respondents who did not answer this sec-

tion of the questionnaire, and one who answered one question only and was incorrect in 

that answer. 

To the very limited extent that any comparison can be made, this figure of 72% is of an 

order with the 60% reported by the American Bible Society and the 65% reported by the 

UK Bible Society as confident in their knowledge of the Bible (not Gospels) as outlined 

in Chapter 2. It does seem reasonable to contend that a majority of Adelaide lay Anglicans 

seem to know enough about the Gospels to obtain a basic understanding of the Gospel 

story and its import for their lives. In relation to the comprehensive definition of trans-

formative Gospel literacy developed in Chapter 2, and within the framework and limita-

tions of the testing tool, it seems that a majority of lay Adelaide Anglicans have a basis 
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for developing a transformative Gospel literacy.250 Further quantitative testing could re-

fine this result, as will further qualitative testing in Chapter 8. 

Not surprisingly crosstabulation analysis showed a number of relationships between 

scores on the Gospel Knowledge Index and items from both PD and DD.251 To the extent 

that Discipleship Data (DD) will be examined in detail in Chapter 7, it is sufficient for 

the purpose of painting a picture of Gospel knowledge in the Diocese to limit this enquiry 

to any broad or comprehensive relationship between KD and DD. Examination of Ap-

pendix 7 discloses associations between Gospel Knowledge and PD4 (frequency of read-

ing the Gospels by oneself), PD6 (use of resources to study the Gospels), PD9 (interaction 

with the Gospels using electronic devices) and PD 11 (level of theological or Biblical 

studies undertaken). With two exceptions, this is also true, as would be expected, for 

indices derived from KD – i.e., for Jesus’ identity, Jesus teaching and Jesus mission.  

It is useful at this point to explain an association analysis in some detail. Whilst the asso-

ciations between Gospel knowledge and PD4 and PD6 are intuitively evident (and, to the 

extent that the sample is representative, highly likely to apply to the population as a 

whole), that for PD9 needs explanation. 

                                                 

250 Refer to the definition of transformative Gospel literacy at page 41 above, which was developed both as 

a guide for developing data questions and as the benchmark for making comments on the Gospel literacy 

of Adelaide laity.  

251 Appendix 7 shows a complete overview of the bivariate crosstabulation analysis which was carried out. 

This table shows where valid tests were detected, and the parameters associated with each test. From the 

Appendix, it can be noted that the indices and groupings derived from Section 3 (KD) of the questionnaire 

show relationships with PD, DD and the indices derived from DD, and MLD. To the extent that this present 

chapter is concerned to paint a picture of what Adelaide lay Anglicans know about the Gospels and how 

they interpret and understand them, the relationships between KD and DD and derived indices will be left 

for examination in Chapter 7. 

 

Table 6.1 - Crosstabulation PD9 v GKI 

 

Gospel Knowledge Index binned into four,  

1 = 5-9, 2 = 10-13, 3 = 14-18, 4 = 19-22 

Total 1 2 3 4 

PD9 – use of elec-

tronic devices to 

read or study the 

Gospels, binned 

into two,  

1= never/ occa-

sionally 

2= often/regularly 

1 1 Count 8 17 37 35 97 

 Expected Count 6.9 13.7 34.4 42.0 97.0 

 Adjusted Residual .9 1.9 1.1 -3.0  

3  2 Count 1 1 8 20 30 

  Expected Count 2.1 4.3 10.6 13.0 30.0 

 Adjusted Residual 
-.9 -1.9 -1.1 3.0  

Total Count 9 18 45 55 127 

Expected Count 9.0 18.0 45.0 55.0 127.0 
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The test is valid – there are 

25% or less cells with an 

expected count of less than 

5 and the value of p at 0.02 

is less than the cut-off value 

of 0.05.252 According to the 

parameters set it is valid to 

claim an association be-

tween the two variables for 

the sample and very likely for the population sampled in this table. It is important to note 

that the two variables were tested in a range of values for each.253 Most tests were invalid 

because there were too many cells with expected counts below 5. And while the 2 x 3 

table rendered a valid test with only 1 cell below the expected count of 5, the 2 x 4 table 

above preserved potentially more information whilst remaining valid even though 2 cells 

had expected counts less than 5. 

The adjusted residuals254 help show where the association is most pronounced. Looking 

at the highest level of Gospel knowledge (score 19 – 22 in column 4 above) the adjusted 

residuals of ± 3.0 indicate that these cells were major contributors to the association. 

Those who had a high level of Gospel knowledge and used electronic devices never or 

occasionally were significantly less than expected. Conversely those who had a high level 

of Gospel knowledge and used electronic devices to engage with the Gospels often or 

regularly were significantly more than expected than if there was no relationship between 

the two variables. The inference is that regular or frequent use of electronic devices to 

engage with the Gospels may well lead to greater Gospel knowledge for a greater number 

of the population. There will of course be those who have a high Gospel knowledge for 

various other reasons and without using electronic devices. There will also be those who 

use electronic devices regularly who do not achieve the highest level of Gospel 

knowledge. But the association shows that all things being equal, using electronic devices 

                                                 

252 See Appendix 2 for an explanation of the p value of 0.05. 

253 See Appendix 2 for an explanation of ‘binning’ or recoding 

254 See Appendix 2 for an explanation of adjusted residuals.  

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 Value df 

Asymp. Sig. 

(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 9.838a 3 .020 

Likelihood Ratio 10.631 3 .014 

Linear-by-Linear Associa-

tion 
8.109 1 .004 

N of Valid Cases 127   

a. 2 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum ex-

pected count is 2.13. 
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to engage the Gospels may well indicate for this population a significantly higher Gospel 

knowledge index.255  

An important caveat needs to be explained at this point. The crosstabulation test estab-

lishes association only, not the causality or direction of dependency within the associa-

tion. Whilst intuitively it seems reasonable to conclude that frequent or regular use of 

electronic devices leads to greater Gospel knowledge, it could be that greater knowledge 

of the Gospels leads to the frequent or regular use of electronic devices to engage with 

the Gospels. For many associations, the direction of any causality is either evident or 

made clear because of other factors which are known. For some associations, however, 

there may be significant doubt about which way the dependency operates, and further 

testing may well be needed to clarify.  

Resolving this question is important for putting any findings into action. If the association 

was in one direction, action to teach and encourage people to use electronic devices with 

a view to improve Gospel knowledge would be suggested. Alternatively, improving Gos-

pel knowledge in the population to increase use of electronic devices might be indicated. 

It seems most likely to be the use of electronic devices enable greater engagement with 

the Gospels which actually leads to greater Gospel knowledge.256 Thus, an empirically 

based finding of this project which might be both novel and significant is that effort 

should be put into encouraging the people of the Diocese in the use of electronic engage-

ment with the Gospels. 

Examination of the valid χ2 tests for PD4, PD6 and PD11 yield similar results. The tables 

are included below257 without the χ2 test validity test panel which is supplied routinely in 

SPSS. In each case the value of the χ2 test can be seen in Appendix 7, together with the 

dimensions of table yielding the p value.  

                                                 

255 American Bible Society, "The State of the Bible, 2015," 20. The figures for electronic engagement in 

America are summarized: “Half of all Bible readers say they used the Internet on a computer to read Bible 

content (50%); 40% searched their smartphone or cell phone to find Bible content or Bible verses; and 35% 

downloaded or used a Bible app on their smartphone.” This does not refer to the Gospels as such but can 

probably be taken as an indication of Gospel engagement.  

256 Using Google, the search term ‘Gospel’ brought up 227,000,000 hits, and using ‘Four Gospels’ brought 

up 1,190,000 hits. Even allowing for the more marginal expressions which will no doubt be found, it is 

clear that there is a huge amount of material concerning the Gospels to be found on the web.  

257 Albeit cumbersome, it seems helpful to include the Adjusted Residuals for each crosstabulation so that 

the significant differences between actual and expected counts can be easily located and related to the α 

value of 0.05. 
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For these two variables, the 2 x 4 table (i.e. PD 4 binned into 2 and GKI binned into 4) 

also presented a valid χ2 test but the 3 x 3 table was rated as preserving a greater discrim-

ination. That is, it was more important from the results’ point of view to preserve the 

detail of PD than to preserve the detail of GKI in four divisions as against three. An ex-

amination of the adjusted residuals again indicates the strength of association in the vari-

ous cells. In this table, those who read the Gospels rarely/occasionally by themselves have 

a significantly higher than expected low Gospel knowledge, and those who read weekly 

or more have a significantly lower count on low Gospel knowledge. That is, there is a 

clear association between the frequency of Gospel reading and having a high or low Gos-

pel knowledge count. The adjusted residual for high Gospel knowledge (column 3) indi-

cates clearly that those who read little are significantly less than what would have been 

expected. The corresponding cell, however, does not show a significant value for those 

who read weekly or more. That is, within the parameters set for this project and for this 

population, I cannot say that those who read the Gospels weekly or more have a signifi-

cantly greater knowledge of the Gospels than would have been expected if there had been 

no relationship between the two variables.  

Table 6.2 – Crosstabulation PD4 v GKI 

 

Gospel Knowledge Index binned into 

three,1= 6-10, 2=11-16, 3=17-22 

Total 1 2 3 

PD4 I read the Gospels 

by myself - 

binned into  

1 = rarely/occasionally, 

2 = monthly,  

3 = weekly or more 

1 Count 12 13 23 48 

Expected Count 5.3 12.5 30.2 48.0 

Adjusted Residual 3.9 .2 -2.7  

2 Count 1 2 12 15 

Expected Count 1.7 3.9 9.4 15.0 

Adjusted Residual -.6 -1.2 1.5  

3 Count 1 18 45 64 

Expected Count 7.1 16.6 40.3 64.0 

Adjusted Residual -3.4 .6 1.7  

Total Count 14 33 80 127 

Expected Count 14.0 33.0 80.0 127.0 
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 Given a valid χ2 test with p = .006, it can be clearly seen that those who use Gospel 

resources never/sometimes are significantly less represented in the highest level of Gos-

pel knowledge, and those who use them regularly or much of the time are significantly 

more represented. The implication is equally clear – the use of Gospel resources for a 

significant number in this sample leads to greater knowledge of the Gospels in terms of 

the content of the inventory used in this project. Although this outcome is both intuitively 

and anecdotally expected, this result places the association and implied relationship on an 

empirical footing, and should lead to an examination of what can be done to encourage 

and maximize the use of Gospel resources for this population. This process is fully in line 

with the valuation of empirical study as espoused in Ordinary Theology.258 

                                                 

258 Astley and Francis, Exploring Ordinary Theology,” 4, where Astley notes that “the great value of more 

in-depth study through research interviews and questionnaires is that it allows us both to validate the anec-

dotal, and to explore behind it.” 

Table 6.3 – Crosstabulation PD6 v GKI 

 

Gospel Knowledge Index binned into 

four,  

1=5-9, 2=10-13, 3=14-18, 4=19-22 

Total 1 2 3 4 

PD6 - In the last 3 years 

I have used resources to 

study the Gospels, 

 binned into  

1 = never/sometimes  

 2 = regularly/much of 

time 

1 Count 8 15 29 25 77 

Expected Count 5.5 10.9 27.3 33.3 77.0 

Adjusted Residual 1.8 2.1 .7 -3.1  

2 Count 1 3 16 30 50 

Expected Count 3.5 7.1 17.7 21.7 50.0 

Adjusted Residual -1.8 -2.1 -.7 3.1  
Total Count 9 18 45 55 127 

Expected Count 9.0 18.0 45.0 55.0 127.0 

 

Table 6.4 – Crosstabulation PD11 v GKI 

 

Gospel Knowledge Index into four, 

1 = 5-9, 2 = 10-13, 3 = 14-18, 4 = 19-22 

Total 1 2 3 4 

PD11 – I have un-

dertaken theologi-

cal or biblical stud-

ies binned into  

1 = no formal or 

school program  

2 = church or dioc-

esan courses  

3 = University 

course 

1 Count 8 16 28 19 71 

Expected Count 5.1 10.1 24.8 31.0 71.0 

Adjusted Residual 2.0 3.0 1.2 -4.3  

2 Count 1 2 12 21 36 

Expected Count 2.6 5.1 12.6 15.7 36.0 

Adjusted Residual -1.2 -1.8 -.2 2.1  

3 Count 0 0 4 15 19 

Expected Count 1.4 2.7 6.6 8.3 19.0 

Adjusted Residual -1.3 -1.9 -1.4 3.4  

Total Count 9 18 44 55 126 

Expected Count 9.0 18.0 44.0 55.0 126.0 
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This table achieves maximum discrimination and is valid because, although there are 

three cells with expected counts less than 5, these amount to no more than 25% of the 

total cells. This result establishes on an empirical basis that those who have undertaken 

no religious studies, or school-based programs only, are very significantly under-repre-

sented in the highest level of Gospel knowledge (column 4) and vice versa. It seems rea-

sonable to assume the direction of the association is from study to knowledge (rather than 

higher Gospel knowledge leading to the desire to undertake theological studies, although 

of course for some in the population this might be true) and that the more we can encour-

age people to engage in either church/diocesan courses or University courses then the 

greater for a significant number will be their knowledge of the Gospels. It is important to 

note that the association does not predict universal outcomes, but only positive outcomes 

for significant numbers.  

Before turning to an examination of the grouped and individual questions in KD, an op-

portunity is offered to briefly explore the idea and significance of linear association. 

Whilst there is no Pearson χ2 association for PD2 (churchmanship) there is a clear linear-

by-linear χ2 test result (p = 0.018). 

 

What can be seen here is 

that the χ2 test is not 

valid. Whilst the num-

ber of cells is within 

limits, the value of p = 

0.188 falls outside our 

 

Table 6.5 – Crosstabulation PD2 v GKI 

 

Gospel Knowledge Index into 

three, 1=6-10, 2=11-16, 3=17-22 

Total 1 2 3 

PD2- the style of church I at-

tend would be, binned into 

1 = word/teaching oriented 

2 = no particular emphasis or 

tradition 

3 = Communion/ceremony 

focused 

 (leaving out charismatic and 

other) 

1 Count 2 7 30 39 

Expected Count 4.2 10.5 24.3 39.0 

Adjusted Residual -1.4 -1.6 2.3  

2 Count 2 7 14 23 

Expected Count 2.5 6.2 14.3 23.0 

Adjusted Residual -.3 .4 -.2  

3 Count 9 19 32 60 

Expected Count 6.4 16.2 37.4 60.0 

Adjusted Residual 1.5 1.1 -2.0  

Total Count 13 33 76 122 

Expected Count 13.0 33.0 76.0 122.0 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 6.149a 4 .188 

Likelihood Ratio 6.382 4 .172 

Linear-by-Linear Associa-

tion 
5.640 1 .018 

N of Valid Cases 122   

a. 2 cells (22.2%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum ex-

pected count is 2.45. 
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set value of 0.05. That is, I cannot claim an association between the two variables on the 

basis of 95% probability. There is, however, a valid linear-by-linear relationship. This is 

clearly seen by reading the adjusted residuals down each column from top to bottom. 

Each set of three read this way moves in one direction from either greater to lesser or 

vice-versa. That is, they are in a general linear order. Thus, whilst there is no association 

within the parameters we have set, there is clearly a linear progression about the results 

which suggests the conclusion that Gospel knowledge seems to be significantly higher 

for those in the word/teaching orientation and lower for those in the Communion/cere-

mony orientation. That is, the adjusted residuals + 2.3 and – 2.0 have something signifi-

cant to say about the relationship between churchmanship and Gospel knowledge even 

though they do not contribute to a dependency within the terms defined. If there were no 

valid linear by linear relationship, then the two seemingly significant residuals would not 

be significant. The fact that this situation may be due to many other factors is not im-

portant in this analysis. What is established is that within this sample and within the pa-

rameters of the inventory tested we can say that there appears to be a pattern of Gospel 

knowledge which is reflected in a systematic way in relationship to churchmanship. Fur-

ther, more focused research on this association might lead to further insights about why 

this is the case and whether practices in the more word-oriented churches have something 

to offer the wider population. 

Most of the questions in KD were oriented to probing respondent’s knowledge of the 

identity, mission and teaching of Jesus and can be reasonably grouped in these three cat-

egories to gain an overall indication of what is known about these crucial aspects of Jesus’ 

person and work. Whilst each category can be seen as inter-penetrating the other two, all 

the questions (except 3, 8 and 22) were allocated to the one category where they seemed 

to most naturally fall or have the greatest indicative meaning. The groupings were scored 

on a simple tally basis (right = 1 and wrong = 0). The particulars of the separate questions 

will be dealt with under the three group headings. 
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Jesus’ Identity Index  

Knowing Jesus identity in relation to God his Father, to the Old Testament and to those 

around him is I believe crucial to understanding the import of Jesus for our own lives. 

The Jesus who is just a good man or a gifted prophet is a quite different figure, presumably 

exercising a quite different influence, to the Jesus who is genuinely accepted as ‘Son of 

God’, however that might be understood. KD1, 2, 10, 11, 12, 16, 17, 18 and 20 were seen 

as casting light on Jesus’ identity. Just over one half of the sample scored 8 or 9 out of 

the possible 9, with only 20% scoring 5 or less. The lowest score by a respondent was 2, 

and the zero scores showing above reflect one or more missing values from the eight 

questions on the part of 8 respondents.  
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Table 6.6 Scores for KD Questions reflecting on Jesus’ Identity259 

Key findings include: 

• For KD1 (According to 

the Gospels when Jesus 

was baptized a key fea-

ture of the event was...) 

more than a quarter of re-

spondents could not 

identify the voice from 

heaven as the key fea-

ture. Are other key mo-

ments revolving around 

audition and ‘God’s 

voice’ missed or not un-

derstood for their direct 

witness to Jesus’ rela-

tionship to God and thus 

his identity?  

• For KD11 (what title was Jesus NOT called in the Gospels) over one third of 

respondents could not identify the title ‘Son of Mary’ (alternatives were ‘Son 

of Man’ and ‘Messiah’) as being a title Jesus is not known by in the NT. Are 

Adelaide Anglicans able to adequately describe Jesus, given that people either 

intentionally or otherwise attach all sorts of names and thus implied descrip-

tions to the figure of Jesus? 

• For KD16 over a quarter did not know that the title ‘Christ’ means ‘anointed 

one’ (alternatives offered were ‘exalted teacher’ and ‘beloved by God’).  

• For KD18, just over a quarter were unaware that the moment of recognition in 

the Emmaus story comes with the breaking of the bread. Do Adelaide Angli-

cans ‘meet Christ’ in the Eucharist, or is something else happening? 

                                                 

259 The individual scores for each of the items making up the index are shown and a number of the more 

significant will be briefly explored. 

 

 Responses 

Correct Incorrect or 

Don’t know 

Questions 

from Sec-

tion 3 

KD1 89 38 

KD2 125 2 

KD10 117 9 

KD11 82 45 

KD12 108 19 

KD16 95 32 

KD17 115 10 

KD18 94 32 

KD20 81 44 
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 As was the case for GKI, crosstabulation analysis in respect of Jesus’ identity showed 

that how often the Gospels are read, how often Gospel study resources are used and the 

level of theological studies undertaken, all showed potential population-wide dependency 

in valid χ2 tests.260 It seems reasonable to suggest that the direction of the relationship is 

from the activity to knowledge of Jesus’ identity rather than the other way Concerning 

the apparent lack of an association with PD9, which might have been expected for a de-

rived index, the p value was in fact 0.058 which was just outside the cut-off value. 

 Whilst these results might seem to be self-evident and common in anecdotal discussion, 

what is reported analytically in this project moves anecdote and intuition to an empirical 

basis, albeit limited by the scope of the questions, the representativeness of the sample 

and valid only for the laity of the Diocese of Adelaide.  

Jesus’ Mission Index 

Albeit a small 

and limited 

question 

bank,261 KD9, 

14 and 20 are 

the questions 

seen as most 

directly indi-

cating re-

spondents’ un-

derstanding of 

Jesus’ mission. 

Over half the 

sample cor-

rectly answered all three questions with fourteen participants scoring one out of the three. 

This result suggests that at least one third of lay Anglicans in Adelaide might not possess 

                                                 

260 See Appendix 7. 

261 The total number of questions had to be limited in this initial and exploratory survey due to the amount 

of time and effort respondents could be expected to give to a questionnaire. It is clear that for any particular 

concern, such as Jesus’ mission, a further and more detailed set of questions could be developed for a more 

focused and specific investigation.  
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a comprehensive view of the Christian mission, still viewing mission in the traditional 

understanding as referring to ‘them over there’. 

Table 6.7 Scores for KD Questions reflecting on Jesus’ Mission 

Over 90% were able to identify 

Matthew’s mission command in 

Chapter 28, but only 64% identified 

the paradigmatic mission self-proc-

lamation of Jesus in Luke 4 which 

was tested at KD20. This might sug-

gest that more understand mission 

as being told what to do (whether by 

Jesus or the church) and fewer un-

derstand mission as following Jesus and doing what he did. 

Cross-tabulation analysis, even on this very limited interrogation of mission understand-

ing, yielded similar results as for the previous index. How often the Gospels are read and 

Gospel study resources are used suggest that a greater knowledge of mission comes with 

greater engagement with the Gospels (rather than vice-versa).  

Jesus’ Teaching Index  

 Responses 

Correct Incorrect or 

Don’t know 

Questions 

from Sec-

tion 3 

KD9 116 11 

KD14 104 22 

KD20 81 44 
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 KD4, 5, 6, 7, 13, 15, 19 and 21 were seen as giving significant insight into respondents’ 

knowledge of Jesus’ teaching and instruction. Only 49 out of 127 scored 7 or 8 for their 

knowledge of Jesus’ teaching. These results suggest a possible need for focused instruc-

tion on key teachings of Jesus to enable people to lead more faithful lives and to be more 

confident in outreach.  

Table 6.8 Scores for KD Questions reflecting on Jesus’ Teaching 

Key findings included: 

• For KD4 (Jesus said that 

when you pray you 

should…) over a quarter 

were unable to identify Jesus 

instruction on prayer given 

in Matthew’s Gospel, which 

suggests lack of knowledge 

of an important aspect of Je-

sus’ ministry and instruction 

for discipleship practice. 

•  With two exceptions, how-

ever, all knew that Jesus 

commanded his followers to 

love their enemies (KD5). 

• In response to KD6 a little under a quarter indicated not knowing Jesus’ warning 

on how to distinguish a false prophet. It is important to know that discrimination 

is required on the basis of the actual outcomes that any particular claim pro-

duces.262   

• For KD13 only just over half the sample could identify the conciliation instruction 

to take up an issue with the other person by oneself in the first instance. This result 

suggests a significant lacuna in knowledge of the first step to settle conflict within 

a Christian community. 

                                                 

262 I wonder if the same quarter of respondents would have trouble discriminating Islamic State as incon-

sistent with basic Islamic teaching on the basis of their actions and the outcomes of their activity! 

 Responses 

Correct Incorrect or 

Don’t know 

Questions 

from Sec-

tion 2 

KD4 91 35 

KD5 125 2 

KD6 98 28 

KD7 111 13 

KD13 69 57 

KD15 97 29 

KD19 115 11 

KD21 51 73 
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• Finally, over one half of the sample could not associate the statement ‘I was hun-

gry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink ….’ 

with the parable of the sheep and the goats (alternatives offered were ‘the prodigal 

son’ and ‘the rich man and Lazarus’). This might suggest a serious lack of under-

standing of the consequences (the sorting of the sheep and the goats) of not re-

sponding to the needy and disadvantaged. 

While inspection of Appendix 7 shows that a number of DD questions associated with 

GKI and its derived indices, the indices derived from DD (Gospel Engagement Index, 

Gospels and Life Index, Gospels and Discipleship Index and Gospels and Issues Index) 

showed only one association with GKI. 

The number of cells with expected counts below 5 is two and the p value 0.034. The 

association demonstrated as likely for the population is that those who apply their Gospel 

knowledge to issues are significantly above the expected count for higher Gospel 

knowledge and significantly below what would have been expected for lesser Gospel 

knowledge.  

This result confirms the intuitive expectation that greater knowledge of the Gospels leads 

to greater application of the Gospels to life and living. It is of interest, however, that 

Gospel knowledge so far as it is tested in this project did not show any association with 

the other three indices. That is, neither engagement with the Gospels, living the Gospels 

or discipleship based on the Gospels seemed to be in a dependent relationship with an 

individual respondent’s knowledge, or lack of knowledge, of the Gospels. This could in-

dicate that: 

Table 6.9 – Crosstabulation GKI v GII 

 

Gospel and Issues Index binned into 

 1 = 7–11, 2 = 12-16, 3 = 17-20  

Total 1 2 3 

Gospel Knowledge 

 Index binned into 

three, 

1 = 6-10,  

2 = 11-16,  

3 = 17-22 

1 Count 3 8 3 14 

Expected Count .9 6.5 6.6 14.0 

Adjusted Residual 2.4 .9 -2.0  

2 Count 2 17 12 31 

Expected Count 2.0 14.4 14.6 31.0 

Adjusted Residual .0 1.1 -1.1  

3 Count 3 32 43 78 

Expected Count 5.1 36.1 36.8 78.0 

Adjusted Residual -1.6 -1.6 2.3  

Total Count 8 57 58 123 

Expected Count 8.0 57.0 58.0 123.0 
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• Gospel knowledge is not as important in the practice of Christian living as many 

might think, or  

• that many of Adelaide’s laity could be living lives which could be more dependent 

on their Gospel knowledge.  

These indices are untested and untried constructs, however, which need to be treated with 

care, and it would be doubtful to draw any hard and fast conclusions or determine any 

courses of action without significant further investigation of just what part Gospel 

knowledge plays in the lives of this sample and population. This is clearly a complex area 

of investigation which may well be affected by other significant factors and which needs 

further research. 

Cross-tabulation analysis again supported the established empirical results that engage-

ment with the Gospels in both reading and using resources is clearly associated with 

greater knowledge of the Gospels: in this case with Jesus’ teaching. It is in the area of 

Jesus’ teaching most of all that the response to the questionnaire seems to show significant 

shortfalls for potential transformation and transformative following of Jesus. If we do not 

know what we should be doing/how we should be behaving then we will not only be 

unable to do what Jesus commands in our own lives, but also be unable to demonstrate 

and so influence others towards Christ. 

Before leaving this section, it is important to comment on some areas where association 

was not found. For instance, Gospel knowledge did not show up as significantly affected 

by church attendance. No doubt for some, more frequent church attendance might lead to 

greater knowledge of the Gospels. Whilst people go to church for all sorts of reasons and 

to meet a multiplicity of needs, I would have expected that the more one goes to church 

the more one might learn about the Gospels. 

Of more interest was that Gospel knowledge as determined and assessed in this project 

was not influenced in a significant way by tertiary education other than theological or 

Biblical education. That is, for this sample general education does not show an association 

with Gospel knowledge.  
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How do lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide understand and com-

prehend Jesus and the Gospels? 

To further build a comprehensive picture of how the Gospels are known and understood 

in a particular place and time263 the second Research Question was designed to investigate, 

through the second focus of ‘understanding’ provided by the lens of transformative Gos-

pel literacy, how ordinary lay Adelaide Anglicans in the early part of the 21st Century 

understand and comprehend the Gospels. The elements of concern outlined in Chapter 2 

related to: 

1. how the authority and status of the Gospels are viewed. 

2. whether language and the pictures painted in language are understood figuratively 

or literally. 

3. how lay Anglicans interpret the message and meaning of Jesus and the Gospel 

story.  

Comments on points 1 and 2 are offered in the analysis of the individual questions below. 

The individual scores for each alternative to each question are shown at Appendix 5. 

In relation to question 3 above, there is an interpretive spectrum ranging from fully tradi-

tional and orthodox, expressed in classical and historical terminology, to a less traditional 

understanding which often understands the language of the Gospel writers to be operating 

outside a literal and fully historical understanding of all that is portrayed in the Gospels.264 

The nine questions asked in the questionnaire probing these concerns were asked in such 

a way that, scored and taken together, they provided insight into whether each participant 

had a more traditional and literal understanding or less traditional understanding of the 

Gospel accounts. 

                                                 

263 Hugh Mackay, Beyond Belief (Sydney: Pan Macmillan Australia, 2016), Kindle locations 3151-3154. 

“Interpretation is everything. We will inevitably interpret the Bible in ways that fit with our existing view 

of the world, of religion, and of God. An entire community of scholars has been occupied over centuries, 

trying to determine the ‘meaning’ of this or that passage of Scripture, and this process has been swept by 

as many fashions and fads as any other academic pursuit.” 

264 This is neatly put by A.N. Wilson, cited in Mackay, Beyond Belief: Kindle Location 3155. “The purposes 

of the Gospels were, of course, to instruct the faithful, and to provide illustrations of preconceived religious 

ideas about Jesus. They are not objective, still less biographical, accounts, and to extract from them any 

‘objective’ saying or truth about some putative ‘historical Jesus’ has been a task which has always ended 

in failure. We only have the Jesus in whom the evangelists believed, and in whom Paul believed.” 
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Each answer to each of the nine questions asked was rated for more or less traditional 

orientation (see Appendix 5) and scored on a scale of 1 to 3, 1 being more traditional and 

3 less traditional. The answers for each respondent were scored then aggregated.265 The 

number of cases (N) was 79; that is, 79 respondents offered numerical answers to each of 

the nine questions. The reason for this substantially different number from the sample of 

135 respondents was that any answer offered as ‘other’ took that case out of the count as 

it could not be scored.  

Presumably a neutral result would be indicated by a normal distribution centred on the 

half-way point between 9 and 27, which would be 18. Given the median/mode of 20, the 

average 19 and the clear skew to the non-traditional end of the diagram, a bias towards 

less traditional interpretation is evident. It appears that many in the Diocese lean more to 

non-traditional interpretation as defined by the particular framework of questions used to 

assess this Research Question.  

                                                 

265 The maximum possible score was 27 (3 points each for 9 questions) representing the least traditional 

position within the framework of the questions offered. The minimum possible score was 9 (1 x 9) repre-

senting the most traditional stance again within the constructed framework.  

N = 79    Median/mode = 20 

Max possible (least traditional) = 

27 

Min possible (most traditional) = 9 
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Meaning and language data questions considered individually  

The individual questions also yielded some interesting results which add to the picture 

above:266 These results have been included at Appendix 6 as some will be interested in the 

detail and interpretation of the findings. An outline of these findings includes: 

• nearly half (44%) chose the traditional understanding of the Gospels as an 

eye-witness record of the actual events including the words of Jesus.  

• over half of the sample did not acknowledge the Gospel account of the Virgin 

birth as either non-factual or as an historical (factual) report.  

• Just under two thirds selected the person-inspired-by-the-Spirit understanding 

of the Gospels as documents, and just over one third the God-controlling-by-

the-Spirit understanding.  

• A significant majority (61%) saw Jesus’ healings and exorcisms as concerned 

with Jesus mission rather than 29% who saw them as demonstrations of his 

supernatural power over disease, demons and evil. 

• Over three quarters of respondents indicated a spiritual understanding of 

resurrection,  

• three quarters saw God’s Kingdom as being where God’s will is being done. 

• less than a quarter opted for the raising of the earthly body of Jesus and close 

to two thirds opted for the Pauline expression of the mystery which denies 

restoration of the earthly body but affirms a spiritual body. 

• 54% see eternal life as something other than indefinite extension in time 

While some insight into Research Question 2 was gained from the literature reviewed, 

it is not possible to arrive at any direct comparisons between the findings above and 

relevant material in either ‘Taking the Pulse’ or ‘The State of the Bible 2015’.267 Not 

only are phrases such as ‘divinely inspired’ not defined in most studies (which might 

mean running the risk of comparing apples with oranges), but there were no clearly 

defined figures from unambiguously Anglican lay samples. Perhaps the extra-Diocesan 

utility of my findings on this Question will be as a starting point and possible comparison 

tool for similar work done in other Anglican lay research projects.  

                                                 

266 The numerical results for each option for each question together with the options are at Appendix 5. 

267 See Chapter 2 for the relevant material from both sources. 
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Examination of Appendix 7 shows that MLD displayed significant associations with PD2 

and two items from DD associated with willingness and confidence to speak about Jesus 

to others. Whilst the latter will be interpreted in Chapter 7, the association with 

churchmanship is interesting. 

Table 6.10 – Crosstabulation PD2 v MLD 

 

Total score on Meaning and 

Language data binned  

1=12-17, 2=18-25 

Total 1 2 

PD2- the style of church I attend 

would be, binned into 

1 = word/teaching oriented 

2 = no particular emphasis or tra-

dition 

3 = Communion/ceremony fo-

cused 

 (leaving out charismatic and 

other) 

1 1 Count 15 12 27 

  Expected Count 7.6 19.4 27.0 

  Adjusted Residual 3.9 -3.9  

2 2 Count 1 15 16 

  Expected Count 4.5 11.5 16.0 

  Adjusted Residual -2.2 2.2  

3 3 Count 6 29 35 

  Expected Count 9.9 25.1 35.0 

  Adjusted Residual -2.0 2.0  

Total Count 22 56 78 

Expected Count 22.0 56.0 78.0 

The test is valid and the p value of 0.000 suggests a strong association. The table clearly 

shows that those attending word/teaching oriented churches are significantly more repre-

sented in the traditional group 1 (adjusted residual 3.9) and significantly less represented 

in the less traditional group. By contrast, those attending ceremony/communion oriented 

churches are significantly less represented as more traditional (adjusted residual -2.0) and 

significantly more represented in the less traditional category. To the extent that our cho-

sen questions do indeed accurately show more and less traditional positions the 

word/teaching orientation is associated with a more orthodox and literal interpretive 

stance. 

Of equal if not greater interest is that none of the other factors tested shows a relationship 

with MLD. That is, a more or less traditional stance to interpretation of the Gospels does 

not appear to depend on other Gospel factors tested in this project, which suggests that 

the interpretational stance for members of this sample is shaped by other influences.268 

Neither did MLD show any association with the indices developed from the discipleship 

                                                 

268 A clear example of other influences is found in L. J. Francis “Ordinary Readers and Reader Perspectives 

on Sacred Tests: Drawing on Empirical Theology and Jungian Psychology” in Exploring Ordinary Theol-

ogy: Everyday Christian Believing and the Church ed. J. Astley and L.J. Francis (Aldershot: Ashgate Pub-

lishing Ltd, 2013), 94, where Francis writes, … “that individual differences in psychological type prefer-

ences predict ways in which sacred text is interpreted.” 
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data: i.e. the Gospel Engagement Index, Gospels and Life Index, Gospels and Disciple-

ship Index and Gospels and Issues Index. Although MLD did show association with three 

specific attitudes to discipleship, there seems to be no relationship between respondents’ 

overall interpretive framework and their engagement. 

The response to Section 4 of the questionnaire is seen as positive towards the transform-

ative potential of the Gospels. The inclination of over half of the Diocese towards a less 

traditional understanding of the Gospels, I would argue opens up meaning-making to 

wider and deeper horizons. Adherence to the pre-modern traditional and more literal un-

derstanding of the Gospels seems to be predominant in only a couple of cases, most no-

tably in the continuing traditional understanding of ‘eternal life’. In terms of the definition 

of transformative Gospel literacy developed in Chapter 2, I see basic evidence of: 

• the ability to make meaning of the content of the Gospel accounts. The 

response ‘don’t know’ was not used in response to any question, and over 

fifty respondents were willing to offer their own interpretation or sense of 

the questions asked. 

• appreciation of the figurative use of language. Over half the sample un-

derstood the Gospel story as other than a literal narrative account, and as 

an example over 70% understood the resurrection as other than literal 

physical resuscitation. 

In what way does lay Anglican knowledge and understanding of the 

Gospels and Jesus make a difference in their own lives? 

The third Research Question offers an important further dimension of understanding in 

the descriptive picture of lay Adelaide Anglicans and their Gospel interaction. Does the 

Gospel make a difference in their lived Christian lives, or not? If so, in what ways? Does 

the Gospel play a significant role in shaping and directing their daily lives and decision-

making? To provide as full a picture as possible in the description of lay Anglicans and 

their life with the Gospels it is necessary to analyse and assess the responses offered to 

Section 2 of the questionnaire.  

Section 2 of the questionnaire was designed to provide the raw material to approach this 

Research Question and comprised a series of Likert scaled questions (DD1 – DD18) and 

five multi-response questions (DD19 – 23). There were some who missed the odd re-

sponse and four who declined to answer in whole or part but whose questionnaires were 

retained for their answers to other sections of the survey. 
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In addition to considering each of the responses to the questions in Section 2 separately 

this section of the Questionnaire was developed to provide four indices comprised of a 

combination of related questions from DD to provide four key measures.269 Three of these 

measures are (the fourth responded to Research Question 4 below): 

• Gospel Engagement Index (GEI) 

• Gospels and Life Index (GLI) 

• Gospels and Issues Index (GII) 

Gospel Engagement Index 

 The most complex index developed was the Gospel Engagement Index (GEI) which was 

structured to investigate Research Question 3a which seeks to examine the part the Gos-

pels play in respondents’ lives. Do respondents read and use the Gospels regularly? If so, 

how and in what ways and for what purposes; if not, why not? The index incorporated 

DD1, 4, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14 and 19. The focus was on the use made of the Gospels and all 

questions related to respondents’ reading of or reflection on the Gospels with one of the 

questions asking whether the respondent felt satisfied with the place of the Gospel in their 

lives, and another inviting respondents to identify what might stand in the way, if any-

thing, of their interacting with the Gospels more often.  

 

                                                 

269 As I suggested above in relation to the four different categories of data, it might be helpful for the reader 

to list the four indices and their abbreviations on a piece of paper for reference in this and the next chapter. 
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The maximum score returned was 40 and minimum 17270, indicating a substantial range 

of engagement. The median value was 29.25, which is significantly to the right of the 

value 24 which would be the mid-point over the entire range. The distribution clearly 

shows that there is scope for greater engagement for the significant number of respond-

ents towards the left-hand side. The challenge for further research would be to investigate 

from those respondents what activities or resources would help them towards greater en-

gagement.  

With all items included the Cronbach Alpha value was 0.689 which is taken to indicate 

at least basic internal consistency. 

Gospels and Life Index 

The Gospels 

and Life Index 

was structured 

to investigate 

the related Re-

search Ques-

tion 3b which 

sought to gain 

some insight 

into the differ-

ence Jesus and 

the Gospels 

made to the 

way respond-

ents live. The 

                                                 

270 The maximum possible score was 40 (8 questions x 5 max score) and minimum score 8 (8 x 1). To 

include DD19, which was a multi-choice question, it needed to be scored in a Likert compatible manner. 

Thus, selection of two or more impediments to ‘reading the Gospels more often’ scored the minimum 1 on 

the basis that the more items selected might well indicate less transformative potential of the Gospels for 

the responder. Selection of one reason only scored 3 and item (g) – none of these, scored the maximum of 

five.  
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focus of this index was the influence the Gospels had in shaping both attitudes and activ-

ities in respondents’ lives and was concerned with the awareness and experience of Jesus 

and the Gospels in daily life. 

The index included eight items DD3, 4, 6, 8, 11, 13, 20 and 23.271 Four respondents re-

turned 40 indicating a very significant difference made to their lives. The low score was 

19 with a mean of 31.9. Although there are no similar results with which to compare this 

distribution, the mean of 31.9 would seem to indicate that a significant number of re-

spondents believe that the Gospels play a significant part in their lives.272 The distribution 

also indicates, however, that there are a number of committed Anglicans for whom the 

Gospels could play a larger part. Further research could usefully focus on the detail of 

how the Gospels might be more central in more Anglican lives. The Cronbach Alpha 

value of 0.699 indicated basic internal consistency between the items included in the In-

dex. 

                                                 

271 DD20 and 23 needed to be Likert scored. For DD20 this was achieved as follows - the selection of four 

or more helpful uses scored the maximum of 5, 3 scored 4, 2 scored 3 and 1 scored 2. The selection of item 

(j), indicating no helpful uses, scored minimum 1 on the basis that, even though they might read the Gospels, 

the transformative potential would seem minimal. For DD23 selection of 4 or more of a) to e) scored 5, 

selection of 3 scored 4, selection of 2 scored 3, selection of 1 scored 2 and f) scored 1. As with the previous 

index, the scoring range was from 40 points down to 8.  

272 Russ Rankin, “Lack of Bible Literacy Is Spotlighted,” Baptist Press. http://churchexeccutive.com/ar-

chives/lack-of-bible-literacy-is-sporlighted. Accessed June 13, 2014. In the only comment discovered on 

how reading the Bible affected the lives of church-goers, Rankin notes “only 37 percent of those who at-

tend church regularly say that reading and studying the Bible has made a significant difference in the way 

they live their lives.” Whilst the ‘we’ he refers to is simply unknown in composition and status, and while 

he is not talking about the Gospels as such and therefore indicates no basis for comparison, I believe my 

finding would indicate a higher percentage affected by their Gospel experience.  

 

http://churchexeccutive.com/archives/lack-of-bible-literacy-is-sporlighted
http://churchexeccutive.com/archives/lack-of-bible-literacy-is-sporlighted
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Gospels and Issues Index 

The Gospels 

and Issues 

Index was 

developed 

to provide 

insight into 

Research 

Question 3c 

by assessing 

the extent to 

which lay 

Anglicans 

relate their 

Gospel knowledge and commitment to the world they live in and the issues they face. The 

questions selected were DD3, 5, 12 and 21.273 

The maximum score was 20 and the minimum 4. The median value was 15. This result 

suggests that a significant proportion of respondents believe that they relate their Gospel 

knowledge to both big and small life decisions and to their stance on particular moral and 

social issues.  

In what way do their lives of discipleship based on the Gospels make a 

difference in the lives of others? 

The fourth index and key measure based on responses to Section 2 was the Gospels and 

Discipleship Index.  

                                                 

273 DD21 was Likert scored on the basis of four or more indicating a high degree of influence and scoring 

5, three items scoring 4, two items scoring three, 1 item scoring 2 and item (g) scoring minimum of 1. 
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 Gospels and Discipleship Index 

 

This Index was developed in response to Research Question 4 – respondents’ awareness 

of and commitment to bringing the good news to others, and whether they were actually 

doing this as well as they believed they could and should.  

The scale included six questions - DD2, 9, 12, 15, 16 and 22.274 The highest score was 29 

and the lowest 8 with a mean of 19.98 and Cronbach Alpha value of .696 indicating basic 

internal consistency. As with the findings from the previous two indices, there is clearly 

scope for further discipleship development across the activities and attitudes which were 

investigated. Further research could use similar survey techniques to investigate what in-

puts and encouragement might be needed to motivate both low scorers to greater effort 

and to encourage those with higher scores to become even more committed and active.  

 

                                                 

274 DD22 was Likert scored on the following basis - selection of 3 of a) to c) scored 5, selection of 2 scored 

4, selection of 1 scored 3, and (d) scores 1. Of the three who indicated (d), none indicated an alternative 

understanding of discipleship at item (e). With six questions this index scored from 30 as a high score down 

to 6.  
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Section 1 Data – Profile data 

Finally, a section of demographic data was taken to enable both descriptive and analytical 

analysis according to various characteristics of the sample. The questions were designed 

to provide information concerning interaction with the Gospels, church engagement, re-

ligious background and education and basic demographic data in education, age and gen-

der.  

Bivariate analysis within the profile data between PD2 (churchmanship) and the other 

personal information yielded some significant albeit anticipated results. Crosstabulation 

analysis shows that those who attend churches of the word/teaching orientation are sig-

nificantly more likely to use electronic engagement with the Gospels, and those attend-

ing communion/ceremony-oriented churches are significantly less likely. Significant as-

sociations along the same lines were also found between PD2 and PD4 (frequency of 

reading the Gospels) where those attending a word/teaching oriented church showed a 

significantly higher frequency of Gospel reading. The same was found for PD2 and PD6 

(frequency of use of resources to study the Gospels). There was, however, no associa-

tion found between churchmanship and either general or theological education as those 

questions were framed in the questionnaire. 

 

Most questions were answered by all respondents, but two declined to indicate their high-

est level of education and six declined to indicate their age. Bar charts presenting the 

Profile data in pictorial form are at Appendix 8. With two exceptions, the results are un-

remarkable in and of themselves. The two items needing further comment are: 

1. One issue relating to validity which appeared concerns the type of person who 

responds to a questionnaire such as is used in this project. This matter was raised 

by the response to the question probing education status of respondents (PD 10): 

of 133 responses, 106 indicated having either a degree/diploma or postgraduate 

degree. This extraordinary response could be attributed to a number of reasons 

including the way the questionnaire was promoted and circulated and the fact that 

people with tertiary education would be more likely to respond to the question-

naire. It is also possible that people might in some cases be indicating qualifica-

tions which do not normally rate in these categories. There remains, however, a 

question about why such a high proportion of relatively highly educated lay An-

glicans responded, given that the percentage indicated would almost certainly not 

be representative of the population. As no data is available to validate or otherwise 

assess the ‘why’ of this result, the most reasonable conclusion is that responses to 
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the questionnaire was not representative in relation to this characteristic of the 

larger population.  

Appendix 7 reveals that level of general education exhibited no associations with 

any of the other measures. Whilst the sample may not be representative in this one 

respect, extra caution is needed interpreting this result in relation to the population 

due to there being too few people with lower levels of education in the sample.   

2. Over 77% never or only occasionally used electronic devices to interact with the 

Gospels. This figure was strongly associated with the older age cohort with only 

one 80-year-old (out of 23) and seven 70-year-olds (out of 34) recording more 

than occasional use. Of the 14 respondents aged between 24 and 49, however, six 

(around 40%) indicated nil or occasional use of electronic interaction. Whilst too 

small a sample to draw any major conclusion, this figure raises questions sur-

rounding alternative forms of engagement with the Gospels in this technological 

and electronic age.  

Summary of the descriptive analysis 

A major part of this exploratory and descriptive project is to provide a snapshot of the 

laity of the Diocese of Adelaide as to what lay Anglicans know about Jesus and the Gos-

pels; how they understand and comprehend the Gospels within the framework offered; 

and what difference the Gospels make in their lives and the lives of those around them. 

This has been achieved through the lens of transformative Gospel literacy by reporting 

the responses to individual questions, and groupings of questions, put to respondents  

through the questionnaire based on that lens. 

Methodologically important and helpful has been the development of indices to provide 

useful descriptive groupings. In relation to Sections 3 and 4 of the Questionnaire (Re-

search Questions 1 and 2), two major indices were developed:  

• The Gospel Knowledge Index, which was an aggregate score for each re-

spondent over the 22 questions asked in Section 3and provided an overview 

picture of the content knowledge of the Anglican laity in the Adelaide Dio-

cese. Three further indices based on KD questions provided more detailed 

foci, each being based on the number of correct answers: 

o Identity Index - a grouping of nine questions from KD which shed light 

on how each respondent understood the person of Jesus 
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o Teaching Index – a grouping of eight questions shedding light on what 

each respondent knew of Jesus’ teaching 

o Mission Index – a grouping of three questions probing respondent’s 

knowledge of Jesus’ mission. 

• A scored index of understanding of the Gospels based on assessment of MLD 

responses as more traditional or less traditional/more progressive understand-

ing. 

In relation to Section 2 of the Questionnaire and Research Questions 3 and 4, the follow-

ing indices were developed to provide focused engagement with the questions. 

• The Gospel Engagement Index, comprising eight questions from DD designed 

to explore how the respondents actually used and engaged with the Gospels, 

• Gospels and Life Index, comprising eight questions from DD exploring what 

difference Jesus and the Gospels made to respondents’ lives, 

• Gospels and Discipleship Index, comprising six questions from DD investi-

gating respondents’ awareness of and commitment to bringing the Gospels to 

others, and 

• Gospel Issues Index, comprising four questions seeking to discover the extent 

to which lay Anglicans relate their Gospel knowledge and commitment to the 

world they live in and the issues they face. 

A number of interesting insights have been discovered. 

• Respondents’ knowledge of the Gospels, scored out of 22, revealed that nearly 

three quarters of respondents were able to answer two thirds of the questions 

correctly, which was assessed as a basis for transformative Gospel literacy, 

but with some qualifications.  

• There was a good literacy knowledge of Jesus’ identity but there was a signif-

icant number who were unable to associate the title ‘Christ’ with anointing, 

the voice of God with Jesus’ baptism or the moment of recognition in the Em-

maus story with the breaking of the bread. These results suggest possible lim-

itations in the average Anglican lay person’s depth of appreciation of Jesus’ 

identity. 

•  Over one third of respondents may not have a full appreciation of mission to 

people within the community as well as to those outside the community. 
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• The weakest area of Gospel knowledge was in relation to Jesus’ teaching. Be-

tween a quarter and a half of respondents could not answer correctly basic 

questions about Jesus’ teaching which applies to followers of every age. 

• In relation to understanding and interpretation of the Gospels, lay Anglicans 

in Adelaide lean more towards a less traditional understanding of the Gospels, 

with only the expectation of eternal life as a continuing never-ending life after 

death remaining as a dominant traditional belief. 

• An overwhelming majority acknowledged their awareness of Jesus in their 

daily lives and the Gospels’ relevance in making both daily and one-off life 

decisions. It is clear that at a personal level Adelaide Anglicans are committed 

to their walk with Jesus even if, in certain ways, they are not as well equipped 

as they might be. In an uncertain future for the Diocese, the equipping and 

enabling of the laity for both ministry and mission through heightened Gospel 

engagement will be an important undertaking.275 

• How often the Gospels were read and how often Gospel resources were used 

were consistent determinants of Gospel knowledge and literacy. Whilst this 

result was reasonably expected, the solid empirical grounding really justifies 

sustained effort in guiding and encouraging people to read the Gospels regu-

larly and use resources. It also provides a rationale for on-going exploration 

of useful and engaging resources and especially online resources.  

• A number of relationships between knowledge of Gospel content and other 

factors were discovered, including associations with: 

o the use of electronic devices to engage with the Gospels. 

o the level of theological or Biblical studies undertaken. 

o a linear-by-linear relationship between knowledge of Gospel content 

and the style of church attended. 

o the application of the Gospels to life and living. 

• An association between whether respondents understood the Gospel more or 

less traditionally and the style of church attended. 

                                                 

275 It is encouraging to note the Anglican Diocese of Adelaide 2016 Vision Statement which lists at No 1 

“Grow competency and confidence in sharing the Gospel” with dot point “Equip our people and commu-

nities to better communicate the Gospel.” Although not referring to the Gospels directly it is clear that the 

shortfall in testimonial outreach has been noted for action. See https://adelaideanglicans. com/vision-2016/. 

Accessed 13th May 2017. 
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This description of lay Anglicans’ engagement with the Gospels through the lens of trans-

formative Gospel literacy provides a helpful and instructive picture of the place of the 

Gospels in the life of the Diocese. Univariate analysis has provided the broad-brush 

strokes of the picture and bivariate analysis filled in some of the detail of that picture. It 

is hoped that this more detailed picture might be useful in providing insights in relation 

to developing a renewed passion for the Gospels. Lay empowerment in the strength, 

knowledge and conviction that does and can only come from the Gospels will be crucial 

in the post-Christendom church and its energy towards successful and life-changing mis-

sion. 

This static picture, however, needs further dimensions of exploration to make the most of 

the picture developed so far. To the extent that any pursuit of the Gospels and the Chris-

tian life based on the Gospels is targeted at transformation both of the individual and 

others, I need now to investigate the dynamic transformative power of the Gospels both 

in the lives of the respondents and, through them, in the lives of the communities in which 

they live. Have lives been transformed? Are Adelaide Anglicans open to and aware of 

transformation in their own lives and are they agents of transformation in the lives of 

others? This dynamic dimension of the lived Christian experience in the Diocese is argu-

ably the true indicator of the power and hope of the Gospel into the future, and it is to the 

consideration of this dimension that I now turn.  
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CHAPTER 7 

QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS 2 –  

TRANSFORMATION AND THE GOSPELS 

Introduction 

Although the picture of Gospel knowledge and understanding in the Diocese of Adelaide 

has been painted in the previous chapter, this static picture needs to be supplemented with 

a dynamic addition. I have provided basic insight into the state of Gospel knowledge, 

understanding and discipleship of Adelaide Anglicans. It is now important to investigate, 

in more detail, the central function and purposive meaning of the Gospels in a follower’s 

life – that of transformation. This is the focus of ‘application’ in our lens of transformative 

Gospel literacy. 

All who follow Jesus, who read the Gospels seriously, do so with the purpose of becoming 

more truly the person God created them to be and to reach for the authenticity of their 

humanity modelled in Jesus. The questions to be asked are:  

• how do respondents show transformed lives or otherwise?  

• are they open to on-going transformation? 

• do they bring transformation to others?  

The purpose of the following univariate and bivariate analysis is to explore the theme of 

transformation in lay lives as indicated in the Discipleship Data gained in Section 2 of the 

questionnaire. I recognize that the Gospels are a part only of the story of Christian trans-

formation in any individual’s life,276 but if Jesus himself, rather than someone else’s ver-

sion of Jesus, is to play a part then the Gospels, our primary source, must be engaged by 

each follower in some manner. That is, the Gospels are an essential component of genuine 

                                                 

276 The discovery of one or more associations between any two variables in no way excludes the notion that 

one or more other factors may well be involved in the reason for either variable expressing itself as it does. 

Other factors could easily include personal example, personality traits, organizational influence, travel and 

educational experience. 
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transformation as they relate the story of Jesus and provide the opportunity to come to 

‘know’ and have faith in Jesus.277  

The key areas of exploration have been designed to explore transformation/change in re-

spondent’s lives as outlined in Research Questions 3 and 4 in Chapter 1. This exploration 

investigates two areas. 

1. Respondents’ own lived Christian life, including: 

• identifying responses which suggest that personal transformation has taken or is 

taking place and seeking to make associations with Gospel related factors which 

might have made a contribution. Section 2 Questions DD4, DD5, DD8, DD11 

and DD 13 are all questions which answered with agreement in a five-point Likert 

item might suggest clear, positive change towards a Christ-centred life.278 I intend 

to select from these data responses, both examining response patterns within the 

responses to the data questions and looking for associations with Gospel 

knowledge or its components, Gospel interpretation and Gospel-related habits or 

activities disclosed by the respondents.  

• identifying responses where personal transformation appears to have not taken 

place or there is an awareness that further change is needed, and then seeking to 

look for Gospel factors which might be related to this situation. DD6, DD7, DD10 

and DD14 answered with agreement all suggest that the respondent is aware of 

further scope for transformation in their Christian lives. A similar investigation 

to that above will be undertaken. 

2. Respondents’ activity as an agent of Christian transformation in the lives of others, 

including: 

• identifying respondents who are committed to and believe that they act as agents 

of Gospel transformation in the lives of others, and looking for associations with 

Gospel knowledge, interpretation or habits which might help to understand and 

                                                 

277 W. Wink, The Bible in Human Transformation: Towards a New Paradigm in Bible Study.(Augsburg: 

Fortress Publishing, 2010), 94, where Wink points out, as he examines the bankruptcy of the Biblical Crit-

ical Paradigm, that the Gospel writers wrote “from faith to faith” to evoke or augment faith in their readers.  

278 DD5 provides a good example of how the questions might provide insight. First, unlike many other 

experiences of bringing commitment to Christ to daily life, voting in political elections was an area which 

all adult respondents could be expected to have engaged with since voting is universal and compulsory. 

Second, it is an important area to which to bring Christian values. The act of voting at its best is an expres-

sion of what the voter believes about justice and equity and is a quintessential arena for the committed 

Christian to express their fundamental concern for ‘others’ as against themselves alone.  
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potentially lead to suggestions for enhancing that activity. DD2 and DD12 an-

swered with agreement would suggest a willingness to reach out with the Gospel 

in some measure. 

• identifying respondents who seem reluctant to actively proclaim the Gospel in an 

explicit way, looking for Gospel-related factors which might help to understand 

why not and to suggest possibilities for overcoming this reluctance. DD9, DD15 

and DD17 are all questions which answered with agreement would indicate scope 

to become more active proponents of Gospel transformation in the lives of others. 

By cross-tabulating responses to these two key areas of transformation/change in re-

spondents’ lives with Gospel knowledge and its derived indices, Gospel interpretation 

and the disclosed Gospel engagement attitudes and activities of respondents, I hope to 

discern the nature of the Gospels’ influence in these two dimensions of transformation. I 

hope that such an analysis will offer insight into the part the Gospel plays in the lives of 

Adelaide lay Anglicans and future directions for Gospel awareness and education. 

Quantitative analysis of Gospel transformation in respondents’ lives 

Responses to transformation data questions  

A presentation of the basic response patterns gives the initial insight into where the re-

spondents stand in relation to DD4, DD5, DD8, DD11 and DD 13. This is best presented 

in a table: 

Table 7.1 – Data for Transformation Indicators 

 Responses 

ds d nad a as 

Items 

from 

Section 

2 

DD4 From my reading of the Gospels, I 

am often aware of Jesus in my daily 

life, even in the ordinary events of 

daily life. 

2 2 19 56 55 

DD5 When deciding how to vote in politi-

cal elections, I try to look at issues 

from a Gospel-centred perspective. 

9 13 33 54 24 

DD8 Before doing something important, I 

often stop and reflect on the Gospels 
2 23 32 53 22 

DD11 Jesus, as portrayed in the Gospels, is 

someone who shapes my character 

and attitudes 

0 4 9 70 50 

DD13 I find reading the Gospels is really 

helpful for me when things are diffi-

cult. 

2 5 36 46 43 
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The results show a very positive attitude to the Gospels. 279 Well over half of the respond-

ents consistently agree with the five propositions which would indicate that the Gospels 

play an important part in their lives and that their lives are in some sense transformed by 

the Gospels. Whilst not direct measures of transformation DD4 and DD11, which ask for 

a respondent’s self-assessment of awareness of Jesus in their daily life and the shaping of 

a respondent’s character and attitude respectively, are indicative of change taking place 

in respondents’ lives. From the 135 respondents four respondents disagreed with DD4 

and four disagreed with DD11, with only one disagreeing with both. That respondent, 

aged 26, was nearly the youngest in the sample.  

Although not as significant as general indicators of transformation through the agency of 

the Gospels, DD5280 (influence of Gospels in deciding how to vote), DD8 (use of Gospels 

before doing something important) and DD13 (finding the Gospels helpful when things 

are difficult) all measured aspects which indicate a degree of transformation. In terms of 

disagreement or non-agreement DD5 and DD8 show a significant number, 55 and 57 

respectively, who either don’t bring the Gospels to voting or to making important deci-

sions. Whilst there can be many reasons for these responses, prima facie they can be in-

terpreted as evidence of a lack of transformative influence by the Gospels in these dimen-

sions of everyday life. How do we encourage lay people to bring the transformative di-

mensions Gospels to voting issues and to making important decisions? 

It is the ‘neither agree or disagree’ column, however, which is most interesting. Again, 

there could be many reasons why a respondent neither agrees or disagrees, but one infer-

ence is that over 30 respondents in this column are open to being moved to either disa-

greement or agreement. The challenge for the Church is not why they are ambivalent but 

how to help them engage with the Gospels in a more transformative way. 

                                                 

279 The column headings are as follows: ds – disagree strongly; d – disagree; nad – neither agree  nor 

disagree; a – agree; as – agree strongly. 

280 The reason for the focus on political voting is twofold. First, unlike many other experiences of bringing 

commitment to Christ to daily life, it was an area which all adult respondents could be expected to have 

engaged with since voting is universal and compulsory. Second, it is an important area to which to bring 

Christian values. The act of voting at its best is an expression of what the voter believes about justice and 

equity and is a quintessential arena for the committed Christian to express their fundamental concern for 

‘others’ as against themselves alone. I would point out, however, that any person’s voting decisions are 

influenced by many factors other than just their Gospel beliefs. 
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The next category of data questions are those indicating that personal transformation has 

not taken place or awareness of the need for further transformation. Again, these are pre-

sented via table:281 

Table 7.2 – Data for Lack of Transformation Indicators 

 

The strong ‘agree’ responses to DD7 (60%), DD10 (87%) and DD14 (65%) indicate that 

a clear majority recognise the possibility of further transformation, and by inference an 

openness to being transformed. Given the high percentages, these responses might well 

form the basis of helpful question to ask respondents in the qualitative interview phase of 

the project.  

Once again there is a significant number who ‘neither agree or disagree’. This raises ques-

tions as to how they could be encouraged, empowered or challenged to respond more 

positively to Jesus and the Gospels. Whether they are unable or unwilling to either agree 

or disagree, the Church’s task is to provide an environment and resources which encour-

age or foster growth. 

DD6 is a reverse phrased question. Thirty-one respondents did not disagree and as a con-

sequence could be interpreted as limiting the power of the Gospels to influence their daily 

decision-making. Further research would be valuable to find out why the Gospels were 

                                                 

281 Each of these tables foreshadows future questionnaires with more questions that would yield more sig-

nificant and detailed information of members of a diocese or parish. This thesis is exploring in embryonic 

form ways to gain information.  

 Responses 

ds d nad a as 

Items from 

Section 2 

DD6 The Gospels don’t seem to be rele-

vant to my daily decision- making. 
60 40 17 11 3 

DD7 If I knew the Gospels more deeply, I 

would be able to live the Jesus-cen-

tred life more faithfully. 

2 14 36 49 30 

DD10 I could be doing more to follow Je-

sus’ teachings in the Gospels. 
2 3 12 79 35 

DD14 Sometimes I wonder if the Gospels 

should be more prominent in my 

life. 

3 7 35 68 17 
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not relevant to their daily decision making and to explore how they could become more 

relevant. 

Associations between Transformation Indicators and Gospel Activities, Attitudes 

and Knowledge (PD, GK and MLD) 

The spreadsheet in Appendix 7 provides a comprehensive summary of all the contingency 

tests which were explored. It provides an excellent overview of patterns of association 

and non-association. It also provides an immediate assessment tool for determining the 

nature, p value and linear association value of each test.282 It is to this spreadsheet that I 

now turn to make comments on both groups of tests and individually interesting associa-

tions which analysis has uncovered.  

DD4, DD5, DD8, DD11 and DD 13 are the selected indicators which suggest clear posi-

tive change towards a Christ-centred life. Not surprisingly PD4 and PD6 show significant 

association with all these indicators. That is, frequency of reading the Gospels and fre-

quency of the use of resources are related to each of these indicators in such a way that 

the greater the activity the greater the agreement with the proposition in the discipleship 

data questions/personal transformation which has taken/is taking place. It is important to 

note that the χ2 test does not convey information about either the strength or direction of 

the relationship. Each result indicating association needs to be carefully considered before 

conclusions are drawn. I would suggest that, in general, the direction of causality is from 

Gospel activity to personal transformation (i.e. PD to DD) rather than personal transfor-

mation leading to greater frequency of reading and use of resources (i.e., DD to PD), 

although this direction cannot be ruled out without further investigation. 

Given this consistent association of PD4 and PD6 with every one of the chosen indicators, 

it is reasonable to claim that the transformative power of the Gospels is evident when 

Anglicans in this Diocese both read them with greater frequency and utilize resources to 

engage with the Gospels. Whilst these results would be expected intuitively they now, for 

this population, find a likely empirical basis. These conclusions therefore represent a rea-

sonable basis for action to encourage reading of the Gospels and the use of aids in making 

that reading count as proven ingredients of Gospel transformation.  

                                                 

282 For each positive result, the validity of the test is verified with ‘val chi’, the p value disclosed, whether 

or not linear-by-linear association is present by ‘lin assoc’ and the status of the variables (i.e., the degree of 

binning which has been applied) indicated in the dimensions of the contingency table. The smaller the 

numbers the greater the binning. (i.e., 4x4 table is preserving more discrete information than 3x2) 
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Three out of the same five indicators exhibit association with PD2 (churchmanship), PD9 

(interaction with the Gospels using electronic devices) and PD11 (education in theology 

or biblical background). These consistent associations suggest that transformation as 

measured by the chosen indicators is significantly influenced by these particular factors.  

It is instructive to look at one of these indicators in some detail as an example of the 

method and reasoning which have been applied. 

The contingency table for PD2 v DD5 together with its Chi-Square test has been chosen. 

The χ2 test is valid (only 1 cell has an expected count less than 5) and the value of p for 

the Pearson χ2 test is 0.010, which is < 0.05, the selected cut-off value. Therefore, the test 

indicates an association for this sample between DD5 and PD2 in the terms defined. It is 

noticeable that the differences between actual and expected counts in the six right hand 

cells are not particularly large. They are quite large, however, in two of the left-hand cells. 

The adjusted residuals for these two cells are -2.3 and +3.5, which indicate that these two 

Table 7.3 - Crosstabulation PD2 v DD5 

 

DD5 When deciding how to vote in 

political elections I try to look at is-

sues from a Gospels-centred per-

spective, binned as 1=ds/d, 2=nad, 

3=a/as 

Total 1 2 3 

PD2- the style of church I 

attend would be, binned 

as      

1 word/teaching 

2 no particular emphasis 

or tradition 

3 Communion/ceremony 

focused  

(leaving out charismatic 

and other) 

1 Count 2 14 25 41 

Expected Count 6.5 10.7 23.9 41.0 

Adjusted Residual -2.3 1.4 .4  

2 Count 1 6 17 24 

Expected Count 3.8 6.2 14.0 24.0 

Adjusted Residual -1.7 -.1 1.4  

3 Count 17 13 32 62 

Expected Count 9.8 16.1 36.1 62.0 

Adjusted Residual 3.5 -1.3 -1.5  

Total Count 20 33 74 127 

Expected Count 20.0 33.0 74.0 127.0 

 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 13.317a 4 .010 

Likelihood Ratio 14.264 4 .006 

Linear-by-Linear Associa-

tion 
5.107 1 .024 

N of Valid Cases 127   

a. 1 cells (11.1%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum ex-

pected count is 3.78. 
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cells are significant contributors to the test statistic. That is, a significantly greater number 

than expected in the Communion/ceremony-orientated church disagreed with the idea that 

they tried to look at issues in a political election from a Gospel-centred perspective. Con-

versely, a significantly smaller number than expected from the word/teaching- oriented 

church disagreed with the proposition.  

Whilst the association does not allow a causal deduction or conclusion, it seems reason-

able to hypothesize that a person who attends a word/teaching-oriented church is signifi-

cantly less likely to overlook the Gospels when deciding how to vote on an issue in a 

political election rather than vice-versa. The point of the adjusted residual is that it points 

us to a more specific conclusion; in this case it might not be right to conclude that people 

in a word/teaching-oriented church are more likely to number significantly above the ex-

pected count in agreeing that they try to look at political issues from a Gospel-centred 

perspective.  

The influence of PD2, PD9 and PD11, based on similar crosstabulation analysis283, re-

vealed that: 

• the word/teaching style of churchmanship (as against the communion/worship 

style) leads to greater transformation in terms of being more aware of Jesus in 

daily life, less likely to overlook the Gospels in considering issues and finding 

help in the Gospels when things are difficult. 

• those who engaged the Gospels using electronic devices (as against those who 

did not) showed a greater likelihood of transformation in being more aware of 

Jesus in daily life, more likely to look at issues from a Gospel-centred perspec-

tive and finding help in the Gospels when things are difficult. 

• those with the higher level of theological/Biblical studies (the categories being 

‘none/school’, ‘church or diocesan courses’ and ‘university level’) were signifi-

cantly above expected counts in relation to using the Gospels to look at issues 

when voting in political elections, stopping to reflect before doing something 

important and Jesus being someone who shaped their character and attitudes. 

Conclusions based on these findings might include that: 

                                                 

283 In the process of re-binning to obtain valid tables care was taken to incorporate the ‘nad’ category non-

prejudicially depending on whether the emphasis of the question sought agreement or disagreement. See 

Appendix 2. 
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• even occasional engagement with the Gospels using electronic devices leads to 

a greater use of the Gospels in relation to life activities and events. 

• it may be worth further exploring specific Gospel courses or engagement oppor-

tunities. 

• in terms of personal transformation greater effort might be needed to bring 

awareness of the value of the Gospels to decision making on how to vote in po-

litical elections. It may well be that this conclusion extends to decisions relating 

to issues more widely. 

Inspection of Appendix 7 shows that the Teaching Index displays an association with 

three of the indicators selected to gauge personal transformation. Of particular interest is 

that the Gospel Knowledge Index from which the Teaching Index was derived showed 

only one association. That is, knowledge of the Gospels as determined in the GKI did not 

seem to be a marker of transformation, whereas the teaching component of those ques-

tions was for three of the indicators a clearly related factor. 

The Teaching Index was binned into three (2 – 4, 5 – 6, 7 – 8) with the results that; 

• Of those who scored 7 – 8, significantly more than expected agreed that their 

reading of the Gospels led to awareness of Jesus in daily life, and significantly 

less disagreed, 

• Of those who scored 7 – 8, significantly more than expected agreed that they tried 

to look at issues from a Gospel-centred perspective when voting at a political elec-

tion, and significantly less disagreed, 

• Of those who scored 7 – 8, significantly less than expected disagreed that before 

doing something important they often stopped and reflected on the Gospels, and 

of those who scored 2 – 4, significantly less than expected agreed that they stopped 

to reflect on the Gospels. 

To the extent that these three characteristics or activities of the Christian life are indicative 

of personal growth and transformation, then knowledge of Jesus’ teaching, as against 

Gospel knowledge in general, is an important factor in bringing about this transformation. 

In the context of transformation, DD8 (before doing something important I often stop and 

reflect on the Gospels) showed an association with MLD, although none of the other in-

dicators did so. The conclusion would be that personal transformation under the Gospels 

and as measured by the five chosen indicators is independent, by and large, of whether 

one is a less or more traditional interpreter. That is, it seems that personal interpretive 
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frameworks, whether more traditional or less traditional, do not show much differentia-

tion when analysing their effect on practical Christian living as sampled in indicators 

DD4, 5, 8, 11 and 13. 

Table 7.4 - Crosstabulation DD8 v MLD 

 

MLD score binned into  

1=12-17 (more traditional) 

and 2=18-25 (less traditional 

Total 1 2 

DD8 Before doing 

something important I 

often stop to reflect 

on the Gospels 

1 = ds/d/nad  

2 = a/as 

1 Count 5 29 34 

Expected Count 9.9 24.1 34.0 

Adjusted Residual -2.5 2.5  

2 Count 18 27 45 

Expected Count 13.1 31.9 45.0 

Adjusted Residual 2.5 -2.5  

Total Count 23 56 79 

Expected Count 23.0 56.0 79.0 

 

Chi Square Tests 

 Value df 

Asymp. Sig. 

(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 6.004a 1 .014 

Continuity Correction 4.841 1 .028 

Likelihood Ratio 6.335 1 .012 

Linear-by-Linear Association 5.928 1 .015 

N of Valid Cases 79   

0 cells have expected count less than 5 

What is clear is that, in respect of more traditional interpreters, significantly less than 

expected (adjusted residual – 2.5) did not agree that they stopped to reflect on the Gospels, 

and significantly more positively agreed that they did stop, and vice-versa in respect of 

non-traditional interpreters. If stopping to reflect on the Gospels before doing something 

important is taken as a marker of transformation, then for this population it would appear 

that the more traditional interpreters in the population may be more likely to do so. In 

conjunction with the clear association between PD2 (churchmanship) and MLD (p < .001) 

which relates more traditional or less traditional interpretive frameworks on the basis of 

churchmanship, the likely implication is that those who come from or have been influ-

enced by a more teaching/word-based churchmanship are more likely to relate the Gos-

pels to significant faith or moral activity.  

Significant non-associations which can be clearly seen in the spreadsheet would indicate 

no population-wide relationships between the indicators and PD7, 8 and 10. The last two 
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in particular are of interest. It seems that whether or not religion/prayer/Bible read-

ing/church were a part of upbringing they do not appear to be significant indicators for 

personal transformation in and of themselves. Perhaps the cry of ‘if our children are not 

brought up in the church then they will not become followers’ is not as valid as it might 

seem. Of course, for many their religious upbringing will have been important and form-

ative. What is being shown or claimed here is that for this sample of Anglican lay people, 

there is no significant relationship between religious upbringing and personal transfor-

mation at the nominated level of probability based on the questions used. Equally the 

contingency analysis would indicate that level of academic achievement does not bear on 

the place of personal transformation in respondents’ lives for this sample. Again, for some 

it will but most likely not for the population in a way that would allow us to say that 

academic level of achievement is directly related to personal transformation. 

Associations between lack of transformation indicators and Gospel activities, atti-

tudes and knowledge (PD, GK and MLD) 

We turn now to look for evidence about where personal transformation appears to have 

not taken place or there is an awareness that further change is needed, and for Gospel 

factors which might be related to this situation. The chosen indicators are DD6, 7, 10 and 

14. As noted above in Table 7.2, the raw response data reveals that whilst a small number 

disagree and a larger number neither agree or disagree, the substantial majority agree (in 

reverse for DD6) that the Gospels are relevant to daily decision-making and that they are 

aware that they could be doing more to follow Jesus. Perusal of Appendix 7 reveals few 

associations between the indicators in questions 6, 7, 10 and 14 and Gospel knowledge, 

attitudes and activities as sampled in PD.  

One indicator of interest is DD6 (The Gospels don’t seem to be relevant to my daily 

decision-making) which yielded associations with both PD5 and PD6. Crosstabulation 

analysis showed that: 

• ‘those who never read the Gospels with others or in groups’ disagreed signifi-

cantly less than expected that ‘the Gospels don’t seem to be relevant to their daily 

decision-making’.  

• those who never used study resources were significantly more likely to agree with 

the proposition that the Gospels don’t seem to be relevant to their daily decision 

making, and significantly less likely to disagree.  
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It may well be that sharing of the Gospels with Christian friends has a transformative 

value for the individual (and this will certainly be true for some), although the association 

did not show this positive conclusion for the population at large but just the negative 

stated above. Again, further investigation might lead to a clear conclusion. 

Finally, DD6 shows up as one of only two associations between the Gospel Knowledge 

Index and the array of discipleship data questions chosen as indicative of transformation 

or otherwise. In addition, there are some interesting associations with DD6 based on the 

derived measures of Teaching Index, Identity Index and Mission Index.  

Table 7.5 - Crosstabulation GKI v DD6 

 

DD6 Gospels don’t seem to be 

relevant to my daily decision 

making 

binned into 1=ds/d; 2=nad/a/as 

Total 1 2 

Gospel Knowledge 

Index binned into 

three,  

1 = 6-10,  

2 = 11-16, 

3 = 17-22 

1 Count 7 7 14 

Expected Count 10.8 3.2 14.0 

Adjusted Residual -2.5 2.5  

2 Count 22 10 32 

Expected Count 24.6 7.4 32.0 

Adjusted Residual -1.3 1.3  

3 Count 67 12 79 

Expected Count 60.7 18.3 79.0 

Adjusted Residual 2.8 -2.8  

Total Count 96 29 125 

Expected Count 96.0 29.0 125.0 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 9.652a 2 .008 

Likelihood Ratio 8.957 2 .011 

Linear-by-Linear Associa-

tion 
9.556 1 .002 

N of Valid Cases 125   

a. 1 cells (16.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum ex-

pected count is 3.25. 

With the emphasis on those who did not positively disagree, the ‘nad’ category was in-

cluded with the ‘a/as’ group. Those who agreed that the Gospels did not seem relevant to 

their daily decision making and who scored in the lowest bracket of Gospel knowledge 

(6 – 10 out of a possible 22) were significantly above the expected count (adjusted resid-

ual + 2.5) and likewise those who scored highly but agreed were significantly below the 

expected (adjusted residual – 2.8). Inspection of the corresponding valid test tables for 
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Teaching, Identity and Mission Indexes showed exactly the same effect, as might be ex-

pected. The inference is that a lack of Gospel transformation as indicated by DD6 is as- 

sociated with a lack of knowledge of the Gospels. 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 16.699a 4 .002 

Likelihood Ratio 17.661 4 .001 

Linear-by-Linear Associa-

tion 
13.706 1 .000 

N of Valid Cases 130   

a. 2 cells (22.2%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum ex-

pected count is 1.85. 

DD7 was the only other indicator of lack of transformation which showed an association. 

The association revealed between DD7 and PD4 is instructive. A number of tables tested 

for this relationship provided valid χ2 tests but the binning above was rated as preserving 

the most information in relevant form. The test is valid, which indicates there is an asso-

ciation or relationship between frequency of Gospel reading by oneself and respondents’ 

assessment that if they knew the Gospels more deeply they would be able to live more 

Jesus-centred lives. Inspection reveals that among those who read the Gospels only occa-

sionally or rarely, significantly fewer than expected agreed and significantly more than 

expected disagreed. Similarly, further inspection of the adjusted residuals shows that of 

those who read the Gospels on a weekly or greater basis, significantly more agreed and 

Table 7.6 – Cross-tabulation DD7 v PD4 

 

DD7 If I knew the Gospels more 

deeply I would be able to live the 

Jesus-centred life more fully 

divided into 1=ds/d, 2=nad, 3=a/as 

Total 1 2 3 

PD4 I read the Gospels by 

myself: 

1 rarely/occasionally, 

2 monthly,  

3weekly or more 

1 Count 10 18 22 50 

Expected Count 6.2 13.8 30.0 50.0 

Adjusted Residual 2.1 1.7 -2.9  

2 Count 4 4 7 15 

Expected Count 1.8 4.2 9.0 15.0 

Adjusted Residual 1.8 -.1 -1.1  

3 Count 2 14 49 65 

Expected Count 8.0 18.0 39.0 65.0 

Adjusted Residual -3.2 -1.6 3.6  

Total Count 16 36 78 130 

Expected Count 16.0 36.0 78.0 130.0 
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significantly less disagreed with the proposition. This is an interesting result because I 

would have intuitively expected these results to be quite the reverse. That is, I would have 

expected those who don’t read, except occasionally, would acknowledge a lack of 

knowledge based on their lesser engagement with the Gospels. This could be a result of 

many factors including personal attitudes to reading the Gospels, or an institutional stance 

towards what should be received in terms of knowing about Jesus. It could also simply 

reflect that those who read the Gospels more often are more aware of their lack of corre-

spondence with Gospel values. This response pattern could benefit from further investi-

gation, especially in relation to transformational potential. 

Quantitative analysis of respondents’ discipleship as agents of Chris-

tian transformation 

Having looked at the details of personal transformation contained in the responses to the 

questionnaire, attention is now focused on identifying respondents who are committed to 

and believe they act as agents of Gospel transformation in the lives of others. To that end 

associations will be sought between chosen indicators and Gospel knowledge, interpreta-

tion or activities and attitudes which might help to understand and potentially lead to 

suggestions for enhancing that activity. The indicators chosen to provide some insight 

into this area are DD2 and 12. There are of course many ways a person can act as an agent 

of Christian transformation, even specifically in relation to the Gospels. Directly speaking 

to non-Christian friends about Jesus (DD2) and consciously talking with friends about 

big issues from a Gospel-centred perspective (DD12), however, are considered repre-

sentative of the many direct and positive ways of engaging with other non-Christians.  

The further aim in this section of the analysis seeks to identify respondents who seem 

reluctant to actively proclaim the Gospel in an explicit way, and to look for Gospel related 

factors which might help to understand why not. Section 2 Questions DD9, DD15 and 

DD17 are all questions which answered with agreement would indicate scope to become 

more active proponents of Gospel transformation in the lives of others. 

Responses to discipleship data questions 

The data to be examined concerning respondents’ activities in relation to acting as agents 

of Christian transformation in the lives of others is presented for initial analysis in the 

table below. Responses to both DD2 (“I try to speak with non-Christian friends about 

Jesus”) and DD9 (“On reflection I think I could be more active in speaking to others about 

Jesus”) indicated an awareness by nearly 50% and 62% of respondents that they could be  
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more active in the seemingly simple task of offering even basic testimony to the place of 

Jesus in their lives.  

Table 7.7 – Data on indicators of respondents’ as agents of transformation 

Whilst the previous analysis shows a significant commitment to the transformative value 

of the Gospels, there is a nearly equally significant lack of awareness or willingness, for 

whatever reason, to bring Jesus to others in a testimonial fashion. In DD17 50% of re-

spondents disclosed ignoring opportunities to speak about the Gospels to others. This is 

a significant figure in a situation of decline of both knowledge and understanding of the 

Gospels. The other 50% presumably either engaged with most opportunities or were 

simply unaware of or unable to recognize the need to respond to such opportunities. On 

either count, more effort might be needed to increase awareness of and commitment to 

active promotion of Jesus and his story.  

In response to DD15, 40% acknowledged that greater knowledge of the Gospels and Jesus 

might lead to greater confidence in speaking about them. One third neither agreed nor 

disagreed with the proposition, however, which could imply that factors other than 

knowledge of the Gospels and confidence to speak about them are important in the ability 

and willingness to promote the Jesus’ story. It is difficult to interpret just why so many 

are ambivalent. The simplest and most obvious interpretation is that some or many of 

these respondents are simply ‘not sure’ whether knowing more of the Gospels would be 

helpful. It would certainly be of value to further investigate whether people do ignore 

 Responses 

ds d nad a as 

Items 

from Sec-

tion 2 

DD2 I try to speak with non-Christian 

friends about Jesus 
6 21 34 55 16 

DD12 When I talk with friends about big 

issues like asylum seekers and refu-

gees I consciously seek to do so from 

a Gospel-centred perspective. 

4 16 31 48 30 

DD9 On reflection I think I could be more 

active in speaking to others about Je-

sus. 

5 13 31 58 24 

DD15 If I knew more about the Gospels I 

would feel more confident sharing 

the story of Jesus with friends. 

11 21 48 39 15 

DD17 Sometimes I ignore opportunities to 

speak about the Gospels to others. 
9 22 35 57 8 
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opportunities to act thus or are simply unaware of the need, and if so why and whether 

other factors such as personality are involved. 

Whilst it is both valid and reasonable to claim that we bear witness to Jesus in our actions 

and the way we lead our lives, the question remains how anyone will identify those ac-

tions and life with Jesus if nothing is ever said or indicated to make the association. That 

is, Anglicans need to take note of the Biblical witness and by implication the imperative 

to proclaim Jesus by word of mouth. And whilst the mood of the age does not make such 

activity easy for many lay people, we must find ways to enable and encourage laity to 

proclaim their Christian identity and the difference Jesus makes in their lives.284  

Associations between discipleship indicators and Gospel activities, attitudes and 

knowledge (PD, GK and MLD) 

There are two Gospel activities respondents disclosed which show relationship with both 

DD2 and DD12 – namely PD5 and PD6. PD5 is the one question in section 1 which 

probes Gospel interaction with others or in groups. For both DD2 and 12, agreement with 

the respective propositions by those who never read or engaged with the Gospels with 

others were way below the expected count, and agreement by those who did engage once 

or twice a week was significantly above (adjusted residual + 2.7 and + 3.1 respectively). 

These results would seem to indicate that the use of resources in the study of the Gospels 

and engagement with others in Gospel activity does indeed lead to a greater effort to speak 

with friends about Jesus and a greater likelihood of discussing issues from a Gospel-cen-

tred perspective. Whilst the use of resources seems quite clear, in terms of lay discipleship 

a further important research question might be what difference it makes to have engaged 

with the Gospel in a group in terms of confidence and willingness to reach out to others 

with the Gospels. The challenge of mentoring laity into becoming active proponents of 

the Gospels and their message both in word and action is clearly a challenge for the post-

Christendom church. 

 

 

 

                                                 

284 Andrew Bolt, “Hatred of Christianity is a mark of ignorance,” The Advertiser, May 19, 2016, 13, where 

the commentator asked just how many young Australians and young journalists understand what Christi-

anity teaches? The further question is ‘who is going to teach them?’ or at least be a source of accurate 

information, as against prejudice and misinformation. 
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Speaking with non-Christian friends about Jesus revealed relationships with PD2, 4, 9 

and 11.  

Table 7.8 - Crosstabulation PD2 v DD2 

 

DD2- I try to speak with non-

Christian friends about Jesus 

 binned into 1=ds/d, 2=nad, 

3=a/as 

Total 1 2 3 

PD2 

Church tradition: binned 

into 

1 word/teaching 

2 no particular tradition 

3 ceremony/Communion  

(leaving out charismatic 

and other) 

1 Count 2 9 30 41 

Expected Count 8.3 10.6 22.1 41.0 

Adjusted Residual -3.0 -.7 3.0  

2 Count 3 6 15 24 

Expected Count 4.9 6.2 12.9 24.0 

Adjusted Residual -1.1 -.1 .9  

3 Count 21 18 24 63 

Expected Count 12.8 16.2 34.0 63.0 

Adjusted Residual 3.6 .7 -3.5  

Total Count 26 33 69 128 

Expected Count 26.0 33.0 69.0 128.0 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Table 7.8 above it can be seen that those from the word/teaching-background are 

below expected in disagreeing (residual -3.0) that they try to speak with non-Christian 

friends and likewise above expected in agreement (residual +3.0). Consistent with other 

results relating churchmanship to Gospel activity, there seems to be little doubt that pop-

ulation wide in the Diocese of Adelaide lay members of word/teaching-oriented churches 

are more assiduous than others in speaking the Gospel. 

In the valid χ2 test for PD9 those who never interacted with the Gospels using electronic 

devices were significantly less likely (adjusted residual – 3.6) to agree that they tried to 

speak with non-Christian friends about Jesus than would have been expected, and those 

who used the devices regularly were significantly more likely to speak in this way. Pop-

ulation-wide this would indicate that those who use electronic devices to engage with the 

Chi-Square Tests 

 Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 17.290a 4 .002 

Likelihood Ratio 18.727 4 .001 

Linear-by-Linear Associa-

tion 
16.505 1 .000 

N of Valid Cases 128   

a. 1 cells (11.1%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum ex-

pected count is 4.88. 
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Gospels are more likely to reach out to friends with the spoken word.285 This might be a 

matter of greater encouragement/confidence due to greater engagement with the Word 

made possible by the convenience of screen based engagement. It could, however, reflect 

the idea of speaking as in ‘meaningfully engaging with friends electronically’; for exam-

ple, by social media interaction such as through Facebook, and perhaps sidestepping the 

awkwardness some might feel in direct face-to-face engagement.  

DD12 (When I talk with friends about big issues I consciously seek to do so from a Gos-

pel-centred perspective) shows a positive association with GKI and correspondingly with 

the derived Teaching, Identity and Mission indices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

285 I draw this conclusion on the basis of rejecting the idea that those who speak to non-Christian friends 

about Jesus are on that account more likely to use electronic devices. Whilst not impossible, it seems much 

more likely to me to operate in the direction explained. 

Table 7.9 - Crosstabulation DD12 v GKI 

 

DD12 (talk with friends 

from Gospel-centred per-

spective into 1 = ds/d/nad, 

2 = a/as 

Total 1 3 

Gospel Knowledge Index 

(range 5 – 22) 

binned into four, 

1 = 5-9,  

2 = 10-13,  

3 = 14-18,  

4 = 19-22 

1 Count 5 4 9 

Expected Count 3.5 5.5 9.0 

Adjusted Residual 1.1 -1.1  

2 Count 13 5 18 

Expected Count 6.9 11.1 18.0 

Adjusted Residual 3.2 -3.2  

3 Count 17 26 43 

Expected Count 16.5 26.5 43.0 

Adjusted Residual .2 -.2  

4 Count 13 42 55 

Expected Count 21.1 33.9 55.0 

Adjusted Residual -3.0 3.0  

Total Count 48 77 125 

Expected Count 48.0 77.0 125.0 

 

 

Chi-Square Tests 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 14.916a 3 .002 

Likelihood Ratio 14.995 3 .002 

Linear-by-Linear Associa-

tion 
11.823 1 .001 

N of Valid Cases 125   

a. 1 cells (12.5%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum ex-

pected count is 3.46. 
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With the emphasis on those who positively agreed with this proposition, the ‘nad’ cate-

gory was allied to the disagree category. Those who agreed with the proposition and 

whose Gospel knowledge is high are well above the expected count (adjusted residual + 

3.0). Those who disagree or were unable to agree were likewise under-represented at the 

higher levels of Gospel knowledge and over-represented at the lower levels, compared 

with expected counts. Unsurprisingly, those who are better equipped with Gospel 

knowledge, so far as it has been measured in this project, are more likely to interact in 

discussion from a Gospel perspective. 

The final step in our exploration of the role played in bringing the transformative power 

of the Gospels to others is to explore the willingness or otherwise of respondents to speak 

to others about Jesus and his power and influence in their own lives. DD9, DD15 and 

DD17 are all questions which, answered with agreement, would indicate scope to become 

more active proponents of Gospel transformation in the lives of others. The question 

raised by the raw data in Table 7.7 above is ‘why do so many find it hard to speak about 

the figure and story which presumably controls their lives and brings them fulfilment, 

joy, peace and love?’ The task then is to discover any associations between these disci-

pleship attitudes and any other of the variables we have explored and, where possible, 

draw conclusions about what in fact does inhibit this activity.  

Inspection of the spreadsheet grid in Appendix 7 tabling DD questions against the other 

three sections shows that both DD9 and DD15 are related to PD2 (churchmanship) and 

PD4 (frequency of Gospel reading). That is, whether or not a respondent could be more 

active in speaking to others about Jesus seems to be related to churchmanship and to the 

frequency of Gospel reading. PD2 v DD9 has been selected to illustrate such relationships  

in Table 7.10. 

The relationship shows significantly greater numbers of those from the word/teaching-

oriented churchmanship above the expected agreed that they could be more active (resid-

ual + 3.3), and significantly less than expected from the ceremony/Communion-church-

manship agreed with the same. Equally with those who disagreed – only one from the 

word/teaching-church disagreed that they could be doing more (adjusted residual – 2.5) 

while 12 (adjusted residual + 2.0) from the ceremony/Communion-oriented church disa-

greed. There would seem to be a clear difference in attitude as to whether one might or 

might not be doing more to proclaim the Gospel.  
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Chi-Square Tests 

 Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 16.070a 4 .003 

Likelihood Ratio 17.784 4 .001 

Linear-by-Linear Associa-

tion 
13.902 1 .000 

N of Valid Cases 125   

a. 1 cells (11.1%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum ex-

pected count is 3.40. 

For PD4 those who read the Gospels rarely or occasionally and who disagreed that they 

could be more active in speaking out were significantly greater than expected and those 

who read weekly or daily and agreed that they could be more active were significantly 

above the expected count. Intuitively it might have been expected those who read the 

Gospels rarely or occasionally would be more conscious of not being as active in speaking 

to others about Jesus as they might be. This result is reminiscent of the finding for the 

crosstabulation of PD4 v DD7 at page 145. Whilst some who read rarely may well be 

more conscious, population-wide, the association indicates the reverse - those who read 

regularly being more conscious of the need to be more active. There may be an underlying 

attitude about the place and importance of the Gospels influencing this response. That is, 

individual lay persons may have either high or low commitment to the Gospels qua Gos-

pels which affects their responses overall. 

 Table 7.10 – Crosstabulation PD2 v DD9 

 

DD9 - On reflection I think I could be 

more active speaking to others about Je-

sus, binned into 1=ds/d, 2=nad, 3=a/as 

Total 1 2 3 

PD2- the style of 

church I attend 

would be, binned 

into 

1 = word/teaching  

2 = no particular ori-

entation 

3 = ceremony/ com-

munion focused 

1 Count 1 6 33 40 

Expected Count 5.4 9.9 24.6 40.0 

Adjusted Residual -2.5 -1.7 3.3  

2 Count 4 4 17 25 

Expected Count 3.4 6.2 15.4 25.0 

Adjusted Residual .4 -1.1 .7  

3 Count 12 21 27 60 

Expected Count 8.2 14.9 37.0 60.0 

Adjusted Residual 2.0 2.5 -3.7  

Total Count 17 31 77 125 

Expected Count 17.0 31.0 77.0 125.0 
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DD9 and DD15 also both indicated association with MLD. This is particularly interesting 

as the degree of traditional or less traditional interpretation (measured by MLD) associ-

ates with only one other personal transformation indicator in DD8. Accepting the valid χ2 

test for each of these as indicated in Appendix 7, the two comparable associations are 

shown below without the χ2 test table being included. 

Table 7.11 – Crosstabulation DD9 v MLD 

 

DD9 - I do think I could 

be more active in speak-

ing to others about Jesus 

 into 1=ds/d/nad, 2=a/as 

Total 1 2 

Total MLD binned into 

three,  

1 = 12-15  

2 = 16-19 

3 = 20-25(less traditional)  

1 Count 1 10 11 

Expected Count 3.9 7.1 11.0 

Adjusted Residual -2.0 2.0  

2 Count 7 20 27 

Expected Count 9.7 17.3 27.0 

Adjusted Residual -1.3 1.3  

3 Count 20 20 40 

Expected Count 14.4 25.6 40.0 

Adjusted Residual 2.7 -2.7  

Total Count 28 50 78 

Expected Count 28.0 50.0 78.0 

 

Table 7.12 – Crosstabulation DD15 v MLD 

 

DD15 – If I knew more 

about the Gospels I would 

be more confident in shar-

ing the story of Jesus with 

friends 

 into 1=ds/d/nad, 2=a/as 

Total 1 2 

Total MLD into three,  

1 = 12-15  

2 = 16-19 

3 = 20-25(less traditional) ) 

1 Count 3 8 11 

Expected Count 6.8 4.2 11.0 

Adjusted Residual -2.6 2.6  

2 Count 16 11 27 

Expected Count 16.7 10.3 27.0 

Adjusted Residual -.4 .4  

3 Count 30 11 41 

Expected Count 25.4 15.6 41.0 

Adjusted Residual 2.1 -2.1  

Total Count 49 30 79 

Expected Count 49.0 30.0 79.0 

 

In relation to DD9 the adjusted residuals show that significantly fewer than expected of 

the less traditional interpreters agree with thinking that they could be more active in 

speaking about Jesus compared with significantly more than expected of the more tradi-

tional interpreters. Inspection of the residuals for DD15 show much the same effect. The 

suggestion is that the more traditional interpreters are more conscientious in actively 
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speaking about Jesus and relate more to the need for Gospel knowledge in relation to 

confidence in verbal outreach. The comparable table of association for DD8 similarly 

shows the same variation in figures. That is, in terms of personal transformation rather 

than as agents of transformation, the more traditional interpreter agrees significantly more 

than the less traditional that they stop to consider the Gospels before doing something 

important. The picture painted by these associations might be seen as the more traditional 

interpreter, as assessed in this project, having greater awareness and intent in their use of 

the Gospels.  

In relation to DD15 (If I knew more about the Gospels I would feel more confident shar-

ing the story of Jesus with friends), those respondents in the word/teaching-orientation 

who disagreed that they would feel more confident were significantly less than expected 

(adjusted residual – 2.4) and those people who agreed that greater knowledge of the Gos-

pels would lead to greater confidence in speaking to others about Jesus were significantly 

more than expected (adjusted residual + 2.4). The value of Pearson’s χ2 test was .031 and 

there were 0 cells with expected count less than 5 

 Again, the orientation is seen which values Gospel knowledge in support of reaching out. 

Similarly, with PD4 – those who read the Gospels by themselves weekly or every day 

were significantly greater in agreement that if they knew more about the Gospels they 

would feel more confident in sharing the story of Jesus. In terms of regularity of Gospel 

reading, this result might again seem counter-intuitive. There could be a number of rea-

sons for this situation, including: 

Table 7.13 – Crosstabulation DD15 v PD2 

 

DD15 If I knew more about the 

Gospels I would feel more con-

fident sharing the story of Jesus 

with friends, binned into 

1=ds/d/nad, 2=a/as 

Total 1 2 

PD2- the style of church I 

attend would be, binned 

into 

1 = word/teaching- orienta-

tion 

2 = no particular emphasis 

3 = ceremonial/commun-

ion- orientation (leaving out 

charismatic and other) 

1 Count 18 22 40 

Expected Count 24.3 15.7 40.0 

Adjusted Residual -2.4 2.4  

2 Count 19 6 25 

Expected Count 15.2 9.8 25.0 

Adjusted Residual 1.8 -1.8  

3 Count 40 22 62 

Expected Count 37.6 24.4 62.0 

Adjusted Residual .9 -.9  

Total Count 77 50 127 

Expected Count 77.0 50.0 127.0 
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• that those who read rarely don’t care as much about the Gospels in the lives of 

others.  

• that those who read regularly understand the potential importance of the Gospels 

and are keen to be as conscientious as possible about that awareness.  

• those who are being transformed by the Gospels, by reading them more regularly, 

are more open to experience further transformation and come to understand more 

deeply their obligation to offer the Gospels to others.  

There could of course be many other reasons. Whatever the reason(s), it would be useful 

to explore why those who read regularly need greater knowledge to share the story.  

For DD9 (On reflection I do think I could be more active in speaking to others about 

Jesus), the use of Gospel resources and the use of electronic devices for engaging with 

the Gospels also show an association with willingness and even a sense of obligation 

towards speaking to others about Jesus. Consistent with the picture above, those who used 

Gospel resources regularly and agreed that they could be more active in speaking to others 

were significantly more than expected. Exactly the same was true for those who interacted 

with the Gospels using electronic devices. The consistent trend of this analysis is that 

those who were more engaged with or committed to the Gospels considered they could 

be more active in telling the story of Jesus to others, and that they would have more con-

fidence about sharing the Gospels if they had greater knowledge. In terms of transfor-

mation, the more that respondents engage with the Gospels and experience the promised 

kingdom life the greater is their understanding of its value and their willingness and com-

mitment as they become disciples sharing the story of Jesus.  



155 

 

The association between GKI and DD15 is worthy of consideration. 

 

The χ2 test with a p 

value of 0.015 shows 

a clear association, 

although we note that 

there is no linear as-

sociation, indicating 

that I could expect an 

irregular pattern in 

the adjusted residuals. This 3 x 3 binning preserves the greatest amount of discrete infor-

mation and in particular obviates the need to allocate the ‘nad’ category. The cell at value 

1 for DD15 and value 3 for GKI which has a residual value of + 2.8 reveals that those in 

the highest bracket of Gospel knowledge disagreed that they would be more confident 

sharing the story of Jesus if they knew more about the Gospels in a significantly greater 

number than would be the case if there was no relationship. Restated, this is the first 

unambiguous evidence we have discovered that greater Gospel knowledge is associated 

with confidence in telling the story of Jesus. Whilst we can note from Table 7.7 above 

that for 54 of the sample this was not true and that there will be other factors which affect 

anyone’s confidence in speaking about Jesus, the point of the analysis is that for the pop-

ulation from which the sample was taken, greater knowledge of the Gospels, as that 

knowledge is determined in this project, will be accompanied by a higher than expected 

Table 7.14 - Crosstabulation GKI v DD15 

 

DD15 If I knew more about the Gos-

pels I would feel more confident shar-

ing the story of Jesus with friends, 

binned into 1=ds/d, 2=nad, 3=a/as 

Total 1 2 3 

Gospel Knowledge In-

dex binned into three,  

1 = 6 - 10,  

2 = 11 - 16,  

3 = 17 - 22 

1 Count 3 8 3 14 

Expected Count 3.4 5.0 5.6 14.0 

Adjusted Residual -.3 1.8 -1.5  

2 Count 2 14 17 33 

Expected Count 8.1 11.7 13.3 33.0 

Adjusted Residual -2.9 1.0 1.5  

3 Count 26 23 31 80 

Expected Count 19.5 28.3 32.1 80.0 

Adjusted Residual 2.8 -2.1 -.4  

Total Count 31 45 51 127 

Expected Count 
31.0 45.0 51.0 127.0 

Chi-Square Tests 

 Value df 

Asymp. Sig. (2-

sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 12.396a 4 .015 

Likelihood Ratio 14.094 4 .007 

Linear-by-Linear Association .779 1 .378 

N of Valid Cases 127   

a. 2 cells (22.2%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected 

count is 3.42. 
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level of confidence in speaking the Jesus story.286 All of which leads to the conclusion 

that an important factor in helping people reach out with the story through encouragement 

and confidence-building comes with knowledge of the Gospels’ content. 

Of interest is that DD17 (Sometimes I ignore opportunities to speak about the Gospels to 

others), which showed no associations with the various Gospel activities, attitudes, and 

knowledge that we have investigated, had 65 respondents agree that this was the case for 

them. Discounting a problem with the sample for this particular characteristic, it is rea-

sonable to conclude that factors outside of the Gospel knowledge, attitudes and activities 

we have probed may explain this result.  

Summary 

What can be said then of the investigation in this section of analysis? Firstly, it is im-

portant to note some associations which might have been expected are not in evidence. 

This might be important to preclude spending time developing resources or strategies 

which are not based in solid evidence. In particular, PD8 (religion/prayer/Bible-read-

ing/religion was a part of my childhood upbringing) and PD 10 (level of education 

reached) were two parameters which might have been related to transformation and dis-

cipleship, but which have turned out not to be important in the terms specified in this 

project. 

Personal transformation in respondent’s lives (Research Question 3) 

My investigation above of some Gospel-related factors which bear on personal transfor-

mation or the lack of it reveals a number of interesting results.  Frequency of Gospel 

reading and use of Gospel resources are clearly leading factors in personal transformation 

through the Gospels. This was not unexpected but has now been established empirically 

for this sample and in some measure for this population. There remains a constant need 

to encourage laity to engage with the Gospels and to use resources for this purpose. 

Of all the factors investigated, personal transformation was associated significantly with:  

                                                 

286 It seems highly unlikely that confidence in reaching out with the story leads to greater Gospel 

knowledge, but the possibility needs to be borne in mind.  
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• a style of churchmanship, where it seems that those from the word/teaching-ori-

ented churches in the Diocese are more likely to intentionally bring the Gospels 

to their daily lives and decision-making. 

• use of electronic devices, where the most likely interpretation of the associations 

discerned is that those who use electronic devices are significantly more likely to 

bring the Gospels to their daily lives.  

• theological and Biblical studies undertaken, where there is clear and not unex-

pected evidence that those who undertake studies of a Biblical/theological nature 

experience greater personal transformation, and 

• Gospel knowledge, in particular the derived Teaching Index, where it became 

clear that those who scored highly on the Index again brought the Gospels to their 

daily life and decision-making. 

Two associations, between the use of electronic devices in Gospel engagement (PD9) 

and the importance of the teaching component of respondents’ Gospel knowledge, 

were unexpected and are genuinely novel findings which are clearly worthy of further 

detailed investigation. 

Respondents as agents of transformation (Research Question 4) 

The investigation of Gospel-related factors which bear on respondents as agents of trans-

formation showed both expected and unexpected results. Frequency of Gospel reading 

and use of Gospel resources were again leading factors in discipleship as agents of trans-

formation – those who read more and used Gospel resources more were more likely to 

communicate the Gospel to others. Results of both univariate and bivariate analysis 

showed that: 

• over 50% believed they could be more active in the basic task of offering testi-

mony about Jesus in their lives.  

• over 30 respondents indicated neither agreement nor disagreement with all the 

questions chosen to indicate commitment and willingness to act towards others as 

agents of transformation. Whatever the reasons, this ambivalence is a significant 

area for Church response. 

• reading or engaging with the Gospels in a group context is clearly significant for 

confidence and willingness to reach out to others with the Gospel message. 
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• word/teaching style of churchmanship and regular use of electronic engagement 

with the Gospels both suggested respondents more likely to speak about the Gos-

pels to others. In relation to the latter, this result may well reflect that there are a 

number of different ways in which a person can use electronic devices to ‘speak’ 

with friends and others. It may also reflect the advantage of engaging at one re-

move and avoiding the possibility of either direct rejection or confrontation.  

• those who are more active in engagement with the Gospels are consistently more 

aware of both the need for active word discipleship and their shortcoming in com-

municating the Gospels as against those who are less or little engaged. This unex-

pected effect was also detected for the more traditional as against the less tradi-

tional interpreter. 

• Greater knowledge of Gospel content leads to greater confidence to share the story 

of Jesus with others. 

 To the extent that indicators DD2 and DD12 did indeed measure respondent’s disciple-

ship in bringing transformation to the lives of others and indicators DD9, 15 and 17 show 

a lack of willingness or capacity to reach out to others, the Gospel-related factors which 

are thus seen to be related to spoken outreach to non-Christian friends by lay Adelaide 

Anglicans as a population include:  

• evangelical word/teaching-churchmanship orientation,  

• the frequency of Gospel reading. 

• the use of Gospel resources. 

• participation with others or in groups.  

• the use of electronic devices to engage with the Gospels.  

• the level of Biblical/theological education. 

• respondent’s knowledge of the Gospels.  

These seven areas of Gospel attitude, activity or knowledge are significant areas where 

appropriate activity may assist transformation of those who are, for whatever reason, re-

luctant to speak about Jesus.  

It is clear from Table 7.1 that a large majority of lay Adelaide Anglicans indicate that the 

Gospels play an important part in their lives and, by implication, that they apply the Gos-

pels in the lives and to the challenges and issues of daily living. It is, however, equally 

clear from Table 7.2 that a large majority feel that they could be applying the Gospels 

more fully to their lives. Finally, the data in Table 7.7 indicate a seeming lack of both 
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application and conviction as to their roles as agents of transformation. These results must 

leave in doubt any assessment of Gospel application as outlined in the final requirement 

of a transformative Gospel literacy; viz, ‘… it (Gospel literacy) will result in a basic abil-

ity to apply the Gospels to social, community and global issues, and to one’s own personal 

issues, behaviour and daily decision-making in a transformative way, and enable the dis-

ciple to both articulate the Gospel story and stories and respond to simple basic questions 

about the Gospels.’287 It seems to me that the quantitative methodology has here reached 

its limit and that further assessment of lay Anglicans and transformative Gospel literacy 

needs some narrative insight to complete the picture. For this reason, I now turn to a 

qualitative exploration using semi-structured interview of both the Research Questions 

and some of the questions which have arisen in these chapters as I seek to assess the 

Gospel literacy of Adelaide Anglicans.  

  

                                                 

287 See Chapter 2 for the full definition of ‘transformative Gospel literacy’. 



160 

 

 CHAPTER 8 

THE QUALITATIVE INTERVIEW METHOD1 

Introduction 

To this point in the project I have developed a quantitatively based picture of what Ade-

laide lay Anglicans know and understand about Jesus and the content of the Gospels and 

how this knowledge and understanding impacts their lives and the lives of those around 

them. This picture is, however, necessarily limited.  The picture is wide-ranging but lim-

ited to the particular responses offered to the questions in the questionnaire which has 

been the subject of the previous chapters. Respondents are answering closed questions 

which channel and limit their responses; the picture includes minimal personal reflection 

or discretionary information. Whilst the quantitative survey technique allows respondents 

to adopt a middle or ‘don’t know’ position, the researcher does not find out what the 

respondent is thinking and why that is so. There is a dimension of information missing. 

The qualitative approach allows me to explore the deeper reflections and thoughts of a 

sample of the respondents. Using open-ended questions, focused by the lens of transform-

ative Gospel literacy, a sample of the original respondents can be invited to reflect on 

questions in their own way and from their own perspective. Qualitative investigation al-

lows appropriate exploration and elaboration of the responses to some of the data ques-

tions asked in the quantitative segment of the project. The aim of this chapter is to outline 

the development and administration of the qualitative questionnaire. 

The qualitative questionnaire 

The interview questions 

The semi-structured interview will comprise data questions both complementary and sup-

plementary to the quantitative survey questions asked. They will be directly related to the 

Research Questions but also respond to items of interest or inquiry found in the quantita-

tive outcomes, elaborating and extending such insights. The qualitative interview ques-

tions will provide a depth of data: 

• into what is known of the content of the Gospels, including the relative im-

portance attributed to different aspects of Gospel knowledge. 
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• about how the Gospels are understood and in particular how lay people con-

vey their understanding to others. 

• on how a group of individuals see their discipleship, and whether and how 

they could be outreaching more effectively.  

For the projected half-hour interviews of twelve of the original respondents, up to eight 

questions was deemed to be sufficient. This allows significant coverage of the Research 

Questions, ample opportunity for probing and an opportunity for respondents to offer 

personal reflection. 

A number of key principles will be taken into account in framing the questions. 

1. The questions will be directly aligned to the Research Questions. That is, what-

ever other considerations apply, the questions asked must contribute directly to 

insight and information about the key issues central to the project or key findings 

which have arisen. This principle guards against a natural temptation to probe 

areas of interest or information shortfall which may be of interest but not of cen-

tral concern.  

2. Consistent with this first principle, the questions may revisit or take up issues 

revealed in the quantitative phase of the project. For example, knowledge of the 

Gospels was found to play an important role in lay outreach to non-Christians.288 

It might therefore be appropriate to frame a question seeking to offer reflection 

on Research Question 1 shaped by this finding.  

3. The questions, rigorously open-ended, must invite respondents to answer the 

question in their own words and way without any constraint or guidance. Basic 

follow-up questions will be used to probe responses as needed but, so far as pos-

sible, the questions will seek to explore the responder’s personal reflection . 

4. The questions must be straightforward and in plain language. To ensure that all 

respondents are reflecting on the same question it is necessary to eliminate any 

ambiguities where different interpretations of either the question or key terms is 

likely.289 

                                                 

288 See Table 7.15 

289 Even after extended discussion, reflection and testing related to the questions, there turned out to be two 

ambiguities where my trained academic mind simply did not anticipate how an untrained lay member would 

read the questions. 
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In the quantitative phase of the project a number of interesting univariate results and 

relationships between variables became evident. I think it is important to pay attention 

to these in the framing of the questions, so that both quantitative and qualitative results 

can be brought together in the final chapter of this thesis. The more important and inter-

esting findings included: 

• a significant number who indicated that the Gospels did not seem to be rele-

vant to their daily decision making and who seemed ambivalent to the Gos-

pels as tools for reflection on decisions and actions in daily life.  

• the importance of using support materials to make the most of reading and 

making sense of the Gospels. 

• a significant number who agreed that if they knew the Gospels more deeply 

they would be able to live the Jesus-centred life more faithfully. 

• a significant number of respondents who acknowledged that they found it dif-

ficult to speak with others about Jesus and the Gospels, and a significant num-

ber who were ambivalent to the need for speaking about Jesus and the Gospels 

with others. 

• a significant relationship between those who used electronic devices such as 

smart-phones, tablets and computers to engage with the Gospels and willing-

ness to speak about Jesus and the Gospels. 

Taking into account principles of question construction and findings from the quantitative 

survey outlined above, eight questions were developed. The framing of these questions 

proved challenging but was an indispensable exercise in clarifying exactly what I wanted 

to ascertain from each question and how best to obtain that. The questions were tested 

and critiqued until clear, direct and relevant questions emerged. For each question an 

appropriate ‘extension’ question was included as a cue to further fill out respondents’ 

answers to the primary question. The Questions are included in Table form at Appendix 

1 following the Quantitative Questionnaire. 

1. Question 1. ‘Can you tell me one or more ways that the story of Jesus in the 

Gospels impacts your life?’  

• This question is related to Research Question 3 and seeks insight into how 

respondents see that Jesus, the Jesus story and the Gospels are important and 

transformative in their lives. The question is important because the capacity, 

or lack thereof, to explain the impact or transformative power of Jesus in their 
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own lives is most likely indicative of their capacity to explain it to others. The 

initial survey established a quantitative measure of the impact of the Gospels 

in the Gospels and Life Index: this question seeks to allow respondents to ex-

plain in their own words the questions which were investigated in DD20, 21 

and 23 of the initial survey.  

• A helpful extension question could ask, ‘Are there any other ways you 

might like Jesus to play a part in your life?’ This question might encourage 

respondents to think more deeply on how Jesus and the Gospels could play a 

greater or continuing transformative part in their life, and uncover responses 

previously not offered in the written survey. In common with many of the 

questions, the aim is to leave each interviewee with something to think about 

which may contribute to their own on-going growth. 

2. Question 2. ‘If I said to you as someone who knows nothing about Jesus and 

the Gospels, “Tell me about the Gospel story of Jesus” what would you want 

to tell me. Think about the things Jesus said and did and the events that took 

place in his life.’ 

• This question is related to Research Question 1 and seeks to gain insight into 

what lay Anglicans know about Jesus and the Gospels, including what seems 

to be important or memorable. The initial survey established a knowledge 

profile of laity in the simplest of terms but without any awareness of what is 

prominent in lay minds and whether certain aspects of the Jesus story are 

more or less memorable.290  

• Apart from probing responses to elicit more detail, an appropriate extension 

question would be ‘What further knowledge would you like to have about 

the Jesus story and the content of the Gospels?’ This question arises from 

the number of significant associations between GKI and key variables as re-

ported in Appendix 7. This question attempts to find out what lay Anglicans 

are aware they do not know and might like to investigate. Responses might 

                                                 

290 The knowledge demonstrated by answering 22 multi-choice questions is most likely to be quite different 

from knowledge of the same material or in the same arena demonstrated by recall without prompt.  
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indicate directions for further engagement and input and thus provide a sig-

nificant practical outcome. The question may assist those who indicate a lack 

of knowledge in response to the lead question. 

3. Question 3. ‘Can you tell me how Jesus is significant (or otherwise) for you as 

you respond to:  

a) personal issues such as whether to tell a lie or not, or sharing your 

possessions with someone?  

b) social issues such as euthanasia?  

c) global issues such as climate change?’  

• This question is related to Research Question 3 and seeks to gain insight about 

whether and how respondents bring Jesus and the Gospels more fully to the 

issues they face. The initial survey asked questions such as DD4, 5 and 11 as 

to whether or not Jesus was a significant factor in decision-making and issues 

resolution and established a population-wide basic picture of how the Gospels 

operated in this area. This question seeks to add qualitative flesh to quantita-

tive bones by investigating how a representative group actually bring Jesus to 

their practical, ethical lives. 

• A useful extension question asks: ‘What would assist you in bringing Jesus 

and the Gospels more into the centre of your daily decision-making?’ 

This question offers a chance for reflection specially for those for whom Jesus 

is not significant, and potentially practical insight into how lay Anglicans 

might be helped to bring Jesus further into their lives. 

4. Question 4. ‘What do you see as barriers, if any, to you being able to under-

stand the meaning of particular Gospel passages?’  

• This question is related to Research Question 2 and investigates the area of 

understanding of the Gospels. It became clear in the survey that there were 

significant associations between DD9 (On reflection I do think I could be 

more active in speaking to others about Jesus) and DD15 (f I knew more about 

the Gospels I would feel more confident sharing the story of Jesus with 

friends) and how well lay Anglicans understood or were able to elicit meaning 

from the Gospels. This question seeks to understand and respond to the par-

ticular finding of apparent lack of willingness, based seemingly on lack of 
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confident familiarity with the Gospels, of lay Anglicans to share the Gospel 

story and stories.  

• A helpful extension question might ask ‘Do you remember the Gospel story 

in Mark 2 of the sick man being lowered through the roof and being 

healed by Jesus? How would you go about explaining to me what you 

think it is saying?’291 This question further probes Research Question 2 and 

seeks to gain insight into how respondents explore what a passage or story 

from the Gospels might mean or how they might understand it. The initial 

survey sought to establish a basic picture of how respondents interpreted the 

Gospels and the language and images used, the results of which were used to 

gauge whether respondents took a more or less traditional approach to inter-

pretation. This question seeks to explore and gain insight into the basic pro-

cesses that respondents engage in when making sense of the Gospels for their 

own lives.  

5. Question 5. ‘What would enable you to be more confident in chatting with 

others about Jesus and the story in the Gospels?’ 

• This question is related to Research Question 4 and seeks to gain insight into 

clearly evident and widespread lay Anglican reluctance to speak about the 

Gospels, which was revealed in responses to DD9, 15 and 17 (Sometimes I 

ignore opportunities to speak about the Gospels to others). The initial survey 

revealed that many respondents acknowledged an under-confidence in 

reaching out this way, and any information about how that under-confidence 

might be overcome may to potentially produce practical outcomes. 

• A following question might ask: ‘How would you set about telling some-

one who asked what difference being a follower or disciple of Jesus has 

made in your life?’ This question seeks to gain insight into what approach 

lay Anglicans take in response to the simplest testimonial question. The 

question may be important in building a picture of the ways Anglicans ap-

proach testimonial situations and, thus, potentially providing significant 

suggestions for engagement with others.  

                                                 

291 The passage was read to each interviewee from the New International Version.  
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6. Question 6. ‘Do you engage with the Gospels through using electronic devices 

such as computers, tablets or smart phones? If so, could you chat about how 

you do so.’ 

• This question is related to Research Question 3 and sought to gain insight 

into ways in which lay Anglicans engaged with the Gospels using electron-

ics. The initial survey in question PD9 revealed the unexpected finding that 

the use of electronic devices to engage with the Gospels showed a number 

of significant associations in the population. Information about this activity 

may well be useful to future Diocesan planning for Gospel outreach.  

• The evident complementary question asks: ‘If you don’t engage with the 

Gospels using electronic devices, how do you think, with encourage-

ment and/or teaching, you might be able to do so?’ The question seeks to 

learn from the non-users ways to encourage and teach in this important en-

gagement arena. 

7. Question 7. ‘Can you suggest changes to the church services that might enrich 

or challenge people’s engagement with the Gospels?’  

• In the context of learning about and understanding the figure of Jesus this 

question is related to Research Questions 1 and 2. The question offers oppor-

tunity to comment on how lay Anglicans perceive the learning and interpre-

tation they receive in their corporate church life. The initial survey revealed 

the possibility that respondents might not be receiving in the parish scenario 

inputs which led to greater knowledge and understanding of Jesus.  

• A subsidiary question might ask: ‘Can you suggest any other changes to 

our community life within the church which might encourage greater en-

gagement with Jesus and the Gospels?’ This question provides an oppor-

tunity for participants to offer any other ideas that they have which might be 

supportive of their Gospel knowledge, understanding and their discipleship. 

8. Participants were offered the opportunity to make any further or final comments 

on their participation or the Gospels/Jesus’ story with the question: 

‘Is there anything else about either Jesus and the Gospels or about your par-

ticipation in this interview that you would like to add?’ 

 



167 

 

Administration of the interviews 

Fifty-five of the original 135 respondents indicated they would be willing to be further 

contacted for follow-up. As a basic principle, it was important to choose a random sample 

of 12 from this possible selection pool of 55. The reason for selecting a sample of 12 

interviewees only was both practical and theoretical. At the practical level it was simply 

beyond my resources to travel and process more than 12 interviewees, work which often 

took a day or more depending on the travel involved. Theoretically, I believed that I would 

be approaching some sort of saturation point after twelve interviews and that the effort of 

obtaining further returns would outweigh the information potentially obtained.  

It also seemed important to obtain some sort of cross-section of respondents according to 

their scoring on the indices derived from the Research Questions. These primary indica-

tors include: 

• the Gospel Knowledge Index as the primary indicator of Research Question 

1 – What do ordinary lay Anglicans know about Jesus and the Gospels? 

• the score obtained for more traditional or less traditional understanding in 

relation to the Meaning and Language Data which was developed in response 

to Research Question 2 – How do ordinary lay Anglicans understand and 

comprehend Jesus and the Gospels? 

• the Gospels and Life Index which has been developed and offered as an indi-

cator of the impact of the Gospels on each respondent’s Christian life, in re-

lation to Research Question 3 – In what way does their knowledge and under-

standing of the Gospels make a difference to their own lives? 

• the Gospels and Discipleship Index which offers an overview of the questions 

which were addressed in Research Question 4 – In what ways do their lives 

of discipleship based on the Gospels make a difference in the lives of others? 

Finally, it would also be good to have a spread of respondents’ ages also. That is, in 

whatever sample is chosen, there needed to be consideration of the spread of these key 

indicators within the sample, albeit the sample has been selected on some random basis 

from the 55 available. It is evident that this process would be too complicated if conducted 

on anything other than a trial and error basis. The decision, therefore, is to select randomly 

a group of 15 (allowing three reserves) and to ensure that the four primary indicators were 
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represented across a substantial part of the range of each one. If the initial random selec-

tion failed to ensure reasonable cross-sectional representation of the indicators, the pro-

cess of random selection would be repeated until a reasonable cross-section is achieved. 

The appropriateness of spread across the indicators and in terms of the age of respondents 

was determined by visual inspection with the four key indicators lined up in adjacent 

columns in the SPSS Data Base. The range of the indicators in the final selection is dis-

closed so that the reader has an indication of how representative the sample is in relation 

to each of the Research Questions.  

The basis for random selection was to choose every fourth respondent starting from the 

first on the randomly ordered list, and then starting similarly from the second if needed 

until an appropriate random sample is discerned. The first random sample was analysed, 

and the following spread of key indicators determined by inspection. 

• The Age range was from 41 – 90 (min 24 and max 94 for whole sample) 

• The GKI range was from 8 to 21 (min 5 and max 22 for whole sample) 

• The range for more or less traditional in relation to MLD was 14 to 23 (min 

12 and max 25 for whole sample) 

• The GLI range was from 22 to 40 (min 20 and max 40 for whole sample) 

• The GDI range was from 8 to 25 (min 8 and max 29 for whole sample) 

Whilst not all indicators were spread evenly over their ranges, there was certainly a vari-

ation in range for the randomly chosen sample which I assessed as a satisfactory degree 

of coverage within the random sample.  

The random sample of fifteen respondents known only by their SPSS ID number was 

duly sent to my supervisor who had agreed to contact the chosen respondents to check 

whether they were happy to continue their involvement and to be contacted and thus have 

their identity known by me.  

Conduct of the interviews 

The survey by semi-structured interview was conducted in 2016. The respondents were 

interviewed at a venue acceptable to them, most often their own home. The eight-question 
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interview was conducted using the Application ‘Recorder’292 on an iPad and transcribed 

as described above. Each question was asked and a sheet with the question in large bold-

type on it placed in front of the interviewee to act as a prompt. On average, the interviews 

took thirty minutes. No problems were encountered with the receipt and handling of rec-

ords for either set of data.  

Coding of interview data 

My intention had been to code the responses for each question. In practice and given the 

variation in responses, reducing any set of responses to single code word or code phrase 

categories was found to be less than ideal – fitting subtle or complex responses into false 

envelopes. Given the relatively small number of interviews it seemed more productive to 

build a table of responses to each question for each individual. Accordingly, each tran-

scribed interview was read, and significant phrases and ideas were entered into a table for 

each question. Most respondents made multiple responses to each question, and naturally 

there were similar answers for some questions from a number of respondents. The table 

eventually extended over sixteen pages but had the advantage of clearly describing each 

individual response and clearly identifying who made it. In some instances, there were 

groupings which could usefully be made and patterns which emerged; for example, as in 

response to Question 3. 

Reliability and validity 

In relation to the semi-structured qualitative interview, a trial interview was similarly 

conducted and adjustments made on the basis of feedback. Responder validation, the pro-

cess of checking the final transcript with the interviewee, was considered unnecessary as 

all interviews were recorded, mechanically transcribed293 and manually checked to pro-

duce verbatim transcripts. That is, there is no contention as to what they said, although 

there may be about what I think they meant! The recordings and transcripts have been 

retained for audit purposes should that be required and will be disposed of consistent with 

University regulations when no longer needed. The results are presented in Chapter 9. 

  

                                                 

292 Application found at https://itunes.apple.com/au/app/voice-recorder-free/id685310398?mt=8  

293 This mechanical transcription was carried out using the ‘VoiceBase’ facility at https://www.voice-

base.com/ which provides for automatic speech-to-text, speech analytics and predictive insights. 

https://itunes.apple.com/au/app/voice-recorder-free/id685310398?mt=8
https://www.voicebase.com/
https://www.voicebase.com/
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CHAPTER 9 

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS -  

THROUGH THE EYES OF THE RESPONDENTS 

Introduction 

The qualitative findings from the interviews will be presented question by question. For 

each question developed in Chapter 8, the following aspects will be explored as appro-

priate: 

• A description of the responses. 

• An assessment of the interview responses, including relevance to transformative 

engagement.  

Question 1 – Impact of Gospels/story of Jesus in lay lives 

Question 1 asked for specific impact(s) of the Gospel story/life of Jesus in interviewees’ 

lives. In explanation, I elaborated on the question using the idea of what immediate 

change(s) did they think the story of Jesus made in their lives. The rationale for the ques-

tion was to explore what sort of impacts lay Adelaide Anglicans could identify, whether 

the respondents had reflected on what impacts Jesus made, and whether they could artic-

ulate these. The latter two points have an obvious bearing on interviewees’ capacity to 

speak about Jesus to others. The primary aim of the question and its associated question 

(Question 1A) was to gain direct insight into Research Question 3: what difference their 

knowledge and understanding of the Gospels made in interviewees lives. The associated 

question (Are there any other ways you would like Jesus to play a part in your life?) was 

asked for two reasons. First was to ascertain whether the interviewee had reflected on 

how Jesus might become something more in their lives; that is, whether their approach 

was proactive or reactive. The second reason was to provide an opportunity for respond-

ents to express hope for greater engagement with Jesus. The two questions together rep-

resent both transformation in process and further transformative potential.  

In relation to the data questions, this question was asked to explore an open-ended re-

sponse unlike the multiple-choice questions which were asked at DD20 (Helpful uses of 

the Gospels for me include:) and DD23 (The Gospels make a difference in my life by:). 
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Both quantitative questions offered broad categories of response such as ‘changing, help-

ing, showing, enabling, learning’ with no specifics of just how those general verbs might 

be operating in particular circumstances. My hope was to sample particular examples of 

just how Jesus impacted lives with a view to possible practical suggestions for transform-

ative activity.  

I did not expect elaborate answers in the interview situation, given the limited time avail-

able, but did hope that responses might indicate important specific impacts within the 

possibilities in DD20 and 23. Over half of those interviewed answered that Jesus impacted 

their lives in many ways or most of the time. When pressed for particular instances four 

of them struggled to respond, which I interpreted as meaning they may not have (perhaps 

ever) reflected on just what impact or difference Jesus made in their lives. Particular im-

pacts mentioned by two or more respondents included inspiration to pray, comfort (spe-

cially in time of loss), help in the face of conflict or taking a costly ethical position. There 

were a number of unique responses including the impact of being able to forgive the self 

for mistakes and failures. 

A number of responses centred on interactions with others but only one mentioned loving 

the neighbour as an impact or difference. A further category of responses centred on Jesus 

providing an example and inspiration: as a servant leader, as a mirror for assessing con-

duct, as ‘saving me in the sense of hope for the after-life’, and Jesus as a model of com-

passion.  

The question and importance of relationship with Jesus was raised starkly by two re-

spondents. One lamented not having a relationship – “I would like to have a personal 

relationship, which I do not have” – and the other affirmed a very strong sense of rela-

tionship in two statements: 

My relationship with Jesus is my reason for living, it’s my satisfaction 

in life and it’s my hope for the future, and 

When something glorious happens or when crisis or something bad hap-

pens I head straight to the relationship. 

The first was an older cradle Anglican294 living a solid ethical and church-based life for 

seventy or more years but clearly aware that something more was experienced by others. 

There was further transformative potential he might explore, but evidently he did not have 

                                                 

294 A cradle Anglican is one who has been brought up in the church from ‘cradle’ (usually baptised as a 

baby) onwards. 
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the tools or knowledge to undertake such an exploration.295 This important area might 

well be one for further investigation. 

In relation to further transformative potential (Question 1A) single responses as to further 

ways respondents might like Jesus to play a part in their lives included: increasing 

strength in the face of death, more of a part in the lives of loved ones, an increasing ca-

pacity to overcome old habits and guidance in interpretation.296 The only dimension men-

tioned by two respondents was for help and guidance in opening up to other people and 

talking to others about faith and belief, which may reflect the quantitative finding of 

nearly 75% of respondents who felt they did not reach out adequately with the Gospel.  

Provisional conclusions based on responses to the first question might include: 

• Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide, and presumably cradle Anglicans in 

particular, may not reflect on or assess adequately the particular effects that 

Jesus brings to their lives. This situation may lead to a lesser capacity to de-

scribe to others what impact Jesus has on their lives, and also to a lesser ca-

pacity for bringing Jesus to other aspects of their lives for transformative 

growth.  

• Some or many Anglicans may not experience a personal relationship with 

Jesus which many would see as the prime, but not the only, means of trans-

formation and transformative possibility. This might be particularly true for 

cradle Anglicans for whom attending church and church-related activities 

may be more important and familiar than following Jesus.  

 

 

                                                 

295 These responses raise the vexed question of just what constitutes or is the nature of a personal relation-

ship with Jesus. The second respondent above, when asked to elaborate, characterized her relationship as 

Jesus being present at all times and that she could communicate with him by having an internal conversation 

with him when walking, thinking, sitting. Arguably the essence of personal relationship in this context is a 

relationship which is dynamic in influencing, changing and transforming the attitudes and behaviour of the 

relating party; a relationship which operates to shape life and living in a significant way, in this context by 

the presence of Jesus through the power of the Holy Spirit. An example I use often to illustrate the essential 

nature and importance of personal relationship is that the Carthaginian general Hannibal Barca is a famous 

historical figure about whom I know a lot and admire enormously but who does not shape my personal life 

in any significant way. It is my non-famous unremarkable mother and that relationship which has radically 

shaped my life. 

296 This respondent wanted an answer ‘as to the role of an educated woman wanting a career against the 

Biblical model of a woman at home as a nurturer and carer.’ 
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Question 2 – Knowledge of Gospel story 

Question 2 set out to ask interviewees about their knowledge of the content of the four 

Gospels or the ‘Gospel story’. I tried to position myself as an interested but ignorant in-

quirer into the life of Jesus and specially the things he said and did and the major events 

which took place in his life. The rationale of the question was to probe respondent’s 

knowledge of the content of the Gospels and in particular to appreciate the priorities 

which were given to the many Gospel stories and details which could be mentioned. The 

aim of the question was to gain further insight into Research Question 1; what do ordinary 

Adelaide lay Anglicans know about Jesus and the Gospels. The associated question (what 

further knowledge would you like to have?) was an opportunity to gauge respondent’s 

inquisitiveness about the Gospels.  

The quantitative survey used twenty-two questions to assess cognitive knowledge of the 

Gospels and provided a distribution and three other measures based on Section 3 of the 

questionnaire (Gospel Knowledge Index and assessments of what was known about Je-

sus’ identity, Jesus’ mission and Jesus’ teaching) to present what was and wasn’t known 

about the Gospels story of Jesus (see Chapter 6). The interview question sought to provide 

a deeper understanding of what respondents knew, including some idea of the relative 

importance attributed to the different things Jesus said and did, and how key events sur-

rounding his life were recalled. Whilst the questionnaire tested discrete knowledge and 

could be scored well by an intelligent analysis of each question, the open-ended question 

looked for what any respondent might be able to offer without guidance. This capacity is 

seen as an important aspect of being an active disciple of Jesus. In the context of and with 

the limitations of the interview, however, I could not and did not expect a comprehensive 

description of Jesus’ life from any given interviewee. Rather, the aim was to gain insight 

which might lead to practical suggestions. 

The question having been explained and a copy placed in front of the person, a significant 

number started their response with the creation of humans, no doubt wanting to place the 

Gospel story in context. A further group set out on an interpretive track straight off: 

Jesus is someone who brings hope and knowledge of our lives and salvation, 

The most wonderful way that God came down to earth…., and 

Lived as one of us, totally human, suffered as we do. 
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Whilst most would agree with the statements, they are not details of the Gospel stories 

portrayed in any of the Gospels but are rather reminiscent of early interpretation of the 

Christ event contained in other places in the NT. 

Some spoke of broad categories, such as “Jesus related to people who were struggling” 

“Jesus came from God and had a special role to show us how to live”, “the messages of 

Jesus are the most important (arrest, crucifixion not important to me)”, “showed people 

that everyone was important no matter who they were or what they did”. This latter begs 

the question from an uninformed listener as to how Jesus did that; one respondent nomi-

nated the story of the woman taken in adultery as an event in Jesus’ life which was im-

portant for the respondent, which provides a good illustration of both the need and the 

means to offer concrete Gospel examples.  

As would be expected, significant numbers pointed to major features of Jesus activity, 

although some might be surprised that the frequency numbers in the brackets of some 

cases are not greater. Respondents mention the following activities: 

• Jesus performed miracles (5) 

• Jesus preached (4) 

• Jesus healed and exorcised (4) 

• Jesus told stories (and by implication parables) (4) 

• Jesus helped people, especially the oppressed (3) 

• Jesus forgave sins (2) 

• Jesus taught (5) 

• Jesus provided leadership and example (4) 

• Jesus loves and cares (2) 

• Jesus died and rose (5) 

• Jesus had an unusual birth (5) 

Whilst there will no doubt be many different opinions on what content would constitute 

an adequate presentation of the Jesus portrayed in the Gospels, there may be a question 

as to whether any one of the interviewees would have been able to provide an adequate 

account of basic Gospel content as a foundation prior to any interpretation. I understand 

that not everyone might have Jesus the helper as a focus but I was certainly surprised that 

no more than five out of twelve included both the unusual birth and death and resurrection 

as indispensable Gospel content in understanding the life of Jesus and being in a position 

to offer interpretation of that life. Equally I would think any adequate presentation of 
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Jesus would need to include the forgiveness of sins as a key feature of his teaching, which 

in many cases might well not happen on the evidence above.  

So far as other responses went, the following were each mentioned by one respondent 

only: Emmaus story, Ascension, baptism of Jesus, doubting Thomas, humility of Jesus’ 

family, Jesus getting angry in the temple, Jesus left alone at the end. In addition, one 

respondent thought that telling someone that Jesus taught in parables was not important, 

and another when pressed on whether she would include Jesus as a teacher in her descrip-

tion exclaimed that she had not mentioned it because she “thought it was understood.” 

This latter comment illustrates the problem of assuming people know details which are 

taken for granted by practising Christians. 

Whilst the results of the quantitative survey might suggest an adequate to good knowledge 

of the figure of Jesus, the analysis above indicates a number of concerns. First might be 

the need for would-be disciples to be aware of the difference between interpretation and 

Gospel content, and the need to be in command of the content of the Gospels on which 

their interpretation might rest. Even in answering, as five did for instance, that Jesus per-

formed miracles, no miracles were specifically mentioned despite the prompt to think of 

Gospel passages and stories and to mention them. To say to an inquirer for instance that 

Jesus is someone who can save them, in whatever sense that might be meant, might be 

meaningless or even counter-productive without some reason based in the Jesus’ story to 

make that claim. Secondly it does seem problematic on the part of many lay Anglicans to 

produce a basic account of the key events in Jesus’ life and the key things he said and did. 

In an age of increasing lack of awareness of the Gospel story, this basic skill will become 

more important as the contracting number of disciples seek to keep the story and its mean-

ing alive. If we are to be agents of transformation in our society and culture then we need 

to know the Gospel content on which the possibility is based.  

Responses to the associated question revealed an awareness by some not only of the lim-

ited knowledge they held but, more importantly, that the content included in the Gospel 

accounts need interpretation – that without understanding their knowledge is superficial. 

A number indicated the desire to probe beyond the facts alone: 

to gain further wisdom in a deeper understanding of the stories,  

knowing the true significance of the stories in their original context, 

knowing more of the background of Jewish thinking and theology, and 
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the capacity to deal with different interpretations (i.e., different constructions or 

meaning of a given passage of Gospel). 

These responses indicate both a depth of thought and the possibility of further transfor-

mation.  

Provisional conclusions based on these responses to the second question might include: 

• that answering multi-choice questions on the content of the Gospels may not by 

itself be an adequate measure of knowledge of Gospel content. There is a real need 

for adequate knowledge of the Gospels to include the ability to recall Gospel con-

tent without prompting. The mixed-method design is eminently suited to provid-

ing this extra information in its qualitative phase.  

• the need for a framework with an emphasis on concrete events enabling lay people 

to tell the basic story with key details. This need not be the same for everyone and, 

initially at least, need not be detailed. It does, however, need to allow the disciple 

to explain why and how Jesus is important for life. 

• the need for laity to be aware of the difference between an interpretation and the 

Gospel content on which an interpretation might rest. This recognition is im-

portant for the integrity of the framework mentioned above. 

Question 3 – Impact of Gospel story when dealing with issues 

Question 3 sought to discern how respondents brought Jesus/the Gospel story to the issues 

they faced. It seemed important to cover personal/ethical issues, social issues (issues af-

fecting society or sections of society where one’s response is made in a social setting) and 

global issues (issues affecting our whole world or major sections of our world) and ex-

amples of each were offered so interviewees could differentiate between the types of issue 

and the possibility of responding in different ways. The rationale of the question was that 

the area of behaviour and response to moral issues is a prime area in which our allegiance 

to Jesus is worked out and where transformation is taking place and can be further ex-

pected. The aim of the question was to further discern the detail of Research Question 3 

about what difference their knowledge and understanding of Jesus and the Gospel story 

made in their lives. The associated question (‘What would assist you in bringing Jesus 

more into the centre of your daily decision-making?’) challenged respondents to offer 

insight into possible ways and means for further transformation in their discipleship. 
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This question sought to deepen the insights provided by data questions DD3, DD5, DD12 

and DD21. In these questions participants indicated substantial agreement that they tried 

to take the Gospels into account when voting in political issues (77 out of 135 either 

agreed or agreed strongly) and when talking with friends about big issues such as those 

surrounding refugees and asylum seekers (78 out of 135 either agreed or agreed strongly). 

For DD21, 77 out of 135 respondents indicated that they thought the Gospels could pro-

vide help and guidance in three or more of the six issues which were offered for consid-

eration. It seemed a natural follow-on to investigate how they felt this help and guidance 

might actually occur, and this question provides an excellent example of the complemen-

tary aspects of the quantitative and qualitative methods of investigation. In this case if the 

quantitative result is to provide other than basic information then it needs elaboration 

provided by personal detail.  

In relation to personal issues, a number offered examples of Jesus providing guidance in 

family and money issues including prudent stewardship, giving and sharing. Likewise, 

particular examples were offered for social issues, “on the issue of euthanasia, Christ 

was able to bear suffering”, and for global issues such as consumerism;  

Jesus has much to say to the diseases of the Western world such as con-

sumerism, not only because of what it does to us but also because it 

disadvantages large numbers of people.  

There were, however, two distinctive but related patterns of response which I think con-

tribute most to filling out the qualitative result. For well over half of the respondents, 

Jesus was significant in relation to the issues in their lives by inspiring attitudes such as 

charity, non-judgmentalism, forgiveness, empathy, sympathy, and respect for others – 

“Jesus helps me to be….”. For a number who expressed Jesus’ significance in this way, 

this formation of attitude was underwritten by prayer both for the self as issues were faced 

and for the issues themselves when appropriate. The second and predominant response 

was that Jesus was significant in providing the model on which to act – “Jesus shows me 

how to….”: 

act in a way that Jesus may to some extent approve of, 

approach an alternative way of life; challenges me on big issues like 

wealth, 

be aware of the impact my actions in whatever way on others, and 

I apply Jesus to individual cases (the question of course remains, how?) 

 Only two appealed to the Gospels directly: 
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Jesus laid down principles which have been applied by the church, e.g., 

the story of the good Samaritan, and 

as you looked after the sick, the prisoner, you looked after me is the im-

pact statement. 

The associated question provided further insight. All but two responses indicated the need 

for discussion and interaction: 

more interaction with other Christians, including home groups, 

more chat about ethical matters at church, 

greater group support and prayer, and 

AA model would be useful, which gives you a sponsor or somebody to 

talk with about things. 

These responses express a desire for greater practical reflection on ethical issues. The 

primary conclusion to be drawn is that the respondents brought Jesus to the various issues 

through the formation/transformation which Jesus had brought and was bringing to their 

lives. A further conclusion is that such formation may be usefully encouraged through 

discussion and interaction.  

Question 4 – Barriers to understanding the Gospels 

This question asked respondents to name anything they saw as barriers to understanding 

the meaning of particular Gospel passages. I was not looking for anything in particular 

and expected interviewees to nominate both external and physical barriers as well as in-

ternal and intellectual barriers – anything at all which impeded understanding in their 

view. The rationale for the question was to gain insight into what were seen as barriers. 

Asking respondents to name barriers to understanding seemed a good way to probe their 

awareness of the subtleties of interpretation.  

The associated question – how would you go about explaining what you think the story 

of the paralysed man in Mark Chapter 2 means? – was designed to probe a fundamental 

apologetic task of explaining what a particular story means. Asking them to interpret a 

passage seemed a good way to test their potential to engage others with the story. This 

question was chosen not only because the particular story is well known by Anglicans 

through both illustrated Bible images from childhood and lectionary repetition but also 

because explaining a passage represents a basic task which seems to be to be fundamental 

to effectively telling the story of Jesus. In the interview, the passage from Mark 2 was 

read to each interviewee from the RSV. 
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Both questions were devised to investigate Research Question 2 – how do Adelaide lay 

Anglicans understand and comprehend the Gospels? The questionnaire investigation of 

this question was limited to nine data questions.297 These questions provided both a picture 

of whether the Gospels were understood in a more or less traditional framework and an 

indication of whether respondents understood language figuratively or otherwise. They 

did not, however, provide any insight about why respondents understood as they did or 

whether they were happy with their understanding. Also, the respondents were working 

with propositions only and not with passages.  

Two respondents could not think of any barriers and were quite happy with their capacity 

to understand. One saw no barriers because they could either use resources or “ask the 

priest!” A significant number acknowledged lack of knowledge as a barrier: 

lack of understanding of background and particularly terms like ‘Son of 

Man’,  

lack of detailed understanding of what Jesus is really saying, 

complexity of stories both in their origin and cultural background, and 

passages which are difficult if taken literally such as hating father and 

mother, and the problem of recognizing such as hyperbole. 

A number of external barriers were raised which might, however, also provide insight 

into practical possibilities for augmenting understanding of the Gospels. Three mentioned 

different translations as providing different insights into a passage but also creating con-

fusion. Related barriers mentioned would include different interpretations being confus-

ing, and the inability to arrive at a conclusive exegesis of any passage. Behind such com-

ments may lie both a particular attitude to the status of Scripture, and the Gospels in par-

ticular, and a psychological need to seek or find a definitive meaning to any passage.298 

One respondent further indicated they felt a barrier to understanding came from reading 

only a portion of the Gospel in Sunday service, the barrier being lack of context which 

might lead to a different interpretation.299 Another noted as a barrier their failure to further 

investigate the Gospel passage used in church on a Sunday 

                                                 

297 DD19 – ‘What stands in the way of my reading the Gospels more often is that: ’… was not understood 

as a question seeking to explore barriers in relation to understanding, even though one might argue that 

reading the Gospels more often would likely lead to greater understanding.’  

298 Clines, The Bible and the Modern World, 87-88. In his suggestive section on ‘Thoughts on the Use of 

the Bible in the church’ Clines suggests that a first step ought to be moving away from the concept of 

determinate meanings and to locate meaning in the activity of the reader.  

299 Archibald Edward Malloch, "Forum : Hearing and Reading Scripture," Worship 68, no. 6 (1994). 534, 

where Malloch discusses the difficulties of engaging text out of context. 
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Some acknowledged barriers associated with their own personal and social background. 

One respondent indicated being “still stuck with the literal interpretation of stories re-

ceived as a young person”; another straightforwardly acknowledged “my own social, cul-

tural and unique life conditioning and prejudices.” Similarly, “some of Jesus stories and 

teaching don’t seem to be so applicable now as ours is a different type of society.”  

The foregoing comments indicate a clear awareness of barriers to understanding which 

might provide clues for enhancing lay understanding of the Gospels. There may, for in-

stance, be room for educating laity in the basic aspects of Gospel interpretation, including 

basic techniques and limitations of interpretation.  

The associate question 4A provided further interesting insights into lay interpretation. 

Three respondents who had theological education answered the question strictly in the 

sense of trying to provide a methodology of explanation (the question as they had it in 

front of them read – How would you go about explaining to me (the ignorant but inter-

ested outsider) what you think the passage is saying?). One provided a basis of explana-

tion which included several layers of meaning and the background of significant imagery 

including paralysis and forgiveness by God. Another suggested the need to look at the 

context of where it is in the Gospel and the importance of the words of Jesus. A third 

thought they might need to say something about the context of the time and people present 

and to explain how things can separate us from God. Two acknowledged they were unable 

to explain what the passage was saying, one because he was ‘not sure himself what it was 

all about.’ One voluntarily thought that it was important to be able to tell an inquirer what 

the story means. All others understandably tried to explain what they thought was the 

important content and meaning of the passage, offering two or more significant insights.  

A number saw it being a story of faith and about commitment and the need to persevere. 

A number focused on forgiveness and healing: 

about the power to forgive sins, 

about healing, and healing to show something more, 

how desperate people were for healing, 

functions in metaphorical aspect of being about more than physical 

healing, 

as a metaphor – we are all paralyzed, 

story is included in the Gospel to explain why and how people were 

healed by Jesus, and 

Jesus was demonstrating that to be forgiven for your sins is more im-

portant than to be healed physically. The spiritual healing and internal 
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life if you like is more important than the physical life and the healing 

was really only to demonstrate his power to do both. 

The largest number, however, thought the story was saying something about Je-

sus; 

Jesus wanted them to understand the full meaning of what he was doing, 

statement about Jesus’ power and role and his strength of purpose, 

shows the divinity of Christ, 

put in a bit of context about who Christ was and what he was doing, 

is about Jesus’ identity, more than just an ordinary man, 

in saying he can forgive sins, Jesus is simply declaring that he is Son of God, 

and 

the presence of the crowd indicates Jesus is already very significant or consid-

ered a great healer and teacher. 

Whilst the range of responses and willingness to explore the passage was encouraging, it 

was difficult to discern a clear or systematic interpretation on the part of any particular 

interviewee. I did not get the impression that any of the interviewees had a ‘hermeneutical 

lens’ or a guiding overview of what the Gospel of Mark is trying to achieve. This outcome 

again points to the need to equip lay people in an appropriate way to offer coherent ex-

planation of straightforward passages to interested enquirers. The capability could be seen 

as both transforming for their discipleship and transformative for those who might need 

to hear a message of reconciliation and hope. 

The responses to these two questions revealed a willingness to have a go at the admittedly 

difficult task of interpretation. This activity needs to be encouraged.300 They also revealed 

the problems lay Anglicans have in approaching this complex task. Perhaps a better ap-

proach to the apologetic task of explaining the Gospel story is to equip laity with Gospel 

passages they can summon to explain what they believe about Jesus and why they believe 

he is worth following. 

Question 5 – Enabling confidence to tell the story 

Question 5 asked interviewees what might enable them to have greater confidence in 

chatting with others about Jesus and the story in the Gospels. The rationale for the ques-

tion was the increasing need for committed Christians to simply speak about Jesus – why 

                                                 

300Clines, The Bible and the Modern World, 88, where Clines notes that a plurality of interpretations may 

well unleash the creative potentiality of the church’s members. 
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and how he is important in their lives. The aim was for respondents to consider what 

stopped them naturally and easily talking about Jesus, whether by invitation or on an 

opportunity basis, with a view to perhaps providing insights and possibilities for over-

coming at least some of those hindrances. A range of possible reasons was anticipated, 

including intellectual (not confident with being able to answer questions), psychological 

(fear of rejection) or emotional (fear of conflict or ridicule). This question and associate 

question 5A (How would you set about telling someone who asked what difference being 

a follower or disciple of Jesus has made in your life?) were aimed at further investigating 

Research Question 4. Whilst our own lives of discipleship might make a difference to 

other lives in a number of ways, and specially by example, speaking to interested others 

about Jesus and the difference Jesus makes is a very clear way in which influence might 

be exercised.301 What is clear is that from the period directly after the resurrection ap-

pearances, people were inspired to talk to others of their experience and understanding of 

Jesus, and the constant example of the NT is a dynamic sharing of the Jesus story.  

 The content of both Question 5 and 5A was inspired by the survey results of DD2, 9, 15 

and 17. More than half of the survey respondents felt they could be more active in the 

simple task of offering basic testimony to the place of Jesus in their lives. The response 

to DD15 (If I knew more about the Gospels, I would feel more confident sharing the story 

of Jesus with friends) showed 40% either agreed or strongly agreed with this proposition. 

The natural follow-up to this response was seen in asking what might help to reduce this 

percentage and encourage lay Anglicans in the task of speaking about Jesus and his place 

in their lives.  

A number naturally spoke of circumstances where they were more comfortable speaking 

about Jesus – receiving a clear invitation to do so; being easier with known people; being 

in an environment where people are more likely to ask about Jesus; sensing when the 

moment is right. One commented that this task is harder in Australia but easier in England 

because ‘it’s still a fairly normal part of life.’ Another commented that it was not a matter 

of confidence since he would not talk to someone about Jesus in his life!  

                                                 

301 Ian George, Archbishop of Adelaide (1991 – 2004) made this point explicitly when speaking about 

hospital visiting. “How will people ever know what is driving the visitor if nothing is said or no indication 

is given that Jesus stands behind what is being done?” 
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Psychological and emotional factors were also in evidence. Two specifically mentioned 

that they were not assertive, one that they were unlikely to bring Jesus up in conversation 

as they were not ‘outgoing’, one that they felt unworthy, one the fear of rejection: 

I fear rejection and specially the hostile environment. Fear of not being 

heard and not having the opportunity to be heard on the basis of prejudice 

and negativity about Christianity. I am more comfortable talking to 

someone I don’t know or someone who I know to be a Christian. 

So far as approaches go, one indicated that understanding a person’s situation or need or 

particular interest would make it easier, another that it is often very hard to explain where 

a hearer has no Christian background. One practical way forward suggested was to pick 

out stories from the Gospel that people might relate to and understand and see if it spoke 

to a person’s situation or life. Similarly, another suggested that ‘sticking with Scriptures 

makes for comfort.’ 

A further group acknowledged the under-confidence associated with lack of knowledge 

and a fear of not being able to answer even simple questions about Jesus. At a practical 

level, two interviewees suggested positive steps to help overcome under-confidence: 

more practice with fellow Christians and hearing other people’s an-

swers, and 

I would be more confident if we had a church which was set up to follow 

up my efforts in home groups or services which were welcoming and 

enjoyable. 

Even from this limited number of responses, qualitative enquiry offers some useful sug-

gestions for transformative action. Apart from the question of knowledge and ability to 

answer questions, some basic instruction on how to go about coming alongside another 

and sharing or looking for shared experience would be useful. Certainly, structured group 

sharing perhaps including role-playing to provide example and inspire confidence would 

be helpful, and mentoring for learning and encouragement of willing laity would be val-

uable.   

Whilst question one asked for ways that the story of Jesus impacted respondents’ lives 

daily or weekly in specific or discrete ways, question 5A (‘How would you set about 

telling someone who asked what difference being a follower or disciple of Jesus has made 

in your life?’) was more interested in the difference made to an interviewee’s satisfaction 

or fulfilment with life. I had hoped for some methodological insight into how respondents 

would seek to share their own convictions and experience of living with Jesus in terms of 

joy, peace, fulfilment and the like, but received more of a useful list of the actual differ-

ences that were evident in their lives. These included: 
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receiving hope in a better future and in the face of death, 

help, with carrying burdens, in the face of adversity, finding peace in 

the forgiveness of sins, making important moral decisions, 

giving purpose in helping others, giving a direction to take, offering 

a core set of values providing focus and a standard to measure ac-

tions by, 

providing meaning in life, a place of connection, 

inspiring service, giving a compassionate outlook and helping to be 

understanding, and 

gives confidence to set an example and stand against popular opin-

ion, gives confidence to be a spokesperson. 

Whilst these are concrete additions which would make a difference in anyone’s life, they 

do not address the reason for doing them. That is, in terms of the first dot point: why is 

receiving hope in a better future through believing in or following Jesus worthwhile or 

better than seeking it in other places? What is it about Jesus that really makes a difference 

to my life? The answer to this question has to do with presence leading to a relationship 

rather than hope as a problem to be solved by ‘me’ or a challenge to be met by ‘me’. 

Indeed, the imagery of resurrection and Pentecost as they proclaim the on-going presence 

and power of Christ with his followers are the source of Jesus’ efficacy in a human life 

and that which needs to be in some way communicated to a listener. This conviction and 

its outcome were in evidence on only one occasion during all the interviews. 

Question 6 – Exploring electronic engagement with the Gospels 

Question 6 (‘Do you engage with the Gospels through using electronic devices such as 

computers, tablets or smart phones? If so could you chat about how you do so.’) and its 

associated question were asked as a response to a particular finding from the survey and 

the subsequent discovery of a number of unexpected significant crosstabulation results. 

Question PD 9 (How often do you interact with the Gospels using electronic devices?) 

was asked to ascertain whether electronic engagement with the Gospels was taking place. 

Whilst only 30 out of 135 respondents indicated that they did so often or regularly, the 

significant result was the clear population-wide relationship (α ≤ 0.05) between PD 9 and 

DD 2, 4, 5, 9 and 13, and GDI and GKI. Examples of these relationships showed, for 

instance, that those who used electronic engagement more often were more likely to en-

gage non-Christian friends about Jesus (DD 2) and were scored well above the expected 

count in Gospel knowledge. 
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The question does not relate directly to one of the Research Questions as has been the 

case for the previous interview questions, but it seems reasonable to say that regular elec-

tronic engagement with the Gospels might add significantly to knowledge, understanding 

and discipleship application and so is a process or activity which affects all the Research 

Questions. The content of the question was as simple as it could be – Do you engage and 

if so how? The aim of the question was to find out just how people were using either 

tablets or computers to read/engage/explore the Gospels and it acts as an excellent exam-

ple of the value of seeking qualitative supplementation of a quantitative result. The asso-

ciated question 6A, which was asked of all respondents, simply sought insight into how 

lay Anglicans envisaged encouragement or instruction might be provided to help people 

to engage with the Gospels electronically. The main justification for both these questions 

was practical; given the significant relationships revealed in the contingency analysis was 

there anything practical to be learnt for the benefit of lay Anglicans in the Diocese. 

Seven of the twelve interviewees engaged electronically in varying degrees of intensity. 

There were many ways electronic devices were used for Gospel engagement, including: 

• finding lectionary readings in preparation for study. 

• finding verses for Sunday school lessons. 

• searching for key words (but how?). 

• looking things up, such as commentary on a passage. 

• using the Bible Gateway site for comparing translations. 

• using ‘Google’ for general research. 

• meanings of words, especially in Greek. 

• investigation of historical matters and comparison of miracles between the Gos-

pels. 

• frequent use of the internet to look up various things in relation to the Gospels 

and to compare the Gospels. 

• use of Bible programs to study Gospels among other things. 

• use of the net for comparison work on Gospels with apocryphal and other writ-

ings. 

It was interesting to discover such a range of engagement among laity and an excellent 

example of the variety available from lay response to open-ended questions. It seems 

clear that basic notes be written or placed on-line for laity about how to engage the Gos-

pels using computers and tablets. As seems to be the case with computers, if people are 
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given a simple template or notes and shown the steps then they will generally eventually 

attempt the task.302 

So far as instruction and encouragement are concerned, apart from those who didn’t have 

the time, don’t think it is necessary, or that books are sufficient, there were a number of 

suggestions. A number of respondents mentioned one-to-one teaching and working in a 

group. A number of other useful suggestions included: 

• teaching a person how to ‘Google’ and how to use search tools. 

• the use of question/answer programs to both teach about using the internet and 

about the Gospels. 

•  advice on techniques/procedures for studying the Gospels and how best to go 

about reading the Gospels, and pointing people to good websites concerned with 

reading the Gospels. 

• how to deal with variations in stories, and offering different interpretations and 

discussing ways of interpreting Gospel material. 

• having a Church Facebook page where older people could engage with passages 

for discussion, put together a blog or chat room, use twitter. 

• helping people to understand the medium and how to use it; finding out what is 

available on the net.  

Of particular interest is that all these suggestions are ‘led’ activities, unlike much of what 

is offered to committed laity in terms of exploration and self-directed tertiary style learn-

ing. From such a list it does seem that there are possibilities for teaching and encouraging 

lay people to engage with the Gospels electronically but almost certainly the most im-

portant means would be one-on-one mentoring and demonstration.303 Finding perhaps 

younger people in congregations who are willing to make a project of teaching older and 

other folk how to engage the Gospels using electronics would be a prime strategy, partic-

ularly if the Diocese produced a website with a plan and the means to undertake such 

instruction.  

 

                                                 

302 As president of my Rotary Club in Adelaide, I have spent a good deal of effort and time demonstrating 

to Rotarians the value of using the net for club information, communication and financial transactions. The 

resistance from older members, however, has been real until they both see a demonstration and are led 

through a series of steps. Even then problems remain but only for a few invariably older members. 

303 As a District Priest responsible for 16 congregations spread over a large area in the Diocese of Willochra 

between 2005 and 2009, the only way for me to manage ministry and organizational matters effectively 

was to have key personnel on the internet. I made it a rule that wardens and parish secretaries had to be able 

to receive and send material on the net, and to this end I spent significant hours, one to one, successfully 

equipping various personnel to undertake this essential activity. 
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Question 7 – Changes to enhance engagement 

Question 7. – ‘What changes to church services might enrich or challenge peoples’ en-

gagement with the Gospels?’ – and its associate question 7A were, like Question 6, a 

practical probe seeking suggestions for transformative possibilities for engagement with 

the Gospels in the worshipping and community lives of laity. In relation to the Research 

Questions, these two questions again provide clues to activity which might well contrib-

ute ‘towards a transformative Gospel literacy’. That is, they do not aim to answer any of 

the research questions as such but, rather, look towards practical possibilities for investing 

in all the questions. 

Whilst only one person felt that sermons as presented were sufficient, there were a num-

ber of interesting suggestions, some which were nominated by multiple interviewees, for 

greater Gospel engagement in services, including; 

• services committed to the Word/a Gospel reading. 

• greater emphasis on life applications of Gospel readings. 

• explanation to background of Gospel reading either prior to service or prior to 

reading. 

• greater interactivity, discussion in the service, responsive readings where people 

verbalize. 

• dramatic presentation of Gospel readings. 

• the use of projection, electronic teaching and smartboards. 

There was clearly both interest and response to the suggestion of greater Gospel engage-

ment in services. Whilst the ethos of the Diocese has in the past leaned to liturgical em-

phasis on the Eucharist, there does seem to be interest in services with more emphasis on 

the presentation of the Word. This should not be surprising given the structure and de-

nominational history of the traditional Anglican services of Morning and Evening prayer. 

Together with the APBA service of Prayer, Praise and Proclamation304 there would seem 

to be real possibility for services committed to the Word/Gospel, including services 

founded on interactivity, question and discussion.  

Question 7A, likewise, sought suggestions for transformative possibilities for engage-

ment with the Gospels in the communal non-worshipping life of the community. The re-

sponses were again interesting, and included: 

                                                 

304 The service is available at www.sundayservices.anglican.asn.au/docs/ppp.rtf. Accessed October 15, 

2016. 

http://www.sundayservices.anglican.asn.au/docs/ppp.rtf
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• home groups for studying the Gospels and, in any setting, the encouragement of 

people to chat about the Gospels. More than one noted that they never heard laity 

speaking about the Gospels or discussing points of detail or interpretation.  

• the use of modern aids and technology, including modern music, film series and 

computers/computer programs. (The point was made that so much of Anglican 

teaching, when it occurs in other than worship, is verbal and often uninspiring.)  

• a greater emphasis on Jesus and the Gospels in church-related activities such as 

op-shops, artistic presentations, groups using church facilities.  

• every member of the community engaged in one way or another in Gospel-based 

activity in the wider community, and using that engagement to meet and discuss 

the Gospel foundations and applications of their activity.  

• the extension of practical hospitality in the Gospel tradition of food, service, sup-

port, prayer and other derived activity which might illustrate and extend the Gos-

pel to both members of the community and to others.  

• the use of ‘themed’ studies based around the Gospels but carried out in a creative 

way rather than as traditional Bible studies.  

These observations all provide useful insights into communal Gospel engagement activ-

ities and possibilities. Even at a simple level of application, some of these activities might 

be useful for discipleship building and potentially reaching out to others. Respondents 

have again provided a wealth of information, both in terms of depth and breadth, which 

highlights a willingness to further engage with the gospels and the Jesus story. Asking 

significant questions to lay people and listening to and analysing their answers provide a 

powerful framework for a diocese to enhance the transformative nature of the Gospels in 

people's lives. 

Question 8 – Further suggestions/comments  

Respondents were offered finally an opportunity to make any comments on either Jesus 

and the Gospels or their participation in the interview process. Three comments are worth 

inclusion as indicative of important feelings or thoughts. 

I would like to know how to enrich people’s lives. 

Discipleship is something that Anglicans are not good at, but there is 

some ambiguity of just what is good or not so good discipleship. 

I think we need to be mindful that every conversation we have with 

anybody anywhere can lead to opportunities to spread the Gospel.  

Summary and conclusions 

The qualitative responses and analysis above have added a significant dimension of un-

derstanding to the quantitative results. A good example would be in the conclusions which 
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are able to be drawn about the status of lay knowledge of the Gospels, which looked 

reasonable from the quantitative survey but in which gaps were revealed through the in-

terview responses. 

Significant provisional findings worth mentioning include: 

1. It may be that laity in the Diocese of Adelaide have not been taught or en-

couraged to reflect on the place or impact of Jesus and the Gospel story in 

their lives. This might be particularly true for cradle Anglicans who have been 

raised in the church from childhood and never been shown or seen the need 

to reflect on what the church has taught or shown them. This lack of reflection 

quite probably leaves them unprepared to explain the place and impact of Je-

sus in their lives and so limits their potential for further personal transfor-

mation and for being agents of transformation in the lives of others. To this 

end, training and encouragement in theological reflection at a basic level 

might be an important challenge for the Diocese to consider. Likewise, re-

flection in relation to ethical and moral issues, whether personal, social or 

global, was also discerned as an area worthy of attention, not only for personal 

growth but for explanation about why, as a Christian, one responds to issues 

as they do. 

2. The expression of both the importance of having a personal relationship with 

Jesus and regret at not having one was striking. The question of whether Jesus 

does in fact shape my daily and weekly life, or whether I simply do what the 

church teaches (and, for many, has taught from a young age) is important. It 

seems clear that many lay Adelaide Anglicans could profitably contemplate 

the state of their relationship with Jesus. It may be that the Diocese needs to 

consider encouraging people into following Jesus more actively rather than 

simply nurturing them in church life, albeit that church life is supportive. 

3.  The need for lay people to understand the difference between the content of 

the Gospels and the interpretation of that content; to understand that the con-

tent of the Gospels provides a basis for interpretation and that interpretive 

comments made to an outsider need to have some basis in the Gospel recprd 

which can be offered if needed.  

4. Associated with the question of interpretation is the apparent need to equip 

lay people, in a simple way, to offer coherent explanation of straightforward 
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Gospel passages to interested enquirers. This is not to suggest apologetic re-

sponsibility but the idea of being able to explain reasonably some of the ele-

ments of the Gospels such as healings, miracles, and key events in the life of 

Jesus. Absence of any capacity for basic explanation or interpretation may 

leave the Gospel closed to inquirers and thus not a tool for the transformation 

of lives. This equipping may well need a hermeneutical key but there seems 

no reason why willing and committed lay people might not be able to offer 

basic explanation of passages with appropriate frameworks in place. Whilst 

preaching fulfils an expository and hortatory role, what is being suggested 

here is beyond the function of preaching. This might be carried out in a gath-

ered event and perhaps incorporate mutual role-playing in a supportive envi-

ronment. 

5. The possible need for a framework of Gospel knowledge which is appropriate 

for a basic presentation of who Jesus is and what he can do for us. Whilst the 

level of knowledge as revealed in the survey questionnaire shows basic 

knowledge, it may be transformative in both dimensions for laity to have a 

basic coherent outline of the ‘essentials’ for both following and presenting 

Jesus to others. 

6. A number of interviewees in response to a number of questions suggested 

shared learning and experience as being a means for gaining in knowledge 

and confidence in dealing with the Gospels. Even practice in the simple art of 

finding another’s ground and moving onto it, or having a go at telling a story 

or explaining a Gospel passage in a respectful and shared environment can 

make a transformative difference to a lay disciple’s willingness to venture 

forth.  

7. The number of suggestions for electronic engagement with the Gospels along 

with the clearly significant relationships between knowledge, discipleship 

and electronic engagement strongly suggest programs of lay instruction and 

encouragement in relation to the use of computing with the Gospels. This is 

an area which could well be investigated by the Diocese. 

The responses and suggestions provided in the foregoing are from a group of people who 

not only survived a seventy-question questionnaire but also who were willing, nearly a 

year later, to undergo a follow up interview. That is, the interviewees were a committed 

and keen group of Anglican lay people, and it would be erroneous to suppose that all of 
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the findings and particularly the suggestions and insights will be practical or reasonable 

for many Anglican lay people. What is envisaged here is the active and ongoing transfor-

mation of willing and committed laity on a Diocese-wide basis who might become a cadre 

of transformative agents within the wider community. None of the research seeks to deny 

that the Gospels can and do operate in a number of different ways for different people. It 

seems certain to me, however, that intentional, committed discipleship is a matter of 

‘meeting and coming to know Jesus’ in a cognitively based way from the Gospel story 

about Jesus and the stories and sayings spoken by Jesus.  

The qualitative results gained in this chapter now need to be brought into relationship 

with the quantitative results of the previous two chapters. The aim of my mixed method 

design was to supplement and complement quantitative results with the words and reflec-

tions of a selection of questionnaire respondents, and it is to this task and an evaluation 

of Adelaide Anglicans literacy in the Gospels that I turn in the final chapter. 
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 CHAPTER 10 

ADELAIDE ANGLICANS AND THE GOSPELS – 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

This thesis set out to investigate and provide exploratory insight and some provisional 

answers into four Research Questions which were outlined in Chapter 1 and revisited in 

more detail in Chapter 3. The Research Questions arose from:  

• my ministry and faith context in South Australian Anglican Dioceses over a period 

of thirty years during which I repeatedly observed a lack of Biblical (Gospel) 

knowledge and understanding, and discipleship activity. 

• the lack of any evident investigation of these matters in the Australian Anglican 

context.  

Using as a ‘lens’ a well-developed understanding of Gospel literacy founded on the cen-

trality of transformation, my aim was to investigate lay Anglicans’ knowledge and under-

standing of the Gospels and to gauge the impact of the Gospels in their own lives and in 

the lives of others. In addition, I also sought to investigate whether the responders were 

satisfied with their engagement with Jesus and the Gospel stories or whether, and in what 

ways, they believed it could be more powerful or transformative. These aims and aspira-

tions led to four research questions. 

1. What do ordinary lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide know about Jesus and 

the content of the Gospels? 

2. How do lay Anglicans understand and comprehend Jesus and the Gospels? 

3. In what way does their knowledge and understanding of the Gospels make a dif-

ference in their own lives?  

4. In what ways do their lives of discipleship based on the Gospels make a difference 

in the lives of others? 

This investigation and the resulting discoveries were achieved through quantitative and 

qualitative investigation, employing a mixed-method design which sought to achieve both 

width and depth in exploring the questions. In this process, some significant investigative 

tools and techniques for questionnaire construction and evaluation were also developed. 
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A quantitative survey based on a unique questionnaire was formulated, validated, tested 

and administered to over 130 respondents to provide information which, when analysed, 

would explore answers to the Research Questions. The quantitative findings were supple-

mented by a qualitative interview segment of the project. The questions for the interviews 

were derived from the Research Questions and consideration of some of the quantitative 

findings.  

In this final Chapter, it is appropriate to ask; ‘What are some of the most significant find-

ings of this thesis?’, ‘Has the mixed method adopted been helpful in addressing these 

research questions?’, ‘Does the definition of transformative Gospel literacy offered pro-

vide a basis for assessing the state of Gospel literacy in the Diocese?’, ‘Has the project 

and its methodology provided a foundation for further research in this important emerging 

area?’ In response to these questions and the four foundational Research Questions I will 

present a summary of findings bringing together both the quantitative and qualitative re-

sults, and conclude with a statement of the various outcomes and benefits of the project. 

Summary and outcomes of results 

The investigation of the Research Questions, together with the insights gained, are de-

scribed and analysed in Chapters 6, 7 and 9. This section seeks to summarize key findings 

in relation to each Research Question and to bring the quantitative and qualitative results 

together as outlined in Chapter 3 with the qualitative complementing and supplementing 

the primary quantitative investigation. 

Investigation of each of the Research Questions required the development of data ques-

tions to be included in the quantitative questionnaire. As I have noted, any explanation 

and validation of the equivalent questions in the theses and articles I surveyed in Chapter 

2 was either absent or minimal. An important aim of the project has been to place this 

research on a sound footing to provide maximum understanding for both critical and con-

structive purposes. For this reason, I have offered detailed explanations of each data ques-

tion chosen in Sections 2, 3 and 4305 of the questionnaire, including why the question was 

chosen, what it hoped to discern and its relevance to the Research Question and to trans-

formation where appropriate. This allows critical reflection by readers of the thesis, but 

more importantly provides a basis for the selection and variation of questions for future 

                                                 

305 Explanation of data questions in Sections 2, 3 and 4 of the Questionnaire appear in Appendices 3, 5 and 

5 respectively. 
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questionnaires seeking similar information. The same principle was applied in the expla-

nation and validation of the data questions used for the qualitative interview. 

Research Question 1 - What do lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide 

know about Jesus and the content of the Gospels? 

A primary ministry disappointment in my experience which I have sought to investigate 

is the apparent lack of knowledge of the Gospels by Adelaide Anglicans. Having not 

detected any attempts to probe the knowledge of Gospel content in and of itself on the 

part of an Anglican lay group, the first Research Question I asked was ‘What do Adelaide 

Anglicans know about the content of the Gospels?’ Their knowledge of the content of the 

Gospels was tested in 22 questions which made up Section 3 of the quantitative question-

naire. As well as basic explanation of each question, I sought to explain how each ques-

tion might relate to present Christian life/action /challenges.306 The guiding principle for 

this initiative is that, though one comes to know Jesus and enjoy a relationship with him 

through the Holy Spirit, that process unambiguously requires the mediation of the Gospel 

story of Jesus. The focus of the questions was therefore on their knowledge of major 

features of the Jesus, story which were deemed necessary for understanding the trans-

formative potential of the person and work of Jesus centred on Jesus’ identity, mission 

and teaching.  

 The primary result was reported in the Gospel Knowledge Index (GKI), which aggre-

gated the scores of all participants, with three quarters scoring 15 or more correct out of 

22 and a quarter scoring 14 or less. The literature review failed to discover any other 

academic research with which to compare or evaluate this result. Backed by comprehen-

sive theory and detail underpinning these data questions, however, it can at least poten-

tially serve as a numerical basis for further Gospel content knowledge assessment. Whilst 

the scores above might seem to be encouraging, examination of the detail of the answers 

showed that many lay Anglicans do not know some of the basic details of the Gospels.  

Some questions were answered incorrectly by around a quarter or more of the sample, 

clearly indicating the need for explanation or even systematic Gospel education. Key 

events in Jesus’ life such as the auditory disclosure of his sonship at the baptism, which 

is rehearsed annually in Anglican lectionaries, was not known by a significant number. 

                                                 

306 This is provided at Appendix 4. Whilst it can be done in different ways, it should at the least provide 

insight into why each question was chosen and lay the questions open to critique whereby the quality of 

such questionnaires can be improved over time. 
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How can one know that Jesus is God’s incarnation if one does not ‘hear’ the divine voice 

proclaiming him to be so? In respect of Jesus’ identity as revealed in the various titles 

accorded to him, over a quarter of respondents were not able to link the title ‘Christ’ to 

‘anointed one’. Without knowledge of key events and Jesus’ titles, the possibility of trans-

formation remains limited.  

Although the information acquired on Jesus’ mission was too scant to draw significant 

conclusions, this was not so in respect of Jesus’ teaching. The command to love the enemy 

was known by virtually all respondents. Whilst this is reassuring, a useful further research 

question might ask, either quantitatively and/or qualitatively, what respondents under-

stand as the meaning of this difficult instruction to love the enemy. In relation to love of 

neighbour, however, nearly a quarter of the sample were unable to link the parable of the 

Good Samaritan to Jesus’ illustration of what it means to love the neighbour. Nearly one 

half could not identify the instruction to conciliate by seeking to resolve an issue with the 

other person by oneself.307 As a crucial instruction for loving and respectful relationships 

within the community of faith this lack of knowledge is particularly worrying. If one of 

the great testimonies to Jesus’ relevance to life and truly human living is found in coher-

ent, forgiving and merciful community life, then this instruction would need to be under-

stood and lived out in the lives of most, if not all. If we don’t know what we should be 

doing or how we should be behaving then we will not only not be transformed by what 

Jesus commands for our lives, but also be unable to demonstrate and so win for Christ 

those who are influenced by us.  

Interview question 2 sought to further investigate what respondents knew, including 

knowledge they might not have been able to demonstrate in the closed question survey. 

In addition, I hoped to gain some idea of the relative importance attributed to the different 

things Jesus said and did, and how key events surrounding his life were recalled. A list of 

Gospel content was built from the answers of the twelve interviewees. The frequency of 

mention of some items such as the forgiveness of sins, which was mentioned by 2 out of 

12 respondents was, in some cases, surprising. Important events in Jesus’ life such as 

baptism, transfiguration and temptations were not mentioned. Less than half of the inter-

viewees in both cases mentioned either the virgin birth or resurrection stories as major or 

important features of the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ life and work. This could not be be-

cause these committed people don’t know them as Gospel content, so these results may 

                                                 

307 Mtt 18.15 (RSV) 
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well indicate that many of the interviewees could struggle to present a coherent or com-

prehensive (even if simple) picture of Jesus’ life and ministry to others. A helpful further 

research question might ask, ‘If you were asked to tell the story of Jesus, what details 

would you include?’ 

Even more importantly, I wonder how many lay members could recall Gospel content or 

are even in the habit of recalling Gospel content in response to questions such as, ‘Why 

is that the case?’ or ‘What is the evidence for that statement?’ This is not to suggest that 

all or most lay folk either can, or should, be able to tell and interpret the basic and signif-

icant aspects of the story of Jesus. Rather, it is to suggest that in the less institutional and 

more discipleship-centred future required by post-modern culture308 it will be important 

for a significant number of laity to recall details of Jesus’ story for the purpose of inter-

pretation, recount the story of Jesus with basic details and answer enquirers’ questions if 

the Gospel is to prosper. 

Analysing the initial responses provided by interviewees, even with my prompting, it 

might be reasonable to infer that the laity in the Diocese of Adelaide have difficulty in 

recalling the content of the Gospels, and understanding it within a wider context. Both 

hesitancy in the interviews and the quality of answers provided strongly suggest that lay 

Adelaide Anglicans are not in the habit of reflecting on or articulating deeply about their 

knowledge of Jesus. It seems clear that equipping lay people to reflect on and speak 

simply but movingly about Jesus has not been a priority. This is a significant issue which 

needs to be addressed at least in the Diocese of Adelaide, if not the wider church commu-

nity. The response to this interview question has also provided a good example of the 

power and helpfulness of the qualitative phase of the project in adding perspective and 

depth to the quantitative results. 

Bivariate analysis revealed further important insights into the factors surrounding and 

outcomes arising from the extent of knowledge of Gospel content. For this population, I 

                                                 

308I.T. Price, “Making Disciples in Mainline Protestant Churches in Australia in a Post-Modern Era,” DMin 

diss., Fuller Theological Seminary, 2001. In his Doctoral Thesis Rev Ian Price provides an excellent com-

prehensive overview of the meaning of post-modern trends for Australian churches and discipleship. As he 

asks whether there are theological principles or foundations that will allow the church to connect with a 

largely uninterested postmodern world in order to make disciples in this era? (p 35), he notes that the post-

modern era is not particularly interested in institutions or organizations (p 37) and nominates the task before 

them as ‘to identify the culture, understand it, find ways of connecting with it and to help individuals find 

their way to faith in Christ (my emphasis) and to live their lives as disciples.’ (p 41)  
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have established empirically that frequency of Gospel reading and use of Gospel re-

sources are proven contributors to more extensive knowledge of the content of the Gos-

pels. The importance of this seemingly obvious result is that encouragement to do these 

two activities can no longer be sidelined with a casual opinion, ‘Oh, that won’t make any 

difference’.  

Less obvious but more important are the outcomes, established as highly likely for the 

population through contingency analysis, which provide both reasons for individuals to 

pursue knowledge of the content of the Gospels and a basis for educators to provide re-

sources. Three associations for the population which highlight the significance of greater 

knowledge of Gospel content were that those with greater Gospel knowledge were:  

• more likely to apply their knowledge of the Gospels to daily decision making. 

• more likely to discuss issues from a Gospel-centred perspective. 

• less likely to agree that knowing more about the Gospels would help them to be 

more confident in sharing the story of Jesus with friends.  

It is noteworthy that Gospel knowledge, as tested, did not show any association with the 

three indices probing engagement with the Gospels, living the Gospels or discipleship 

based on the Gospels. This could indicate on the one hand that Gospel knowledge is not 

as important in the practice of Christian living as many might think. On the other hand, it 

might indicate that many of Adelaide’s laity could be living lives which could be more 

dependent on their Gospel knowledge. These indices are untested and untried constructs, 

however, which need to be treated with care. Further detailed investigation of the part 

Gospel knowledge does or does not play in the lives of this population is needed in refin-

ing these measures. It would not be possible to draw any hard and fast conclusions or to 

determine any courses of action without further research.  

Notwithstanding the lack of association with these indices, there were clear associations 

between Gospel knowledge and significant individual questions in the discipleship sec-

tion of the questionnaire. On this basis, I conclude that statistically derived results estab-

lish that greater knowledge of important Gospel content has significant value and im-

portance for the lived Christian experience of lay people and for their potential to reach 

out with the Gospel story. If in the future my claim that lay discipleship will become more 

important to the Christian mission as the influence of the institutional churches wane, 

then I have established rigorously that knowledge of the content of the Gospels will be 

an important ingredient of this movement. 
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One unexpected but important result was the detection of a clear relationship for this 

population between Gospel knowledge (GKI) and the use of electronic devices to engage 

the Gospels. Analysis revealed that regular or frequent use of electronic devices (defined 

in the question PD 9 as computers, tablets and smartphones) to engage with the Gospels 

leads to greater Gospel knowledge for more of the population. This finding has major 

ramifications for both individual lay Anglicans and for Diocesan planners and educators, 

and the wider church. Further research309 would seek to determine: 

• the details of the use of electronic devices to engage the Gospels, including what 

devices are used, when, by whom and for what purposes. 

• what factors lead to and support the use of these devices.  

• what is happening in other parts of the Anglican Communion and even wider 

Church in similar populations. 

• what part or role if any is played by use of social media. 

• how greater or wider use of this finding might be developed for the benefit of the 

Kingdom, including the use for outreach. 

In the qualitative interviews, I investigated whether and how interviewees engaged using 

electronics, and what suggestions they might have for encouragement and teaching. 

Eleven ways in which laity engaged electronically with the Gospels were offered by the 

interviewees, most of which might well have wider usefulness if they could be presented 

in a helpful, easy and engaging way. These uses included clarification, discovery, com-

parison, searching, and research on particular themes or subjects. Whilst these modes of 

engagement provide a contextual insight into how a largely older laity in Adelaide use 

electronic devices, further investigation or research would need to start with a thorough 

examination of recent literature relating to the subject.  

In relation to teaching and encouragement to use electronic devices there were seven pos-

sibilities offered by interviewees. Apart from helping people to understand the medium 

                                                 

309 A prudent step, prior to further research, would include the elimination of any third variable that is 

related to each of the other two variables and might affect the results if not accounted for. In this case the 

age and education of respondents are two variables which might need to be examined. However, even if 

one or more background variables or factors exist which link or are common to GKI and use of electronic 

devices, the association will still be valid even if having a different ‘shape’. It has been beyond the scope 

of this project to conduct systematic third variable analysis. For explanation of hidden variables and how 

they affect results see further Rumsey, Deborah J. Statistics I & II for Dummies 2 eBook Bundle: Statistics 

For Dummies & Statistics II For Dummies (Kindle Locations 13855-13856). Wiley. Kindle Edition.  
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and how to use it, significant suggestions included the possibility of offering educational 

programs, instruction on techniques and procedures for engaging with the Gospels, and 

using social media for blog/chatroom types of interaction. Of particular note, was the 

repeated mention of one-to-one mentoring, perhaps a reflection of the higher ages of those 

involved in the interviews. What seems clear, given modern teaching and learning, is that 

the Gospels might well profit from a concerted, systematic and long-term program aimed 

at bringing the content of the Gospels to its people and to the wider community using 

electronic programs, apps and devices. This particular investigation has provided an ex-

cellent example of how the qualitative interview process supplements the quantitative 

information in a valuable and suggestive way. 

In summary, Research Question 1 has: 

• inspired the development of four knowledge indices including particular and 

unique indices associated with Jesus’ identity, teaching and mission. 

• provided ‘base-line’ information on the overall content knowledge of the Gospels 

by a particular population of lay Anglicans. 

• revealed areas of concern about important details of Gospel content which are not 

appreciated or able to be orally recalled by significant numbers of laity. 

• revealed an important association between Gospel engagement and the use of 

electronic devices. 

• provided critical suggestions which could lead to further quantitative research into 

Gospel knowledge. 

Research Question 2 - How do lay Anglicans in the Diocese of Adelaide 

understand and comprehend Jesus and the Gospels? 

This question was asked in response to a perceived lack, in my experience, of understand-

ing of the Gospel accounts as other than a literal, historical account of Jesus’ activities 

and sayings. The focus in this question was on how lay Anglicans make sense of, interpret 

and derive meaning from the Gospels. It sought in a preliminary way to probe how the 

status of the Gospels was understood in relation to authority and inspiration, how lay 

Adelaide Anglicans dealt with literal and figurative language and whether their under-

standing was more traditional or otherwise. These complex questions about interpretation 

were investigated in nine data questions which were asked in Section 4 of the quantitative 

questionnaire and in question 4 of the interview questions. The quantitative questions 

were asked in such a way that each contributed to one of the quests above. Taken together 
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they offered insight into whether more traditional or less traditional interpretations were 

adopted/employed.310  

There was overall a slight leaning towards a less traditional interpretation of the Gospels. 

For example, in varying degrees respondents indicated less-traditional understandings of 

the virgin birth story, inspiration of the Gospels, Jesus’ healings and exorcisms, raising 

of the dead, the kingdom of God and the resurrection of Jesus. A majority are able to 

contemplate and understand the miraculous and more incredible aspects of the Gospel 

story as other than literal or objectively historical accounts. Whether this is based on 

needing to do so to preserve their integrity as post-enlightenment persons, or based on a 

more sophisticated understanding of how and why the Gospels were penned, or perhaps 

both, cannot be ascertained from this research. The present post-modern, post-enlighten-

ment age is one where belief in the contravention of natural laws by supernatural entities 

is more difficult to both accept and sustain than in ancient times by many in our largely 

secular Western nations. It is also an age where the description of extraordinary events 

and activities using miraculous and literally incredible images as metaphors is perhaps 

less understood and helpful in understanding occurrences in the natural world. In short, 

the enduring truth and transformative power of the Christian story seems to be that much 

harder to explain convincingly to and be accepted by non-Christians living in post-en-

lightenment culture if limited to literalised traditional images and doctrinal understand-

ings.311 On that basis, the relative balance of traditional versus less traditional understand-

ing of the Gospels in any particular scenario is going to provide some measure of the 

transformative potential of the Gospel story for non-Christians.  

Nearly half of the respondents, however, indicated understanding the Gospels in the more 

traditional paradigm as eye-witness records of the actual events including the words of 

Jesus. This group is more committed to traditional understandings including, presumably 

for many, the literal understanding of the miraculous and events based in the supernatural 

such as angelic visitations. Although for those who are traditional believers the Gospels 

can and may well have transformative power on the basis of their generational upbringing, 

                                                 

310 See Appendix 5 for the coding of these questions, including why the question was asked, the inference 

attributed to each of the alternatives offered in respect of each question and the rating of alternatives to each 

question as more or less traditional. 

311 Borg, The Heart of Christianity, 43, where Borg states, “… the belief-centred paradigm has become an 

intellectual and moral stumbling block for millions of people in our time, inside the church and outside of 

it.” 
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it seems clear that, for the majority of our Australian community/society, this understand-

ing of the Gospels is not practically persuasive.312 On the basis of her investigations on 

how Jesus is understood by lay Anglicans in the Church of England, Ann Christie writes; 

Both demythologization and deliteralization enable the difficulties that 

many people have with miracle to be bypassed. Without this kind of 

approach, the miraculous happenings will, for many, continue to be a 

serious barrier to accepting Christian faith.313 

For Christie miracles in relation to Jesus certainly includes those of the incarnation and 

resurrection. My point is that for those who are traditional believers who take myth liter-

ally314 the possibilities for successfully conveying the Gospels to non-Christians is much 

more limited, except for people who seek a more literal understanding of religion. That 

is, for nearly half of the Diocese the possibilities of significant outreach to a largely sec-

ular society based on a more traditional understanding of the Gospel story might be lim-

ited. If the Gospels are to have greater transformative impact based on an understanding 

of the Gospels as revealing meaning beyond a direct literal understanding, then clearly 

some education and encouragement in alternative interpretative strategies of the Gospels 

might be needed in the Diocese.  

Analysis showed that those holding the less traditional understanding were significantly 

more likely to come from the communion/ceremony-oriented churches. Whilst their in-

terpretation is significantly more likely, all circumstances being equal, to be heard by 

non-Christians, they are significantly less likely to actually undertake spoken outreach. 

In the same way that those who understand more traditionally might need to give thought 

to alternative interpretation strategies, those who understand less traditionally might need 

to give thought to developing strategies and techniques for engaging more with non-

Christians. The irony here is that those who offer what seems a more transformative un-

derstanding of the Gospels in our contemporary and largely secular society seem less able 

to reach out with it, and vice versa. The obvious response and potential challenge for the 

Diocese would be to see if each group of more and less traditional responders could derive 

insight from the apparent strength of the other group.  

                                                 

312 Mackay, Beyond Belief, Kindle Locations 432-433. “Our current lack of respect for myths – or even our 

contempt for them as irrelevant, unscientific tosh – helps to explain why so many people abandon their 

connection with formal religion: when they discover that they can no longer sustain beliefs based on the 

literal, historical truth of religious stories, they may come to feel the whole thing was a hoax.” 

313 Christie, Ordinary Christology, 79.  

314 Ibid., 76 for discussion on incarnation understood as mythical or literal. 
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Whilst barriers to reading the Gospels more often was investigated quantitatively in 

DD19, investigation of barriers to understanding and interpreting the Gospels was also 

complemented qualitatively in interview questions 4 and 4A. The questions asked partic-

ipants what they saw as barriers to being able to understand the meaning of significant 

Gospel passages. Many internal and external barriers were described by participants. In-

ternal barriers centred on lack of knowledge about matters such as background, terminol-

ogy, complexity of stories, difficult passages and alternative interpretations of a single 

passage. These were not unexpected and confirm that the Gospels are culturally remote 

documents which are difficult to understand and interpret without appropriate study and 

background, or access to resources. Resources315 are readily available but in my experi-

ence not widely advocated or used in the Diocese, a matter which could well be investi-

gated by the Diocese given the multiple associations of PD6 with many Gospel parame-

ters. An extension of this conclusion might include the development of appropriate and 

engaging resources aimed at younger age cohorts, especially in electronic form.  

External barriers revolved around confusing factors such as different translations, and 

limiting personal factors such as childhood conditioning about the Gospels and inability 

to relate the Gospels to daily life. This latter is concerning. The general or underlying 

shaping of the Christian by the Gospel story influences one’s approach to life and prob-

lems/challenges encountered. There is, however, a need to clearly understand key Gospel 

ethical teachings and to consciously bring them to bear at both personal and communal 

levels. My repeated observation is that many Christians default to the socially acceptable 

or conformist positions in the absence of a capacity to relate the Gospel to ethical issues 

directly.316  

When interpreting the story in Mark Chapter 2, also part of interview question 4, some 

sought to provide a methodology for interpretation whilst two acknowledged they were 

unable to explain the passage. Several major interpretive emphases were offered, includ-

ing the story as one of faith and commitment, as a story of forgiveness and healing and 

finally as a story telling us something important about Jesus. Whilst all interpretations 

would have been helpful to a listener in one way or another, it was clear that quite differ-

ent messages would have been imparted. Accepting that interpretation of any passage is 

                                                 

315 Resources include daily and other Bible reading notes and basic commentaries designed for lay reader-

ship. 

316 Christie, Ordinary Christology,180, for discussion of the further dimension of lay resistance to engaged 

reading which might lead to reshaping of current ways of behaving. 
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individual and unique, it was clear that the lay participants I interviewed were not in the 

habit of explaining Gospel passages and that there was no sense of a cohesive basis or 

template of explanation. Could a basic interpretive strategy, or even checklist, be devel-

oped to give lay folk confidence and direction in this increasingly important task, hope-

fully leading to change and even transformative information for an inquirer?   

Research Question 3 - In what way does lay Anglican knowledge and 

understanding of the Gospels make a difference in their ownlives?  

The third Research Question was concerned to investigate the way that lay persons’ un-

derstanding of Jesus and the Gospels makes a significant difference to the way they live. 

The construction of four indices measuring key aspects of how Adelaide lay Anglicans 

relate to and use the Gospels formed a significant response to this research question. To 

my knowledge this quantitative approach has not been used previously for this purpose, 

and so this work represents a new way forward. Summary comments will be offered 

around these focal indices and the questions comprising each of them. 

1. The first focus centred on how they actually use the Gospels in their daily life or lives 

in general. This was assessed in the first instance through the Gospel Engagement 

Index and the questions making up the index considered separately. The index 

showed expected associations with how often the Gospels were read and resources 

used, but with no other demographic factors such as age, churchmanship or education. 

This index was designed to provide a baseline measure of Gospel engagement for 

possible future comparison. The lack of associations confirms that individual Gospel 

engagement is a unique personal measure most likely based on factors not surveyed 

such as personality and unique personal contexts.  

Sixty five percent of the sample indicated that the Gospels could be more prominent 

in their lives. Whilst this response may have eventuated for a number of different 

reasons, it is clearly a challenge for the Diocese. ‘More prominent’ might mean dif-

ferent things to different people. More importantly, however, is that 65% of the sam-

ple felt that the Gospels could play a greater part in their lives. Qualitative follow-up 

of this concern centred on a need and a desire for more practical reflection on ethical 

issues. There may be a message here for parish preaching.317 It may also be useful for 

the Diocese to initiate a basic Gospel-centred on-line commentary on current events 

                                                 

317 Grayston, “The Bible and Spirituality,” 101, where he notes “Many churchgoers find little connection 

between the preaching that they hear and the world in which they live.” as a reason for church decline. 
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and concerns, and perhaps a blog directly related to the daily application of the Gos-

pels in daily life. Further investigation and practical experimentation of how the Gos-

pels could be more prominent in lay lives would clearly be an ideal area for detailed 

examination. Such investigation might provide outcomes which could inform the ba-

sis of future Gospel engagement strategies.  

2. ‘In what ways they seek to bring their understanding of Jesus to the issues of society 

and world’ was a second focus of this Research Question. This was measured by the 

Gospels and Issues Index which showed that a majority of respondents believe they 

relate their Gospel knowledge and understanding to moral and social issues in their 

lives in adequate ways. None of the individual questions making up this index scored 

in such a way to attract particular attention. There were no demographic associations, 

but it was useful to establish empirically that there was an association between Gospel 

knowledge and the index. This indicates most likely that the greater the knowledge of 

the Gospels the greater the likelihood of relating Jesus to moral, social and global 

issues, and is yet another strong indicator of the importance of Gospel knowledge.  

The interviewees offered limited insights about how Jesus offered guidance in relation 

to personal and social issues. It became clear that most of the interviewees, despite 

the findings in the previous paragraph, did not relate the Gospel content directly to 

their ethical lives, with only two out of the twelve appealing to specific Gospel stories 

or passages. They did, however, provide insight into two predominant response pat-

terns, “Jesus helps me to be…” and “Jesus shows me how to…”. These two patterns 

may suggest two helpful strategies for encouragement in grappling with both personal 

and social issues. The interviewees expressed a definite desire for greater practical 

reflection and interaction with other Christians on ethical matters. This interview 

question again highlighted the value of qualitative investigation of complex questions 

which are very difficult to probe thoroughly in a quantitative way. 

3. The third focus was ‘in what ways their understanding of Jesus and the Gospels makes 

a significant difference to the way they live’. A basic measure of the influence the 

Gospels and their awareness and experience of Jesus had in shaping both the general 

and particular of respondents’ lives was developed in the Gospels and Life Index. 

There was an important association discovered between this index and churchman-

ship. Those from the word/teaching-oriented churches were significantly more repre-

sented in the higher GLI scores, and likewise those from the ceremonial/communion-

oriented churches significantly less represented. Engagement with the Word and the 
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teaching emphasis on the Gospels in the way it is undertaken in churches of the 

word/teaching orientation appears to provide greater impetus towards the Gospel 

formed life. Most of the interviewees acknowledged that Jesus impacted their lives in 

many ways but the majority had to be pressed to nominate particular instances. The 

overwhelming impression gained from the interview question was that the majority of 

participants rarely reflected on the part Jesus played in their lives.318 They had con-

sistent difficulty articulating what Jesus did bring to and mean in their lives. As a 

matter of urgency, I believe that the Diocese must encourage its laity to confidently 

and reflectively approach key questions such as: ‘what do I know about Jesus?’, ‘why 

do I follow Jesus?’ and ‘what difference does Jesus make to my life?’ My research 

asserts also that the question of what it means to have a relationship with Jesus needs 

to be addressed. Providing insight into this question may I believe open up the trans-

formational possibility that comes with any significant relationship.  

4. In the fourth part of Research Question 3 I investigated ‘whether and how they be-

lieved that they could live more Jesus-centred lives’. The responses indicate that a 

large majority recognise the possibility of further transformation, and by inference an 

openness to being transformed. Whilst there was less willingness to acknowledge a 

Gospel factor in this, doing more to follow Jesus’ teachings and giving more promi-

nence to the Gospels demonstrated an openness to further transformation. That people 

are open and honest about being able to lead more Jesus-centred lives is encouraging 

and, as a priority, it needs a response from those who are tasked with providing that 

encouragement, i.e., parish clergy and Diocesan educators.  

Research Question 4 - In what way do their lives of discipleship based 

on the Gospels make a difference in the lives of others? 

As followers of Jesus there is a prima facie expectation that active Christians will bring 

the good news to others around them.319 Key concerns included whether or not partici-

pants were actually bringing the good news of the Gospels to those around them, whether 

they thought they could be doing more and whether greater knowledge of the Gospels 

might be helpful in this respect.  

                                                 

318 Christie, Ordinary Theology, 181, where Christie notes a similar outcome, “…the majority of the sample 

do not deliberately seek to enter into a conversation with the story of Jesus.” 

319 The picture of Jesus and the context in Mark 1.38 is a clear reference to the expectation that as the Body 

of Christ his followers are to ‘preach’ the good news. 
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The question was investigated via the Gospels and Discipleship Index (GDI) which in-

cluded six questions. More than half of the respondents indicated that they could be more 

active in the simple task of offering basic testimony to the place of Jesus in their lives, 

and nearly half indicated that greater knowledge of the Gospels would help them with 

that task. These results indicate for me both a recognition of, and an openness, that a 

majority could be doing more to ‘speak the faith’. One half of the respondents disclosed 

how they had ignored opportunities to speak about the Gospels to other people. In a faith 

future, which may well be more focused on Jesus and less on the Church, the challenge 

will be for more laity to speak about the Gospels and to testify to the difference Jesus 

makes to their lives.320 A majority acknowledged their failure to make a difference. Con-

sequently, I advocate strongly for the laity to be encouraged and equipped to share the 

significance of Jesus in their lives. This task need not be complicated; for example, 

demonstration and role plays might well be enough to prompt some positive responses 

from laity. The first step in response to this and all the suggestions made in this conclud-

ing chapter, however, is the inculcation of the vision which was held by the first followers 

as to the power and possibilities of Jesus for new and transformed ‘life’. 

This Index revealed association with frequency of reading the Gospels and use of re-

sources that the other indices also highlighted. In addition, it showed an association with 

the use of electronic devices. It was evident that those who used electronic devices often 

or regularly to engage with the Gospels were more significantly represented in a higher 

GDI, and vice versa. Along with the parallel result for GKI, this result contributes to a 

compelling case for serious investigation of the use of electronic devices in Gospel en-

deavour and the need for the Diocese to engage with this finding as a matter of priority. 

The interview questions asked in respect of Research Question 4 were: ‘What would en-

able you to be more confident in chatting to others about Jesus and the story in the Gos-

pels?’ and ‘How would you set about telling someone who asked what difference being 

a follower or disciple of Jesus has made in your life?’ In relation to the first question some 

people spoke of under-confidence based both on personality factors and fear of not being 

able to answer even simple questions about Jesus. Some indicated an awareness of the 

                                                 

320 Rev Dr Alister McGrath, “Clergy must equip congregations to defend faith,” The Melbourne Anglican, 

December 2016, 26. In response to an interview question McGrath states: “I’m asking for a change in the 

mindset of the church. Clergy and Christian leaders have such an important role to play… in pointing to 

good apologetic resources and also in terms of mentoring people and saying, “Look, maybe you can talk 

about how your faith affects you in this area and that would be really helpful to other people.” 
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need to discern where the dialogue partner was in their journey and to start from there. 

Structured group sharing could involve role-playing to provide example and inspire con-

fidence. Mentoring for learning and encouragement was a possible means mentioned by 

the interviewees which might offer ways forward.  

In relation to the second question, which was looking more for a discussion of the way 

into, and techniques for, telling another of one’s own experience of Jesus, I received a 

basic list of actual differences which participants felt that Jesus had made in their lives. 

As a practical demonstration of difference made, such a response could prove a powerful 

way to engage with others. The question was, however, asking (perhaps not clearly 

enough) for the factors that might need to be considered (such as interlocutor’s back-

ground, level of education, previous contact with Jesus) and the techniques of presenta-

tion (such as what to present and how) which might be useful. This response indicated to 

me that the participants most probably had not thought about engagement with a view to 

influencing another on the basis of personal experience. Yet another possibility for trans-

formation might be in leading our people into some understanding of the basic factors 

involved in engaging non-Christians with the Gospels.  

Transformative Gospel Literacy 

The development of a definition of transformative Gospel literacy has been an important 

undertaking of the project. It has provided firstly a guide for selecting the data questions 

and has thus operated as a lens through which all four Research Questions have been 

explored. It now also provides a basis for evaluating the response of the lay persons sur-

veyed in the sample. This closing section of the thesis seeks to assess the question implicit 

in Chapter 1, viz., ‘Does their Gospel knowledge, understanding and application bring 

significant transformation to Adelaide’s lay Anglicans?’ 

The notion of ‘transformational Gospel literacy’ was chosen because the word ‘transfor-

mation’ simply and economically indicates what Gospel literacy seeks to achieve. The 

definition of transformative Gospel literacy offered is claimed as a significant contribu-

tion to developing a comprehensive understanding of Gospel literacy. The definition itself 

was derived from reasoned examination and analysis of the connection of the Gospels 

with transformation. ‘Transformation’ was examined from an academic, confessional and 

scriptural/Gospel standpoint. I have argued that the Gospel story is pervasively one of 

transformation: Jesus’ life, teaching and ministry is overwhelmingly concerned with 

showing and challenging people how to become something more; to become what God 



208 

 

has created them to be. I have likewise argued that for Paul, the first and arguably greatest 

interpreter of Jesus, transformation is central as he calls for renewal of the mind, dying to 

the old ways and having a new life ‘in Christ’. Likewise, I have shown that ‘transfor-

mation’ is a central focus and core expectation in foundational Anglican documents and, 

thus, for all Anglicans. That is, we as Anglicans live the Christian life based on the Gos-

pels and the story contained in them for the purpose of being transformed and being agents 

of transformation in society. To know Jesus, one must engage the Gospels; to know Jesus 

is to be transformed and potentially be an agent of transformation. 

 The examination of Biblical (Gospel) literacy in Chapter 4 established the lack of any 

significantly comprehensive definition or description of literacy which commands wide-

spread assent. Indeed, the number of different ideas about what constitutes Biblical liter-

acy leads to confusion and the clear need for an exhaustive and comprehensive explana-

tion of Gospel literacy. To this end and after an examination of the work of others, I 

distilled the requirements for a meaningful Gospel literacy to three broad categories – to 

know, to understand and to apply – and from there derived a broad working definition of 

‘transformative Gospel literacy’.  

A transformative Gospel literacy includes substantial knowledge of the 

content of the Gospels, including the background, basic differences be-

tween them, the overall narrative and separate stories and the teachings of 

the Gospels. It is also able to make meaning of this content and the place 

of the Gospel story in salvation history, to appreciate the figurative and 

idiomatic use of language and to understand that the Gospels can be inter-

preted in different ways. Finally, it will result in a basic ability to apply the 

Gospels in a transformative way to one’s own personal issues, behaviour 

and daily decision making; to social, community and global issues, and 

enable the disciple to both articulate the Gospel story and stories and re-

spond to simple, basic questions about the Gospels.  

I have investigated what Adelaide Anglicans do and do not know about the content of the 

Gospels. The quantitative survey indicated a solid passive knowledge of key content and 

ideas in that a majority of respondents could discern a majority of correct answers in a 

multi—choice test format. Qualitative analysis revealed a significantly different picture 

in that active recall of Gospel content was limited and inconsistent. This analysis revealed 

that few could present a basic account of the Gospel narratives and is a good illustration 
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of the value of the mixed methodology providing corrective information through the qual-

itative follow-up.   

What then does this indicate about the state of the first dimension of transformative Gos-

pel literacy - knowing - in the Diocese of Adelaide? In relation to individual members it 

seems clear that most could upgrade their knowledge of the content of the Gospels, par-

ticularly their capacity to recall and recount the Gospel story. In both the qualitative and 

quantitative phases of the project significant numbers of respondents showed a lack of 

knowledge of key events, teachings and details relating to Jesus’ life and work. I would 

hope and expect most committed Christians to know enough of the Gospels to recall key 

features and give a basic account of the Jesus story depending on their capacity. I would 

suggest that a possible benchmark would be the capacity to recount the story of Jesus, 

and many of the memorable stories Jesus told, in a basic but comprehensive way.  

Based on the suggested benchmark and making use of the utility of electronic engagement 

which I have discovered in this Diocese, a number of suggestions could be made.321 It 

would be appropriate for the Diocese to sponsor electronic resources in multiple forms 

allowing for differing engagement preferences. Materials provided would have to be stim-

ulating and challenging, and most likely interactive. Successful electronic educational 

methodologies from other disciplines could no doubt be adapted to the purpose, and the 

current use of relevant and engaging electronic educational strategies by other Anglican 

communities investigated. Materials would be focused on: 

• leading laity through the narrative, pointing our major differences between the 

Gospels. A basic narrative, taking account of significant differences between 

Gospels, told in such a way that the reader would at the very least be left with an 

‘easy-to-remember’ story which could be recalled from memory. 

•  providing treatments of key Gospel passages relating to Jesus’ identity and 

teaching. 

It is neither possible nor profitable to assess individual Gospel knowledge literacy in a 

positive or quantitatively objective way. It is, however, possible to point to deficits and 

shortcomings in Gospel content knowledge of the sample group and thus provide insight 

into a population albeit from a negative perspective. I believe that for both individual and 

                                                 

321 Jenks and Ellens, The Once and Future Bible, 195-198, for a useful overview of ‘Technology and the 

Bible’. 
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group the definition operates more effectively as an aspirational target providing a basis 

for becoming more knowledgeable about Gospel content.  

In relation to making meaning of the Gospels, – the second dimension or understanding 

component of transformative Gospel literacy - most demonstrated in both quantitative 

and qualitative phases of the project that they were able to do this in some measure. Nearly 

all of the respondents were able to select one of the alternatives offered to the nine ques-

tions in Section 4 of the questionnaire. Many of the respondents indicated a general 

awareness that language is complex and can be used in other than literal ways. In quali-

tative interviews a number also indicated awareness, albeit confusing for them, of differ-

ent interpretations of the Gospels and Gospel passages. It became evident, however, in 

the qualitative interviews that only one of the respondents had any plan or method for 

developing an understanding of a passage of the Gospels. This finding yet again empha-

sizes the value of a methodology which is able to investigate basic quantitative findings 

with greater precision.  

The art and science of making meaning of the Gospels and individual passages are re-

markably complex. In addition, making meaning of the Gospels for one’s own life is 

going to depend on personality and on other personal and contextual factors. Given all 

these factors, the definition is again seen as primarily an aspirational statement providing 

guidance towards deepening and expanding each individual’s journey of transformation. 

In relation to the sample as a group, the methodology adopted has shown the possibility 

of assessing the interpretive stance of a group – in this case as more or less traditional. 

With appropriate questions, it is clear that the group stance towards any particular inter-

pretive aspect could be further researched.  

In the same way as suggested for the knowing dimension, I believe that electronic en-

gagement would be able to provide significant assistance with the undertaking of inter-

pretation. Materials could, for example, focus on: 

• providing basic plans, supported by example applications, for understanding dif-

ferent types of Gospel material, e.g., miracles, parables, healings, exorcisms. 

• providing examples of different interpretations of different types of Gospel mate-

rials with basic explanation. 

• providing one line/one paragraph explanations of key events and activities con-

tained in the Gospels. 

• providing basic explanations of obscure and contradictory content. 
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These suggestions are also relevant to the third dimension of transformative Gospel liter-

acy – application. Many if not most could apply the Gospel in a basic way in their own 

lives and issues, and were happy to attempt to bring the Gospel story to greater social and 

other issues. In relation to articulating the Gospel story and stories to outsiders and re-

sponding to simple basic questions about the Gospels, however, this was not the case. It 

is in this area of application, and particularly application in a testimonial or apologetic 

context, that I feel confident to state that many Adelaide Anglicans seem to be non-Gospel 

-literate. It became clear that the majority of lay Adelaide Anglicans were not in the habit 

of reflecting on the contribution or effect of the Gospels in their lives. Whilst the majority 

indicated that the Gospels led to significant transformation in their lives, they found the 

details and outcomes of that change hard to describe. It also became clear that a majority 

were not in a position or of a disposition to offer testimony to the effectiveness of Christ 

in their lives. This was evident in their acknowledgement of unwillingness to open up 

conversations about Jesus and the Gospels in many contexts, and their under-confidence 

and under-preparedness to answer questions about their Christian commitment based on 

the Gospels. For the sample and thus probably for the population, it does seem reasonable 

to say that in relation to the application of the Gospels in their outreach to others as dis-

ciples of Jesus, many Adelaide Anglicans do not demonstrate in any significant way this 

component of transformative Gospel literacy. In a similar way to that suggested above, I 

believe that electronic resources encouraging reflection oriented towards testimony, and 

knowledge oriented towards bringing the Gospels to questions laity might be asked and 

hopefully answer, could be developed.  

Given this analysis and the various literacy shortfalls it reveals, two things can reasonably 

be stated about the definition of transformative Gospel literacy. The first is that, given the 

uniqueness of any individual or group, an objective or comparative quantitative assess-

ment of Gospel literacy is not possible. What is possible is a non-quantitative appraisal 

of inadequate knowledge, understanding or application as outlined above. The second is 

that transformative Gospel literacy is employed more profitably in this context as an as-

pirational statement and a guide for both individuals to adopt and those responsible for 

equipping to use as a guide for the promotion of Gospel literacy. With its orientation 

towards transformation, I hope the definition might lead to greater Christian fulfilment in 

striving towards a clearer goal, and greater traction for the Gospels in an increasingly 

problematic future for institutional church.  

 



212 

 

 

Conclusion 

The project has sought to provide perspectives and outcomes in relation to the four Re-

search Questions, explored through the lens of transformative Gospel literacy, and at the 

same time to develop and employ a methodology and tools which I hope will be of use, 

at least as examples, to other researchers in this field. This thesis offers:  

• a comprehensive response to the four Research Questions seeking to explore and 

describe the state of Gospel knowledge, the way the Gospels are understood and 

the efficacy of application of the Gospels in the Adelaide Diocese. This explora-

tory picture of the knowledge and understanding of the Gospels by lay Anglicans 

in Adelaide may provide useful information for both parishes and Diocesan per-

sonnel and might function to provide a basis for future assessment and comparison 

of Gospel engagement.  

• a mixed-method methodology which has successfully provided a means for col-

lecting suitable data to answer the Research Questions and which I hope will pro-

vide a suitable methodology for similar investigation. The methodology has al-

lowed the collection of: 

o quantitative data suitable for univariate analysis and extensive bivariate 

treatment as evidenced in Chapters 6 and 7 and Appendix 7. 

o qualitative data in Chapter 9 which has provided deeper insight and in 

some cases corrective perspective in elaborating the numerical results.  

• a rigorous questionnaire development process, which has not been found else-

where. Because this project sought to provide a wide-focus snapshot of a particu-

lar population, the questionnaire was limited in its depth of investigation of par-

ticular aspects of Gospel engagement. It is not difficult to imagine more detailed 

and specific Gospel content questionnaires or a greater number of meaning and 

language data questions.  

• the creation, justification and application of novel Gospel assessment tools in the 

form of indices designed to assess complex aspects of lay engagement with the 

Gospels. One area for future research could involve developing, testing and vali-

dating the above indices more comprehensively. This might involve further ques-

tions for addition to the indices, or for the purpose of creating further indices. Such 
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scales and indices would be important for measuring many population-based Gos-

pel parameters and it might well be helpful to have a battery of such scales avail-

able Communion-wide for purposes of common measure and comparison. 

• the development of a comprehensive definition of Gospel literacy322 which has 

been used to provide perspective on lay Adelaide Anglicans engagement with the 

Gospels and is offered as a unique contribution to discussion on the nature of 

Gospel literacy. 

• a number of questions for further ministry and academic research and in particular 

the use of electronic engagement with the Gospels. In the most general overview, 

any valid association or group of associations of interest indicated in the spread-

sheet at Appendix 7 would prima facie provide a starting point for further inves-

tigation. The data is by no means exhausted for further investigation and analysis 

and especially for focus on particular question-to-question associations rather than 

in the use of indices.  

This thesis has engaged with largely uncharted and unexplored territory as it has sought 

to provide both practical outcomes for consideration by the Diocese of Adelaide and has 

sought to contribute to academic knowledge of Gospel literacy. The project has allowed 

me to wrestle with my concerns expressed in the first Chapter as I have explored four 

Research Questions which are of significant interest and I believe will become more so 

as the traditional institutional Church becomes less influential.323  

The project has sought to use the methods of ‘ordinary theology’ and consciously sought 

to add particular knowledge to the Anglican Communion Study ‘Bible in the Life of the 

Church’ Project. This project marks a beginning only in this area of study, albeit imper-

fect, which I hope will lead to the development of further investigations and instruments 

which will provide insight about Gospel usage and understanding for the mission of the 

                                                 

322 “A transformative Gospel literacy includes substantial knowledge of the content of the Gospels, includ-

ing the basic differences between them, the overall narrative and separate stories and the teachings of the 

Gospels. It is also able to make meaning of this content and the place of the Gospel story in salvation 

history, appreciate the figurative and idiomatic use of language and understand that the Gospels can be 

interpreted in different ways. Finally, it will result in an ability to apply the Gospels to one’s own issues, 

behaviour and daily decision making in a transformative way, and enable the disciple to articulate the Gos-

pel story and stories to others.” 

323 Mackay, Hugh. Beyond Belief, Kindle Locations 580-583. “The steady growth of the house-church 

movement is a sign of the desire to bypass institutional forms altogether, with, as the name implies, small 

groups of Christians gathering in private homes for intimate, informal discussion, Bible study, prayer and 

singing. Some of these groups see themselves as reverting to the mode of the early Christians.” 
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Kingdom. I have pointed to the use of Gospel literacy as a focusing mechanism and the 

use of indices as tools for this work. I have made some suggestions for consideration by 

the Diocese of Adelaide and in the course of the thesis have regularly pointed to possibil-

ities for further detailed investigation.  The project has not sought, nor has it been possi-

ble, to cover all the questions of knowledge and understanding of or engagement with the 

Gospels. It is my hope, however, that the project will provide a basis and even limited 

inspiration for further investigation of the detail of what is known of the Gospels, how 

they are understood and applied and what difference they make in the lives of Jesus’ 

followers. I also hope that this project will provide inspiration for other Dioceses in the 

Anglican Communion and even in other denominations to undertake similar studies. 
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APPENDIX 1 – THE QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE 

QUESTIONNAIRES 

Section 1:  Details about me 

This section asks for some important information about you that will help us to understand 

your answers more fully and correlate them with those of the other participants. 
PLEASE MARK YOUR ANSWER WITH A TICK IN THE APPROPRIATE BOX 

 

1. On average, I attend a service in church: 

hardly ever.  

at least six times a year.  

once a month.  

once a week.  

more than once a week.  

2. The style of church I attend most often would be: 

more teaching/ 

Word focussed) ……………….  

no particular  

emphasis or tradition) …………  

more Communion 

 /Ceremony focussed) ….……...  

music/participation 

focussed)……………...……….   

Other………………………… 

 

3. During the last year, attendance at the church I 

most often attend has: 

increased strongly  

increased a little  

remained steady  

decreased a little  

decreased a lot 

4. I read the Gospels by myself: 

rarely.      

occasionally.      

about once a month.       

once or twice a week.      

every day.      

5. Apart from church I read or engage with the 

Gospels with others or in groups: 

never,    

occasionally.     

during a church season such      

as Lent  

once a month.   

once or twice a week.   

every day.   

6. In the last 3 years I have used resources to study 

the Gospels such as study notes and 

commentaries: 

never   

sometimes   

regularly   

much of the time  

7. I was baptized as a: 

baby (under 2).  

a child or youth (3 – 16).  

an adult. 

don’t know  

8. Religion/prayer/bible reading/church was a part 

of my childhood upbringing: 

not at all.  

occasionally.  

often.  

regularly. 

9. I interact with (read, study) the Gospels using 

electronic devices (smartphone, tablet or 

computer): 

never.  

occasionally.  

often.  

regularly  

10. I have completed: 

no formal qualifications.  

primary school.  

secondary school.   

TAFE certificate.  

undergraduate degree/diploma.  

postgraduate degree.  

11. I have undertaken Theology or Biblical Studies 

(such as Education for Ministry, Certificate 

courses, subjects at College or University) as 

follows.  (Please tick all that apply) 

No formal training  

Programmes in school  

Church or diocesan courses  

University certificate/diploma  

Undergraduate degree  

Postgraduate degree  

12. I was born in: 

Australia.  

Europe.  

Asia.  

Africa.  

Other………………………… 

13. I am ……. years of age 

14. I am:  Male     Female    

Rather not say        
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Section 2:  Exploring the part the Gospels play in my life 
This section explores what part the Gospels and their stories of Jesus play in your daily life 

and decision making, including views about various issues and discipleship. Please remember 

that these questions are specifically about the Gospels and NOT about God in general. 

Section 1.1   PLEASE ANSWER QUESTIONS AS INDICATED BELOW 

 

Please answer the following by placing a circle around a number for each question.  

1 indicates you AGREE STRONGLY and  

5 indicates you DISAGREE STRONGLY 

 

 

1. I think it is important to read the Gospels alone as well as in services.  1 2 3 4 5 

2. I try to speak with non-Christian friends about Jesus. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. I experience the Gospel figure of Jesus as helpful on particular issues. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. From my reading of the Gospels I am often aware of Jesus in my daily 

life, even in the ordinary events of daily life.  
1 2 3 4 5 

5. When deciding how to vote in political elections I try to look at issues 

from a Gospel-centred perspective. 
1 2 3 4 5 

6. The Gospels don’t seem to be relevant to my daily decision-making  1 2 3 4 5 

7. If I knew the Gospels more deeply I would be able to live the Jesus-

centred life more faithfully.  
1 2 3 4 5 

8. Before doing something important I often stop and reflect on the 

Gospels.  
1 2 3 4 5 

9. On reflection I do think I could be more active in speaking to others 

about Jesus.  
1 2 3 4 5 

10. I could be doing more to follow Jesus’ teachings in the Gospels. 1 2 3 4 5 

11. Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels is someone who shapes my character 

and attitudes 
1 2 3 4 5 

12. When I talk with friends about big issues like refugees and asylum 

seekers I consciously seek to do so from a Gospel-centred perspective. 
1 2 3 4 5 

13. I find reading the Gospels is really helpful when things are difficult for 

me 
1 2 3 4 5 

14. Sometimes I wonder if Jesus should be more prominent in my life. 1 2 3 4 5 

15. If I knew more about the Gospels I would feel more confident sharing 

the story of Jesus with friends. 
1 2 3 4 5 

16. My efforts to engage non-Church people in talking about Jesus have 

made a difference to at least one person’s life. 
1 2 3 4 5 

17. Sometimes I ignore opportunities to speak about the Gospels to others. 1 2 3 4 5 

18. Sometimes I feel that Gospel stories of Jesus lose their impact because 

they are so familiar 
1 2 3 4 5 



 

225 

 

Section 2.2   PLEASE CIRCLE LETTERS FOR ALL THE ITEMS IN EACH QUESTION 

WHICH YOU BELIEVE APPLY TO YOU 

19. What stands in the way of my reading the 

Gospels more often is that:   

a) I already read them often enough. 

b) I have too little time. 

c) I find the content uninteresting.  

d) I find them hard to understand. 

e) I don’t really see a need as I know the 

story of Jesus well enough. 

f) none of these 

f) other 

 

 

 

20. Helpful uses of the Gospels for me include: 

a)  as a source of comfort.  

b)  as a source of spiritual insight.  

c)  as a means to see and interpret the world 

and personal experience. 

d)  as a source of inspiration and inspiring 

stories. 

e)  providing rules and regulations about the 

right thing to do. 

f) learning about Jesus. 

g)  changing aspects of my life.  

h) learning about how God acts in the world.   

i) helping me with daily living. 

j) none of these 

k) other 

 

 

 

 

 

21. I think that the Gospels can help us in our 

understanding of the issues involved and 

the shaping of our attitudes to: 

a) in vitro fertilization. 

b) the situation of refugees and asylum 

seekers. 

c) marriage between people of the same 

gender. 

d) the place of women in the church. 

e) divorce and the remarriage of divorced 

people. 

f) euthanasia 

g) none of these 

22. I understand a contemporary disciple to be 

one who:  

a) goes to church regularly. 

b) takes every opportunity to do good deeds 

and render service. 

c) seeks to teach the Jesus story to others 

whether in word and/or deed and so lead 

them towards Christ. 

d) none of these 

e) other 

 

 

23. The Gospels makes a difference in my life 

by:  

a) giving me new insights into life and 

living as I engage with it. 

b) changing my life in subtle ways. 

c) helping me to understand life more 

deeply.  

d) showing me where I have gone wrong. 

e) enabling me to change my attitudes and 

become less prejudiced. 

f) None of these 

g) other 

 

24. Can you think of one or two concrete ways Jesus has brought change or transformation to your life? 

Yes / No 

If Yes, please describe.  

i. …………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

ii. …………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Section 3:  What I know about the content of the Gospels 
This section of the survey sets out to understand how well the content of the Gospels is known 

across the Adelaide Diocese.  

You are asked to answer the following questions without consulting the Gospels. Rather than 

guess, if you don’t know the answer please indicate by selecting item d) don’t know. 

PLEASE CIRCLE ONLY ONE LETTER FOR EACH QUESTION

1. According to the Gospels, when Jesus was 

baptized a key feature of the event was:  

a) the presence of Jesus’ disciples  

b) Jesus’ affirmation of faith in God   

c) a voice from heaven. 

d) don’t know. 

2. How long did Jesus spend fasting in the 

wilderness?             

a) 20 days 

b) 30 days   

c) 40 days 

d) Don’t know. 

3. A story of Jesus’ birth appears in the Gospels 

of: 

a) Matthew and Mark. 

b) Mark and Luke. 

c) Matthew and Luke. 

d) don’t know. 

4. Jesus said that when you pray you should:  

a) pray for a long time.  

b) not heap up empty phrases.   

c) pray with other people. 

d) don’t know. 

5. Jesus said about those who are your enemies to:  

a) avoid them.  

b) to love them. 

c) to defend yourself against them. 

d) don’t know. 

6. When Jesus warned his disciples against false 

prophets, he said the false prophets would be 

known by:  

a) their attitude to Jesus.  

b) their appearance.   

c) the outcomes of their actions. 

d) don’t know. 

 

 

 

7. When Jesus healed the paralytic in Mark 

Chapter 2 he said that he did it to show:  

a)   that he could overcome disease.  

b)  that he was not afraid of the Pharisees  

c)  that he had power to forgive sins. 

d)  don’t know. 

8. Which of these was one of Jesus’ twelve 

disciples?  

a) Matthew 

b) Luke   

c) Mark 

d) Don’t know. 

9. In the last chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, 

after his resurrection Jesus instructed his 

disciples:  

a) to convert the Gentiles.  

b) to bring back the lost sheep of Israel.  

c) to make disciples of all nations. 

d) don’t know. 

10. When Jesus had calmed the storm he said to 

those on the boat with him:   

a) do not be anxious, you are safe with me.  

b) why are you afraid, have you no faith?   

c) don’t you trust me to keep you safe? 

d) don’t know. 

11. Which title is Jesus NOT called in the New 

Testament?  

a) Son of Man  

b) Son of Mary   

c) Messiah 

d) Don’t know. 

12. At the transfiguration the two other figures 

who appeared with Jesus were:   

a) Moses and Elijah. 

b) Joshua and Elijah.   

c) Moses and Isaiah. 

d) don’t know.
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13. When Jesus instructed his disciples about 

settling conflict with a brother or sister he 

said the first thing to do was to:   

a) take one or two others along and discuss 

the problem.  

b) tell the elders of the church about it so that 

they could help.   

c) take it up with the other person by oneself. 

d) don’t know. 

14. In John 4 what did Jesus offer the Samaritan 

woman?   

a) Healing.  

b) Living water.   

c) The bread of life. 

d) Don’t know. 

15. What is the question that prompts Jesus to 

tell the parable of the Good Samaritan?  

a) Who can be saved? 

b) Is it right to care for my enemy? 

c) Who is my neighbour? 

d) Don’t know 

16. Jesus is called “Christ” in the Gospels. This 

term means:     

a) exalted teacher. 

b) anointed one. 

c) beloved by God. 

d) don’t know. 

17. Which of the following is NOT one of the "I 

am" sayings spoken by Jesus in the Gospel 

according to John?      

a) “I am the resurrection and the life” 

b) “I am the suffering servant” 

c) “I am the true vine” 

d) Don’t know. 

18. According to Luke, at which moment did 

the disciples who journeyed to Emmaus 

recognize Jesus?    

a) When he broke bread and gave it to 

them 

b) When he gave them the Holy Spirit 

c) When he opened the Scriptures to them 

d) Don’t know. 

 

 

 

19. When asked which commandment is 

greatest, Jesus answered, “You shall love 

the Lord your God with all your heart, and 

with all your soul, and with all your mind.” 

What did he say was the second 

commandment?   

a) “You shall have no other gods before 

me.” 

b) “You shall love your neighbour as 

yourself.” 

c) “You shall not make for yourself a 

graven image.” 

d) Don’t know. 

20. According to Luke 4, in the Nazareth 

synagogue Jesus read which of the 

following from the book of Isaiah?   

a)  “All we like sheep have gone astray.” 

b) “The Lord called me, before I was born, 

while I was in my mother’s womb he 

named me.” 

c) “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me.” 

d) Don’t know. 

21. "I was hungry and you gave me food, I was 

thirsty and you gave me something to drink, 

I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I 

was naked and you gave me clothing..." is 

found in the parable concerning:  

a) the sheep and the goats. 

b) the prodigal son.  

c) the rich man and Lazarus. 

d) don’t know. 

22. In John’s gospel after the empty tomb is 

discovered, who is the person who says ‘I 

have seen the Lord’?   

a) Peter 

b) Mary Magdalene 

c) Jesus’ mother Mary 

d) Don’t know. 
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Section 4:  How I understand and interpret the Gospels. 

The following questions are designed to explore how you understand and interpret or make 

sense of the Gospel account of Jesus and his works. There is no right or wrong answer 

PLEASE CIRCLE ONE LETTER ONLY FOR EACH QUESTION 

1. As written documents concerned to portray the transformative power of Jesus I think that the Gospels 

are best understood as:  

a) recounting what people saw and heard, including the words and actions of Jesus. 

b) a mix of historical recall and the gospel writer’s interpretation of that recall. 

c) stories put together to help people understand the significance of Jesus but with less emphasis on 

historical accuracy. 

d) other 

 

e) don’t know 

2. The account of the virgin birth in Matthew’s Gospel is I think best understood as:  

a)  a story told to express the mystery of Jesus origins and powers 

b)  a factual historical report that is meant to convey biological or scientific truth.  

c)  a non-factual story about Jesus told to help the reader understand Jesus’ relationship to God. 

d) other 

 

e) don’t know 

3. I understand and read the Gospels as they portray the life and work of Jesus as:  

a) documents authored by people recording their experience and understanding of Jesus. 

b) documents authored by God using people to record what God wanted to be communicated. 

c) documents that are sacred because the Church declared them to be sacred. 

d) other_________________________________________________________________________               

   _______________________________________________________________________________ 

e)  don’t know 

4. I think Jesus’ healings and exorcisms as they are told by the Gospel writers are best understood:  

a) as making sick, diseased and possessed people better so that they would lead happier lives.  

b) as demonstrating his supernatural power over disease, demons and evil spirits. 

c) as indicating the presence of God in the reversal of that which degrades and spoils human life. 

d) other 

 

e) don’t know 

5. According to Matthew (10.8), Jesus sends the twelve disciples out on a mission, charging them to 

heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, cast out demons. I think that ‘raise the dead’ here means:

  

a) to bring back to life those who they come across who have just died, like Jesus did with Lazarus. 

b) to bring life to those who are spiritually dead. 

c) to offer a spiritual vision of how life might be lived without fearing death. 

d) other 

 

e) don’t know 
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6. Matthew, Mark and Luke all speak of the Kingdom of God. I understand the Kingdom primarily as:

  

a) a place where God is King. 

b) a place where the faithful go after death.  

c) wherever God’s will is being done. 

d) other 

 

e) don’t know 

7. The Gospels of Matthew, Luke and John all record that Jesus died and after three days he was seen 

alive. I think they meant:  

a) that Jesus was brought back to life in his earthly body. 

b) that Jesus was brought back to life but in a different way from his previous earthly body. 

c) that Jesus didn’t come back to life but his followers experienced him still being with them.  

d) other 

 

e) don’t know 

 

8. All the Gospel writers refer to ‘eternal life’. I understand this as primarily meaning:  

a) everlasting life – living with God forever in heaven after our earthly life.  

b) spiritual communion with God whether in this life or beyond. 

c) the fullness of life in this life here on earth. 

d) other 

 

e) don’t know 

9. In Matthew, Mark and Luke Jesus says that whoever wants to be a follower must take up or carry 

their cross. For me this means:  

a) that to follow Jesus I need to be ready to make major sacrifices such as in my career and wealth. 

b) that to follow Jesus I need to put the needs of others before my own needs. 

c) that I need to be ready to endure rejection and suffering, even death, on account of following Jesus 

d) other 

 

e) don’t know 
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THE QUALITITATIVE QUESTIONNAIRE 

  

Primary Question Extension Question 

1. “Can you tell me one or more ways 

that the story of Jesus in the Gospels 

impacts your life?”   

“Are there any other ways you might like 

Jesus to play a part in your life?”  

2. “If I said to you as someone who knows 

nothing about Jesus and the Gospels, 

“Tell me about the Gospel story of Jesus” 

what would you want to tell me. Think 

about the things Jesus said and did and 

the events that took place in his life.” 

“What further knowledge would you like to 

have about the Jesus story and the content of 

the Gospels?”  

3. “Can you tell me how Jesus is 

significant (or otherwise) for you as you 

respond to:  

a. personal issues such as whether to tell 

a lie or not, or sharing your possessions 

with someone?  

b) social issues such as euthanasia?  

c) global issues such as climate 

change?”  

 

“What would assist you in bringing Jesus 

and the Gospels more into the centre of 

your daily decision-making?”  

4. “What do you see as barriers, if any, to 

you being able to understand the meaning 

of particular Gospel passages?”  

“Do you remember the Gospel story in 

Mark 2 of the sick man being lowered 

through the roof and being healed by Jesus? 

How would you go about explaining to me 

what you think it is saying?”  

5. “What would enable you to be more 

confident in chatting with others about 

Jesus and the story in the Gospels?” 

“How would you set about telling someone 

who asked what difference being a follower 

or disciple of Jesus has made in your life?”   

6. “Do you engage with the Gospels 

through using electronic devices such as 

computers, tablets or smart phones? If so, 

could you chat about how you do so.”   

“If you don’t engage with the Gospels using 

electronic devices, how do you think, with 

encouragement and/or teaching, you might 

be able to do so?”  

7. “Can you suggest changes to the 

church services that might enrich or 

challenge people’s engagement with the 

Gospels?”  

“Can you suggest any other changes to our 

community life within the church which 

might encourage greater engagement with 

Jesus and the Gospels?”  

8. ‘Is there anything else about either 

Jesus and the Gospels or about your 

participation in this interview that you 

would like to add?’ 
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APPENDIX 2 - THE χ2 TEST  

A lot of the analysis has been conducted using the χ2 test. Whilst there is much book and 

electronic information available, it is appropriate and helpful to offer the particular 

understanding and strictures which have been adopted in the analysis used in this thesis. 

What is the χ2 test?  

This test seeks to establish relationship between two nominal or ordinal variables. 

Basically, the Pearson χ2 test compares the observed distribution of responses from a 

sampled population to the distribution computed, assuming independence between the 

two or more variables being compared. That is, the distribution which would result if the 

number in each cell was that obtained by multiplying the row total by the column total 

for that cell and dividing by the grand total, and called the expected total. 

The test yields a χ2 statistic which can be compared to the distribution of all possible tests 

to indicate how far the observed values vary from the expected independent distribution. 

The null hypothesis that there is no association between the cross tabulated variables is 

supported if the observed values in each cell do not vary sufficiently from the expected 

values, otherwise the alternative hypothesis that a relationship exists is supported. A cut 

off figure called the α value is set and if the χ2 statistic is greater than that figure then 

association between one variable on the other is imputed for the population from which 

the sample was taken.  

The α1 value to be used throughout in this thesis is .05. That is, if the p value of the 

Pearson Chi-Square test or Linear by Linear Association test for a particular cross 

tabulation is less than .05 then the two subject items of the test statistic will be deemed to 

be dependent (That is, the default assumption – called the null hypothesis - that the two 

variables are independent is false). 

The detail and direction of association is not tested, but the computation of adjusted 

standardized residuals can indicate where in the table the deviation from the expected 

distribution is most marked. Under the null hypothesis that the two variables are 

independent, the adjusted residuals will have a standard normal distribution, i.e. have a 

mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1. So, an adjusted residual that is more than 1.96 (2.0 

                                            

1 The α value 0.05 means that the cut-off is set such that the chance of genuine dependency is 95% or greater. 

Conversely, the chance of a valid test showing dependency being wrong is 5% or less.   
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is used by convention) indicates that the number of cases in that cell is significantly larger 

than would be expected if the null hypothesis were true, with a significance level of .05. 

An adjusted residual that is less than -2.0 indicates that the number of cases in that cell is 

significantly smaller than would be expected if the null hypothesis were true. The cell is, 

therefore, significant in that there are fewer or more cases (depending on the sign of the 

adjusted residual) than would be expected if the 2 variables were independent. In essence, 

the Adjusted Standardized Residual, which is computed by SPSS, simply takes the cell 

residual value and treats it in such a way that a value of +2 or greater, or – 2 or less, is 

significant in terms of variation. 

If the rows and or columns were repositioned in the table, then the same χ2 test value 

would be computed. But with ordinal data (such as the Likert items dealt with in this 

questionnaire) the row categories do have an important order which gives rise for the need 

of a test which takes the ordering of the categories into account. The linear-by-linear χ2 

test which is also offered by SPSS gives a chi-squared statistic with one degree of freedom 

which tests the null hypothesis that there is no linear relationship between the row and 

column variables against the alternative that there is a linear relationship (variation in a 

straight-line fashion), although there may be a relationship of some other kind.  In 

essence, a linear by linear association value of p ≤ 0.05 indicates that a linear relationship 

exists for the order the rows and/or columns were tested in even though an association at 

the level specified might or might not exist.  

The χ2 test in SPSS 

In SPSS the χ2 test is undertaken using the Crosstabs procedure. This procedure forms 

two-way tables and provides a number of χ2 tests and measures of association for the 

variables being tested. The measures used in this thesis are the Pearson χ2 test value and 

the Linear by Linear Association χ2 test value. 

The program usefully also computes cell residual values and adjusted residual values. 

Where appropriate I will seek to draw useful conclusions about the dependence, using 

adjusted standardized residuals which are computed and tabulated in SPSS. Using a level 

of significance of 0.05, the critical value for a standardized residual would be -1.96 and 

+1.96, outside which I can assert an association between the two particular categories 

locating the cell.  
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Assumptions and Qualifications 

There are a number of assumptions and qualifications applying to χ2 tests which need to 

be observed.2 In this project all observations were independent in that no respondent 

offered more than one response to each question. The other significant qualifier is that 

small cell counts for the expected distribution can significantly distort the result due to 

the influence of small numbers as denominators in the χ2 calculation. This limitation can 

be dealt with in a number of ways3, the most useful for this project being the combination 

of cell counts, or re-binning, where appropriate. In many contingency tables the 

"outcomes" or "treatments" are related to each other and can be legitimately combined to 

fold rarely populated cases into similar but more commonly populated cases 

There are no clear rules for the collapsing or re-binning of variables which is the same as 

combining or omitting cells. With reference to combining data it is possible to 'pool' or 

'collapse' categories into a lesser number of categories, but care needs to be taken that it 

is meaningful to group the data in this way. Another way forward is to omit cells with 

small counts in a systematic way, thus reducing the table to the ‘important essentials’. 

The collapsing of tables needs to be dealt with carefully and explanation offered if the 

basis or effect of collapsing is not clear. A useful warning is sounded: 

When collapsing tables by combining columns/rows to increase 

expected counts that are too low, risks and benefits include the possible 

increase or reduction of interpretability and the possible creation or 

destruction of structure in the table. It is important to avoid simply trying 

to identify the combination of cells that produces a ‘significant’ result.4  

For χ2 testing in this thesis the Likert items were collapsed to two or three categories with 

                                            

2 There is some contention around the assumptions and restrictions for valid χ2 testing. For the purpose of this 

project the following assumptions, restrictions and qualifiers are assumed. Given each observation is 

independent of all the others (i.e., one observation per subject) and appropriate care is taken in the combining 

of cell categories to ensure no distortion of counts in relation to small cell values:  

• For tables larger than 2 x 2, no more than 25% of the expected counts are less than 5 and all 

individual expected counts are 1 or greater. 

• For 2 x 2 tables, where all expected cell counts are at least 1 the ‘N – 1’ χ2 test (the Pearson χ2 test 

but with N replaced by N – 1) will be used. Note that the ‘N – 1’ χ2 test is equivalent to the Linear 

by Linear Association χ2 test computed in the SPSS crosstabs procedure. 

3 The important thing to guard against is allowing some particular [cell expectation] to become so small 

that the corresponding term in [X2], namely [ (xij-eij)2/eij ] tends to dominate the others because of its small 

denominator. In such cases, it will be necessary to re-bin to fold the small-expectation cells into other 

cells.  

4 Extracted from http://www.basic.northwestern.edu/statguidefiles/conting_anal_ass_viol.html, accessed 1 

Jul 2014. 

http://www.basic.northwestern.edu/statguidefiles/conting_anal_ass_viol.html


 

234 

 

agree and strongly agree becoming the one category of ‘agree’ and likewise for disagree 

and strongly disagree. The ‘neither agree nor disagree’ category was in the first instance 

maintained as a separate category for inclusion in the crosstabulation analysis. If small 

cell counts precluded a valid χ2 test then it was either binned with ‘disagree 

strongly/disagree’ (ds/d) or ‘agree/strongly agree’ (a/as) or omitted from the final χ2 test 

table. If the emphasis of the query was focused on whether a respondent agreed or 

otherwise, then the ‘neither agree nor disagree’ (nad) was binned with the ‘disagree 

strongly/disagree’ alternative. Likewise, if the emphasis was on whether a respondent 

disagreed, then the ‘nad’ alternative was binned with the agree/agree strongly alternative. 

This step precludes the ‘neither agree nor disagree’ category from biasing towards the 

emphasis of the question. Within the scope of the project it was simply not possible to 

test every explored relationship with the ‘nad’ located with ds/d and a/as. Such a 

requirement would nearly double the total computation required. 

Regardless of whether one or both items being compared were Likert or other types of 

data, maximum differentiation of the information categories within each data question 

was maintained to the extent that small expected cell counts did not infringe the 

assumptions or restrictions offered in the notes.5 However, in many cases, and partly 

because of the alternatives offered, data items had to have categories combined to allow 

their use with other data. In every case the nature of combination or ‘collapsing’ is made 

clear either in the text or in the designation or title of the Table produced by the crosstab 

procedure.  

 

 

 

                                            

5 As an example, take the case of checking whether there was a relationship between PD1 (Frequency of 

church attendance) and DD4 (From my reading of the Gospels I am often aware of Jesus in my daily life 

even in the ordinary events of daily life). PD1was taken as raw data and re-binned twice into three and two 

categories. It was then cross tabulated with DD4 as raw data and also re-binned twice into three and two 

categories. This process yielded a total of nine cross-tabulations. They were treated in the order indicated: 

thus, the first table was 4 x 5 (PD1 with four categories, DD5 with five categories), next 4 x 3 (DD5 re-

binned into ds/d/nad, a, as) and then 4 x 2 (DD5 re-binned into ds/d/nad, a/as) and so on. It was the last table 

(2 x 2) that produced a valid χ2 test (that is, no observed counts of zero and 25% or less of cells with expected 

count less than five). The value of p was .026 which indicated a significant relationship for the population 

between frequency of church attendance considered as monthly or less and weekly or more, and awareness of 

Jesus in daily life considered as disagree/not agree or agree. The valid test is not to say that the information is 

necessarily useful. In this case, it seems trivial to show that little attendance leads to lesser awareness of Jesus 

in daily life, although it might be significant to investigate the relationship direction as lesser awareness of 

Jesus in daily life leading to less attendance. 
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APPENDIX 3 - EXPLANATION AND CODING OF SECTION 2 OF QUESTIONNAIRE 

The data questions in this section are designed to provide information and insight into Research Questions 3 and 4 and probe the different 

ways respondents value, interact with and are influenced by the Gospels in their daily lives. The Research Questions are: 

3. Does their knowledge and understanding of the Gospels make a difference in their lives? Key concerns which will generate 

questions to be asked and investigated include: 

a. whether and how they actually engage with the Gospels in their daily life or lives in general; 

b. whether and in what ways they seek to bring their understanding of Jesus to the 'big' issues of society and world; 

c. in what way does their understanding of Jesus/engagement with the Gospels makes a significant difference to the 

way they live; and 

d. whether and how they believe that they could live more Jesus-centred lives. 

4. Do their lives of discipleship based on the Gospels make a difference to the lives of others? 

Key concerns that will generate questions to ascertain how this might happen include: 

a. if and how the gospels inform personal impetus towards bringing/offering the good news of the gospel to those 

around them; 

b. whether they think that they could be doing more in respect of bringing the good news to others; and 

c. whether deepening their knowledge of the gospels might enable them to offer the gospel to others more effectively. 

Columns are designed to show: 

• the data question asked in the survey questionnaire 

• the reason or rationale for asking the question. 

• The initial possible inferences of the Agree and Disagree options for answering the Likert questions, and the similar 

inferences for the multi-selection questions. 

• The relevance of each data question by linking it to the appropriate Research Question(s).
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Initial / Possible inferences Relevance Notes 

  
This column explains why the question is 

asked.  

This column offers starting / possible inferences 

and how those inferences might be suggestive of 

change or transformative openness or potential 

This column relates 

the data question to 

the research question 

 

1.  
I think it is important to read the 

Gospels alone as well as hear 

them read in services.  

Q seeks information on how often the 

Gospels are read and specifically if it is 

read more than in a service/church setting.  

Agree – more open to transformation through 

the Gospels.  

Disagree – may be less open to or influenced by 

Gospels. 

RQ 3a,   

2.  
 I attempt to speak with non-

Christian friends and family 

about Jesus. 

Q investigates willingness to speak about 

experience of, relationship with or belief 

about/in Jesus.  

Agree – some vision of and commitment to the 

transformative value of Gospels. 

Disagree – unable or unwilling to engage others 

with Gospel, or not feel engagement worthwhile  

RQ 4a,   

3.  
I experience the Gospel figure of 

Jesus as helpful on particular 

issues only. 

Q investigates whether Jesus figure is 

helpful for particulars rather than as a 

general shaper of life and character.  

Agree – may indicate a more limited openness 

to the general influence of the Gospels. 

Disagree – Jesus might not be understood or 

seen as helpful on particular issues. 

RQ 3c  

4.  
From my reading of the Gospels I 

am often aware of Jesus in the 

ordinary events of daily life.  

Q investigates awareness and therefore 

relevance of Jesus in daily life and ordinary 

events. . 

Agree - indicates a more personal involvement 

and possibly deeper transformative engagement. 

Disagree – may indicate less personal 

involvement with Jesus and possibly less 

openness to Jesus as an agent change. 

RQ 3a, 3c  

5.  
When deciding how to vote in 

political elections I try to look at 

issues from a Gospel-centred 

perspective. 

Q investigates whether Gospels or Gospel 

knowledge is engaged when considering 

non-religious events.  

Agree - indicates transformative engagement or 

awareness. 

Disagree – may indicate lack of transformative 

potential of the Gospels in shaping responses to 

political issues. 

 

RQ 3b  
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Initial / Possible inferences Relevance Notes 

6.  
The Gospels don’t seem to be 

relevant to my daily decision-

making  

 

 

 

Q investigates use or otherwise of Gospels 

in daily life 

Agree - indicates lack of connection with 

transformative power of Gospels in daily 

decision making. 

Disagree – indicates Gospels are helpful in daily 

decision making and have transformative 

power. 

RQ 3c  

7.  
If I knew the Gospels more 

deeply I would be able to live the 

Jesus-centred life more faithfully. 

 

  

Q investigates awareness of limitation in 

Gospel knowledge which might curtail the 

Christian commitment and lifestyle.  

Agree – may indicates a continuing willingness 

to be open to the transformative power of 

Gospel 

Disagree – for whatever reason may indicate 

lack of openness for deepened Gospel 

knowledge to be agent of further change.  

RQ3d  

8.  
Before doing something 

important I often stop and reflect 

on the Gospels.  

Q investigates intentional engagement with 

Gospels for a particular purpose.  

Agree - significant personal commitment and 

transformative engagement 

Disagree – Gospels not a primary source of 

reflection for important actions and therefore 

limited in their transformative potential. 

RQ 3a, 3c  

9.  
On reflection, I do think I could 

be more active in speaking to 

others about Jesus.  

Q investigates awareness of obligation or 

need to bring Jesus to other lives.  

Agree - awareness or acceptance of the 

transformative value of knowing Jesus. 

Disagree – may indicate they are already fully 

active in this regard, or more likely are not 

committed to offering transformative power of 

Gospels as fully as possible. . 

 

 

RQ 4c  
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Initial / Possible inferences Relevance Notes 

10.  
I could be doing more to follow 

Jesus’ teachings in the Gospels. 

Q investigates awareness or otherwise of 

adequacy of commitment to Gospel/Jesus.  

Agree - awareness of potential for 

further/greater change or personal engagement. 

Disagree – for whatever reason not open to 

further potential for change based on Jesus’ 

teachings. 

RQ 3d  

11.  
Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels 

is someone who shapes my 

character and attitudes. 

Q investigates understanding of Jesus as 

significant for attitude and approach to 

life. . 

Agree - a significant degree of personal 

transformation. 

Disagree – for whatever reason Jesus is not 

significant in shaping character or forming 

attitudes and therefore not significant as a 

transformative power in this life 

RQ 3a, 3c  

12.  
When I talk with friends about 

big issues like refugees and 

asylum seekers I consciously 

seek to do so from a Gospel-

centred perspective. 

Q investigates whether the Gospels are 

used in a significant manner to discuss 

important issues.  

Agree – awareness of Gospels’ relevance to big 

issues indicating a depth of personal 

engagement and commitment. 

Disagree – for whatever reason Gospels are not 

a conscious source for discussing big issues. 

  

RQ 3a, 3b  

13.  
I find reading the Gospels is 

really helpful when things are 

difficult for me. 

Q investigates a particular context of 

Gospel engagement.  

Agree – openness to transformative power of 

Gospels 

Disagree – for whatever reason the Gospels are 

not a significant resource at difficult times.  

RQ 3a, 3c,   

14.  
Sometimes I wonder if Jesus 

should be more prominent in my 

life. 

Q investigates awareness of lack of Jesus 

content or orientation in their life at present  

Agree – possible lack of engagement but 

openness to further growth. 

Disagree – Jesus is prominent already at a 

personally significant level of engagement, or 

respondent closed to further change. 

 

RQ 3a, 3d  
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 No Question Why the question is asked Initial / Possible inferences Relevance Notes 

15.  
If I knew more about the Gospels 

I would feel more confident 

sharing the story of Jesus with 

friends 

Q investigates whether depth of knowledge 

about Jesus affects whether people are 

more or less likely to share the Jesus story 

Agree – greater knowledge might lead to greater 

engagement/sharing and thereby becoming 

agents of change. 

Disagree – greater knowledge may not be a 

factor in whether a person is likely to share the 

story with others 

 

RQ 4c, 4d  

16.  
My efforts to engage non-Church 

people in talking about Jesus 

have made a difference to at least 

one person’s life. 

Q investigates awareness of effects of 

sharing the Gospel.  

Agree – has experienced a positive outcome in 

engaging the Gospel with others, which may 

indicate appreciation of power of Gospel to 

bring transformation.  

Disagree – for whatever reason has not seen a 

difference made in another life on account of 

respondent’s efforts to engage another with 

Jesus. 

RQ 4b  

17.  
Sometimes I ignore opportunities 

to speak about the Gospels to 

others. 

Q investigates awareness of need and 

obligation to share the Gospel/Jesus story.  

Agree – aware of need to engage which might 

indicate lack of conviction or under confidence 

and therefore limitation as agent of change.  

Disagree – indicates either a lack of awareness 

of such opportunities or that most reasonable 

opportunities to speak about the Gospels are 

acted upon.  

RQ 4c  

18.  
Sometimes I feel that Gospel 

stories of Jesus lose their impact 

because they are so familiar. 

Q investigates engagement fatigue. Agree – Gospels so familiar that only superficial 

engagement is taking place which might 

indicate an erosion of transformative potential. 

Disagree – stories still have impact and 

therefore transformative potential. 

RQ 3a  
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 No Question Why the question is asked Initial / Possible inferences Relevance Notes 

19.  What stands in the way of my 

reading the Gospels more often is 

that:   

a) I have trouble reading 

b) I have already read them 

often enough. 

c) I have too little time. 

d) I find the content 

uninteresting.  

e) I find them hard to 

understand. 

f) I don’t really see a need as I 

know the story of Jesus well 

enough. 

g) none of these 

Q investigates lack of engagement with the 

Gospels.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Selection of a) indicates physical reason for not 

reading Gospels more often. 

Selection of one or more of b) to f) might 

indicate a lower commitment and less openness 

to the transformative potential of the Gospels.  

The inference is that the transformational 

potential lessens as more items are selected.  

RQ 3a  

20.  Helpful uses of the Gospels for me 

include: 

a) as a source of comfort.  

b) as a source of spiritual insight.  

c) as a means to see and interpret 

the world and personal 

experience. 

d) as a source of inspiration and 

inspiring stories. 

e) providing rules and 

regulations about the right 

thing to do. 

f) learning about Jesus. 

g) changing aspects of my life.  

h) learning about how God acts in 

the world.   

i) helping me with daily living. 

j) none of these 

Q investigates some different ways of 

engaging with the Gospels. . 

Selection of one or more of these except j) 

indicates Gospels as a source of value and 

engagement and as possible sources of change 

or transformative power in life.  

The number selected will be indicative of their 

degree of openness to the multidimensional 

transformative power of the Gospels. 

RQ 3c  
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Initial / Possible inferences Relevance Notes 

21.  I think that the Gospels can help 

us in our understanding of the 

issues involved and the shaping of 

our attitudes to: 

a) in vitro fertilization. 

b) the situation of refugees and 

asylum seekers. 

c) marriage between people of 

the same gender. 

d) the place of women in the 

church. 

e) divorce and the remarriage 

of divorced people. 

f) euthanasia 

g) none of these 

Q investigates whether Gospels are seen to 

be relevant to particular moral and other 

issues affecting our community. 

Selection of one or more apart from g) indicates 

Gospels may play a part in how an issue is 

understood and attitudes that are held.  

E.g., if d) is circled, it may indicate that the 

Gospels have material which is relevant to the 

place and role of women in religion and that the 

understanding of that material shapes the 

attitude to the place and role of women in the 

church. 

The number selected will be indicative of the 

degree of influence and thus transformative 

power of the Gospels 

RQ 3b 
 

22.  I understand a contemporary 

disciple to be one who:  

a) goes to church regularly. 

b) takes every opportunity to do 

good deeds and render 

service. 

c) seeks to teach the Jesus story 

to others whether in word 

and/or deed and so lead them 

towards Christ. 

d) none of these 

Q investigates whether contemporary 

discipleship is seen more in institutional 

terms, service terms or evangelistic terms. 

Selection of a), b) or c) indicates a distinct 

orientation to the idea of what it means to be a 

disciple 

Selection of two or three of a), b) or c) indicates 

a broader understanding of discipleship. 
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Initial / Possible inferences Relevance Notes 

23.  The Gospels makes a difference in 

my life by: 

a) giving me new insights into 

life and living as I engage 

with it. 

b) changing my life in subtle 

ways. 

c) helping me to understand life 

more deeply.  

d) showing me where I have 

gone wrong. 

e) enabling me to change my 

attitudes and become less 

prejudiced. 

f) None of these 

 

Q investigates specific ways (giving, 

changing, helping, showing, enabling) in 

which the Gospels might make a 

difference.  

Selection of one or more indicates ways in 

which the Gospels operate to bring about 

change or enable transformative power in a 

person’s life.  

The number selected will be indicative of the 

degree of openness to different ways the 

Gospels might exercise their transformative 

power. 

RQ 3c 
 

24.  Can you think of one or two 

concrete ways Jesus has brought 

change or transformation to your 

life? Yes / No 

If Yes, please describe. 

To encourage reflection about ways life has 

been significantly affected by the Gospels 

without any cueing suggestions. 

One or two responses here indicates 

understanding of notion of change/ 

transformation due to the Gospels in their own 

life. Provides respondent centred perspective on 

transformative power of Gospels.  
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APPENDIX 4 - EXPLANATION AND CODING OF SECTION 3 OF QUESTIONNAIRE 

The data questions in this section are designed to provide information and insight into Research Question 1: What do Adelaide lay people know of the 

content of the gospels? In particular, the focus is on that content which is assessed as basic to change/transformation/personal relationship with Jesus: 

o the identity of Jesus 

o the teaching of Jesus 

o the mission of Jesus 

o OT imagery which relates Jesus to God’s story of salvation in Israel,  

o important events/locations and figures in Jesus life and ministry 

This document lists the questions in section 3 of the questionnaire and for each question: 

• explains why the question was asked. 

• relates each data question to the research question as outlined above. 

• Explains how the question might relate to present Christian life/action/challenges.
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Relevance to change/transformation Present Christian Life Notes 

  This column states why the 

question is asked  

This column seeks to relate the data 

question to the research question and its 

relevance to knowing Jesus as a 

transformative figure  

How might the question 

relate to present Christian 

life/action/challenges 

 

1.  According to the Gospels, when Jesus was 

baptized a key feature of the event was:  

a) the presence of Jesus’ disciples  

b) Jesus’ affirmation of faith in God   

c) a voice from heaven. 

d) don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

key event in the Gospel and in 

Jesus’ life and bearing on his 

identity 

 

The baptism is a key event in Jesus life 

and marks the beginning of his ministry. 

The imagery of the baptism incorporates 

the direct presence of God which is 

important for understanding Jesus identity 

and relationship with God. 

Provides image of God’s 

presence and manifestation 

in Jesus life and potentially 

in our spiritual lives 

 

2.  How long did Jesus spend fasting in the 

wilderness? 

a) 20 days 

b) 30 days   

c) 40 days 

d) don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

key numerical figure having 

symbolic and OT significance. 

 

Knowing Jesus spent 40 days in the desert 

is important in potentially making links to 

the Old Testament, in particular the 40 

years in the wilderness. The other 84 

occurrences in the NIV OT indicate that 40 

has symbolic and non-literal significance. 

Validates fasting as a 

Christian practice. Provides 

a picture of endurance and 

perseverance based on 

human knowledge of hunger 

 

3.  A story of Jesus’ birth appears in the 

Gospels of: 

a) Matthew and Mark. 

b) Mark and Luke. 

c) Matthew and Luke. 

d) don’t know. 

Q is asked to test respondent’s 

ability to discriminate between 

details within the Gospels. 

 

Knowing that the birth account occurs in 

Matthew and Luke indicates knowledge of 

key differences between Gospels and the 

stories they tell of Jesus. 

Provides awareness that 

there are different versions 

of the Jesus story with 

different details. 

Appreciation of different 

ways of understanding and 

living the Christian life 
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Relevance to change/transformation Present Christian Life Notes 

4.  Jesus said that when you pray you should:  

a) pray for a long time.  

b) not heap up empty phrases.   

c) pray with other people. 

d) don’t know. 

 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

Jesus teaching. 

 

To know what Jesus taught is essential to a 

possible transformative relationship with 

Jesus. 

Validates and 

qualifies/instructs in prime 

Christian activity of prayer 

 

5.  Jesus said about those who are your 

enemies to:  

a) avoid them.  

b) to love them. 

c) to defend yourself against them. 

d) don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

Jesus’ teaching. 

 

To know what Jesus taught is essential to a 

possible transformative relationship with 

Jesus in which Jesus’ teaching is put into 

action.  

Conflict and dealing with 

people with different 

opinions and ideas is daily 

activity which all Christians 

undertake and for which the 

response of taking a loving 

stance is central to living the 

Christian life 

 

6.  When Jesus warned his disciples against 

false prophets, he said the false prophets 

would be known by:  

a) their attitude to Jesus.  

b) their appearance.   

c) the outcomes of their actions. 

d) don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

Jesus’ teaching. 

 

To know what Jesus taught is essential to a 

possible transformative relationship with 

Jesus. 

Christians are exposed to 

many different opinions and 

many different versions of 

what Jesus taught and what 

is consistent with Jesus 

teaching. It is important to 

know that discrimination is 

required on the basis of the 

actual results of what is 

claimed. 
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Relevance to change/transformation Present Christian Life Notes 

7.  When Jesus healed the paralytic in Mark 

Chapter 2 he said that he did it to show: 

a)   that he could overcome disease.  

b) that he was not afraid of the 

Pharisees  

c)  that he had power to forgive sins. 

d)  don’t know. 

 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

details of a well-known 

healing event and the teaching 

that Jesus attached to the 

event. 

 

 

To know that Jesus offered important 

teaching with healing events and that the 

reader is challenged to respond to what 

Jesus says as well as how he acts.  

It is important to be open to 

and hear Jesus’ word 

through the challenges of 

adversity and suffering in 

daily life and that 

forgiveness of sins is 

important for physical well-

being as well as spiritual 

wholeness. 

 

8.  Which of these was one of Jesus’ twelve 

disciples?  

a) Matthew 

b) Luke   

c) Mark 

d) Don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

and discrimination between 

prominent NT people and their 

roles. 

 

Knowing key figures and the roles they 

fulfil is often important to understanding 

the background and flow of the Gospel 

story and Jesus’ actions.  

  

9.  In the last chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, 

after his resurrection Jesus instructed his 

disciples:  

a) to convert the Gentiles.  

b) to bring back the lost sheep of 

Israel.  

c) to make disciples of all nations. 

d) don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

a key mission instruction 

given by Jesus to the disciples. 

 

This instruction is a key discipleship action 

imperative and is an essential component 

of a transformative relationship with Jesus.  

Contemporary Christian 

discipleship is hall marked 

by willingness to speak forth 

the gospel whether in word 

and/or deed and thus to 

make disciples. 
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Relevance to change/transformation Present Christian Life Notes 

10.  When Jesus had calmed the waves he 

said to those on the boat with him:  

a) do not be anxious, you are safe 

with me.  

b) why are you afraid, have you 

no faith?   

c) don’t you trust me to keep you 

safe? 

d) don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

a well-known miraculous 

event and the meaning Jesus 

attached to it.  

 

To know the story is not about personal 

safety but faith which indicates that trust 

which is foundational to a transformative 

relationship with Jesus.  

Provides clear example of 

the power of and need for 

faith when faced by 

adversity in daily life. 

 

11.  Which title is Jesus NOT called in the 

New Testament?  

a) Son of Man  

b) Son of Mary   

c) Messiah 

d) Don’t know. 

Q is asked to test 

discrimination between 

different titles that Jesus is 

called. 

 

Titles are central indicators to both Jesus’ 

identity and role and contribute to a basic 

knowledge of who Jesus is.  

People attach all sorts of 

names and descriptions to 

Jesus and it is important that 

a Christian can distinguish 

between them and whether 

they are true or otherwise. 

 

12.  At the transfiguration, the two other 

figures who appeared with Jesus 

were:   

a) Moses and Elijah. 

b) Joshua and Elijah.   

c) Moses and Isaiah. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

an event which is read in the 

lectionary cycle every year 

and places Jesus in 

relationship with key people 

with important stories in the 

OT.  

 

To know that Jesus stands in continuity 

with Moses and Elijah is central to 

understanding Jesus place and role in 

salvation history. Jesus’ role and 

importance as the one who completes and 

fulfils the story as God’s final word makes 

him the key to God-centred personal 

change and transformation.  

To know that Jesus is the 

‘grand-finale’ of the 

salvation story is reassuring 

and confidence building to 

the contemporary disciple 
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d) don’t know. 

Q No Question Why the question is asked Relevance to change/transformation Present Christian Life Notes 

13.  When Jesus instructed his disciples 

about settling conflict with a brother 

or sister he said the first thing to do 

was to:   

a) take one or two others along 

and discuss the problem.  

b) tell the elders of the church 

about it so that they could 

help.   

c) take it up with the other person 

by oneself. 

d) don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

Jesus’ teaching. 

 

To know what Jesus taught about relating 

in a loving way to community or family 

members is essential to a possible 

transformative relationship with Jesus.  

Conflict within 

contemporary communities 

of faith is all too common, 

and knowledge of the steps 

to settle conflict is essential 

to sound Christian 

settlement of disputes, 

personality conflicts and 

sectarianism. 

 

14.  In John 4 what did Jesus offer the 

Samaritan woman?   

a) Healing.  

b) Living water.   

c) The bread of life. 

d) Don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

a key narrative and theological 

event which is a central 

disclosure of Jesus’ identity by 

the author. 

To know that Jesus is the living water is by 

way of metaphor relating human life to the 

need for water to understanding that it is 

Jesus who sustains and transforms our 

spiritual life.  

To know that Jesus is one 

who offers that which gives 

‘life’ and invites rather than 

coerces and manipulates is 

important for contemporary 

discipleship. 

 

15.  What is the question that prompts 

Jesus to tell the parable of the Good 

Samaritan?  

a) Who can be saved? 

b) Is it right to care for my 

enemy? 

c) Who is my neighbour? 

d) Don’t know 

Q is asked to test knowledge 

not of the content of the 

parable of the Good Samaritan 

but the meaning of the story. 

To understand the parable of the Good 

Samaritan as a story about the identity of 

neighbour rather than as a story about 

deliverance from adversity or about 

enemies is to open up the story as a 

transformative resource.  

The core Christian 

commitment to loving the 

neighbour requires 

knowledge of who the 

neighbour actually is or 

isn’t. 
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Relevance to change/transformation Present Christian Life Notes 

16.  Jesus is called “Christ” in the 

Gospels. This term means: 

   

a) exalted teacher. 

b) anointed one. 

c) beloved by God. 

d) Don’t know. 

Q is asked to test whether the 

basic meaning of the title is 

known and thus can point to an 

understanding of Jesus 

relationship to God rather than 

as a description of human 

regard for or assessment of 

Jesus. 

Titles are central indicators to both Jesus’ 

identity and role and a basic knowledge 

and understanding of them are important in 

building a relationship picture of Jesus’ 

which is capable of leading to 

transformation.  

To know what it means to 

say that Jesus is the ‘Christ’ 

rather than understanding 

Christ as a surname is 

important in being able to 

clarify Jesus’ status and role. 

 

17.  Which of the following is NOT one of 

the "I am" sayings spoken by Jesus in 

the Gospel according to John?   

a) “I am the resurrection and 

the life” 

b) “I am the suffering servant” 

c) “I am the true vine” 

d)    Don’t know 

 

Q is asked to test whether two 

well known ‘I am’ sayings are 

recognized and/or a plausible 

alternative which is not an ‘I 

am’ saying can be 

discriminated. 

Knowing what the foundation documents 

say as to who Jesus claims to be and 

doesn’t claim to be is important in shaping 

a truth based transformative relationship. 

The early church used the image of the 

suffering servant to describe Jesus but he 

himself did not.  

It is important for the 

contemporary disciple to 

understand the difference 

between how Jesus 

described himself and how 

other people might describe 

or have described him. 

 

18.  According to Luke, at which moment 

did the disciples who journeyed to 

Emmaus recognize Jesus?  

a) When he broke bread and 

gave it to them 

b) When he gave them the 

Holy Spirit 

c) When he opened the 

Scriptures to them 

d) Don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

a key moment in a key story 

about Jesus. 

To know that, at least in one account, Jesus 

was recognized by the earliest disciples not 

in speech or giving of the Spirit but in 

breaking of the bread is potentially 

transformative in opening up the image of 

broken bread (shared meal) as a key 

activity for relationship with Jesus.  

From earliest times Jesus has 

been present in the 

(sacramental) sharing of 

food, and that any sharing of 

food by Christians is 

potentially an occasion when 

Jesus is present in a 

transformational way. 
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Relevance to change/transformation Present Christian Life Notes 

19.  When asked which commandment is 

greatest, Jesus answered, “You shall 

love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with 

all your mind.” What did he say was 

the second commandment?   

a) “You shall have no other 

gods before me.” 

b) “You shall love your 

neighbour as yourself.” 

c) “You shall not make for 

yourself a graven image.” 

d) Don’t know. 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

fundamental statement by 

Jesus of his understanding of 

what God required from 

people. 

To not know the second great 

commandment and that Jesus stated it is to 

not know a fact which is central to Jesus 

understanding and teaching and which 

would seriously prejudice the possibility of 

a transformative relationship.  

A basis of any discipleship 

activity in any situation is 

knowledge of the need to 

love the neighbour as the 

self. 

 

20.  According to Luke 4, in the Nazareth 

synagogue Jesus read which of the 

following from the book of Isaiah?   

a)  “All we like sheep have 

gone astray.” 

b) “The Lord called me, before 

I was born, while I was in 

my mother’s womb he 

named me.” 

c) “The Spirit of the Lord is 

upon me.” 

d) Don’t know. 

 

Q is asked to test knowledge of 

one key self-disclosure of 

Jesus identity. 

To understand that Jesus believed himself 

to be specially related to and empowered 

by God is to open the possibility for Jesus 

to be seen as a figure or person who can 

bring God legitimated change or 

transformation.  

To understand that Jesus 

claimed God’s patronage 

directly encourages the 

modern follower to also 

claim God’s attention and 

favour. 
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Q No Question Why the question is asked Relevance to change/transformation Present Christian Life 
Note

s 

21.  "I was hungry and you gave me food, I was 

thirsty and you gave me something to 

drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed 

me, I was naked and you gave me 

clothing..." is found in the parable 

concerning:  

a) the sheep and the goats. 

b) the prodigal son.  

c) the rich man and Lazarus. 

d) Don’t know. 

Q is asked to test whether this 

key statement encouraging 

action uttered by Jesus can be 

associated with the parable to 

which it is attached. 

To know the correct context for this saying 

(and that it doesn’t refer to either Lazarus 

or the hungry son) shows that it is 

available as a teaching which might bring 

about transformation in the way one acts in 

respect of the hungry, thirsty, naked.  

Jesus bids us to action now 

and always, and specifically 

in relation to all who do not 

have the essentials of human 

life and dignity. 

 

22.  In John’s gospel after the empty tomb is 

discovered, who is the person who says, ‘I 

have seen the Lord’? 

a) Peter 

b) Mary Magdalene 

c) Jesus’ mother Mary 

d) Don’t know 

Q is asked to test whether it is 

recognized that it was a 

woman to whom Jesus is 

recorded as first revealing 

himself after the resurrection. 

To k now that a woman was both present 

at this critical moment and that a woman 

was privileged to first communicate with 

the risen Lord might be seen as 

transformative knowledge in what is still a 

largely male-centred world.  

Calls the contemporary 

Christian to accept and 

respond to equality for all of 

God’s human creatures. 
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APPENDIX 5 – EXPLANATION, CODING AND RESULTS OF SECTION 4 OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE  

The data questions in this section are designed to provide information and insight into Research Question 2: How do Adelaide lay people understand and 

comprehend Jesus and the gospels? In particular:  

• whether they interpret language as figurative or literal, metaphorical or historical, and  

• whether their interpretive framework inclines more towards a traditional framework or to more modern interpretive understandings such as 

the 'emerging paradigm' articulated by Borg and others. 

This document lists the questions in section 4 of the questionnaire and for each question: 

• explains what each question seeks to find out. 

• explains what each choice offered for each question infers. 

• coding of each alternative offered for more or less traditional. 

Options also offered for each question include ‘other’ where the respondent may indicate an alternative understanding, and ‘don’t know’ where the 

respondent can indicate ignorance. 

• ‘other’ potentially guards against restricting interpretation to my particular ideas and may be assessed as:  

o a completely different understanding in which case it would need to be dealt with independently 

o a conflation of two of the alternatives offered where respondent is not satisfied with either by itself but with an understanding of two taken 

together either in whole or parts, in which case the response given might be able to be allocated to one or other of the alternatives involved. 

• ‘don’t know’ might mean the respondent  

o genuinely doesn’t know whether any of the answers are suitable. 

o does not wish to choose an alternative: in effect, rejects the question as applicable to them.
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Q No Question Why question is asked Initial inference of response to each alternative offered  
Responses rated for more 

traditional or less traditional  

  
What basic item of 

information is being 

discerned 

This column seeks to offer a basic inference (but not the only or 

necessarily correct one) for the answer to each of a), b) and c) in the 

question.  

More 

traditional-1 

Less 

traditional-3 

Participant 

scores for 

each 

alternative  

1.  As written documents concerned to 

portray the transformative power of 

Jesus I think that the Gospels are 

best understood as: 

a) recounting what people saw and 

heard, including the words and 

actions of Jesus. 

b) a mix of historical recall and the 

gospel writer’s interpretation of that 

recall. 

c) stories put together to help people 

understand the significance of Jesus 

but with less emphasis on historical 

accuracy.  

 

Q is asked to discern 

whether respondent 

views the content of the 

Gospel documents as 

primarily historical 

accounts or something 

other.  

 

a) Indicates a primarily historical/eyewitness account view of 

Gospel document, which may possibly indicate understanding of 

descriptions as historical and factual and lead to literal 

understanding of miracles. 

b) Indicates an understanding of basic historicity but that the 

accounts of various incidents may have been ordered and 

interpreted by the Gospel authors. May or may not indicate 

literal/factual understanding of miracles. 

c) Indicates an understanding which is not concerned with historical 

accuracy and factuality so much as painting a picture of Jesus for 

the readers to get to know.  

Further inference would be that whether or not miracles 

happened as described doesn’t matter but are stories told 

according to ancient story-telling conventions to convey an 

understanding of Jesus in a way which would be understood by 

the original readers. 

1 a) 1 

1 b) 2 

1 c) 3 

1 a) 56 

1 b) 39 

1 c) 25 

2.  The account of the virgin birth in 

Matthew’s Gospel is I think best 

understood as:  

a)  a story told to express the mystery 

of Jesus origins and powers. 

b)  a factual historical report that is 

meant to convey biological or 

scientific truth.  

c)  a non-factual story about Jesus told 

to help the reader understand Jesus’ 

relationship to God. 

Q is asked to discern 

whether respondent 

understands the Gospel 

account of the virgin 

birth as a literal historical 

truth or as something 

other. 

 

a) Understood as a mythical story (in the technical sense of a story 

told to convey meaning), which might indicate a non-

historical/biological mystery-based appreciation of the event. 

b) Understood as historical/biological story consistent with a 

literal/factual understanding of referents and events. 

a) Understood as a theological story using worldly images to convey 

a picture of Jesus relationship to God. 

2 a) 2 

2 b) 1 

2 c) 3 

2 a) 82 

2 b) 37 

2 c) 2 
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Q No Question Why question is asked Inference of response to each alternative offered  
Responses rated for more 

traditional or less traditional  

3.  I understand and read the Gospels as 

they portray the life and work of Jesus 

as:  

a) documents authored by people 

recording their experience and 

understanding of Jesus. 

b) documents authored by God using 

people to record what God wanted 

to be communicated. 

c) documents that are sacred because 

the Church declared them to be 

sacred. 

Q is asked to discern whether 

respondents view the content 

of the Gospel documents as 

divinely determined/ 

authorized or something other. 

 

a) Indicates documents considered as human productions with 

the limitations and shortcomings of any human document. 

Inspiration here is the inspiration given by the Holy Spirit to 

the writer to tell a significant or life-changing story in such 

a way that it might have the same impact/meaning for 

others. 

b) Indicates view that God is determining what the human 

author writes, which is correct and ultimately authoritative 

for that reason. Inspiration here is the guidance of the Holy 

Spirit independent of the convictions, intentions or 

shortcomings of the writer. 

c) Indicates that authorship whether by God or human is 

secondary to what makes the Gospels authoritative in the 

respondent’s life. 

3 a) 3 

3 b) 1 

3 c) 2 

3 a) 67 

3 b) 46 

3 c) 0 

4.  I think Jesus’ healings and exorcisms as 

they are told by the Gospel writers 

are best understood:    

a) as making sick, diseased and 

possessed people better so that they 

would lead happier lives.  

b) as demonstrating his supernatural 

power over disease, demons and 

evil spirits. 

c) as indicating the presence of God in 

the reversal of that which degrades 

and spoils human life. 

Q is asked to discern whether 

healings and exorcisms are 

interpreted as exclusively 

supernatural displays of power 

or something other. 

 

a) Indicates understanding of Jesus as someone who is 

concerned to make people well and perhaps nothing more. 

Jesus as a carer, albeit using seemingly supernatural powers. 

b) Indicates understanding of healings and exorcisms as 

exercise of Jesus supernatural powers and possibly as 

evidence/proof of Jesus metaphysical divinity. 

c) Indicates a theological understanding of Jesus as one who 

brings God’s transformation in salvation/redemption to 

those whose lives are blighted: understanding of the story as 

more than an account of a healing. 

4 a) 2 

4 b) 1 

4 c) 3 

4 a) 4 

4 b) 34 

4 c) 77 
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Q No Question Why question is asked Inference of a response to each alternative offered Responses rated for more 

or less traditional 

5.  According to Matthew (10.8), Jesus 

sends the twelve disciples out on a 

mission, charging them to heal the 

sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, 

cast out demons. I think that ‘raise the 

dead’ here means: 

a) to bring back to life those who 

they come across who have just 

died, like Jesus did with 

Lazarus. 

b) to bring life to those who are 

spiritually dead. 

c) to offer a spiritual vision of how 

life might be lived without 

fearing death 

 

Q is asked to discern whether 

respondents understand death as 

only applied to the body or as 

being used as a metaphor for 

other human dimensions of life. 

 

a) Indicates a literal understanding of the disciples bringing 

dead people/bodies back to bodily life. 

b) Indicates a figurative understanding based on life 

understood as spiritual life rather than physical life. 

c) Indicates an understanding of death as primarily 

something to be feared and which might need to be 

transformed. 

5 a) 1 

5 b) 2 

5 c) 3 

5 a) 23 

5 b) 0 

5 c) 95 

6.  Matthew, Mark and Luke all speak of 

the Kingdom of God. I understand 

the Kingdom primarily as:  

a) a place where God is King. 

b) a place where the faithful go after 

death.  

c) wherever God’s will is being 

done. 

 

Q is asked to discern whether 

the respondent understands the 

‘Kingdom of God’ as a 

geographical/spatial kingdom or 

other worldly place, or 

something other. 

 

a) Indicates an understanding of a geographical/spatial 

realm where God is literally King as in an earthly 

kingdom. 

b) Indicates an understanding of attaining the Kingdom on 

completion of life on earth, and may be as a reward for 

faithfulness etc. 

c) Indicates an understanding of the Kingdom as the doing 

of what God wants us to do regardless of 

where/when/how.  

6 a) 2 

6 b) 1 

6 c) 3  

6 a) 13 

6 b) 11 

6 c) 93  
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Q No Question Why question is asked Inference of response to each alternative offered  
Responses rated for more 

traditional or less traditional  

7.  The Gospels of Matthew, Luke and 

John all record that Jesus died and 

after three days he was seen alive. I 

think they meant:  

a) that Jesus was brought back to life 

in his earthly body. 

b) that Jesus was brought back to life 

but in a different way from his 

previous earthly body. 

c) that Jesus didn’t come back to life 

but his followers experienced him 

still being with them.  

 

Q is asked to discern whether 

the respondent understands the 

resurrection as a literal/factual 

coming back to life in their 

previous earthly body or 

something other. 

 

a) Indicates an understanding of the crucified and buried 

body as being miraculously revived. 

b) Indicates an understanding of Jesus being bodily alive but 

in a different ‘body’ than his crucified body albeit with an 

appearance the same as his crucified body! 

c) Indicates an understanding of ‘being seen alive’ as being 

a strength of ongoing presence best characterized as 

‘being seen alive’, much as is reported by human subjects 

who report ‘seeing’ a loved one who is deceased. 

7 a) 1 

7 b) 2 

7 c) 3  

7 a) 29 

7 b) 75 

7 c) 11  

8.  All the Gospel writers refer to ‘eternal 

life’. I understand this as primarily 

meaning: 

a) everlasting life – living with 

God forever in heaven after our 

earthly life.  

b) spiritual communion with God 

whether in this life or beyond. 

c) the fullness of life in this life 

here on earth. 

 

Q is asked to discern whether 

respondents understand the 

central Gospel idea of eternal 

life as a temporal idea 

associated with ‘everlasting life’ 

or as about spiritual 

communion/life with God 

regardless of extension in time. 

 

a) Indicates an understanding of eternal life as life beyond 

our earthly life and everlasting in the sense of having no 

end in time as we understand time. 

b) Indicates an understanding of eternal as primarily a full 

relationship with God regardless of time or state. 

c) Indicates an understanding of life lived in the flesh on 

earth in full communion and harmony with God with no 

reference to an afterlife. 

8 a) 1 

8 b) 2 

8 c) 3 

8 a) 50 

8 b) 63 

8 c) 6 
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Q No Question Why question is asked Inference of response to each alternative offered  
Responses rated for more 

traditional or less traditional  

9.  In Matthew, Mark and Luke Jesus 

says that whoever wants to be a 

follower must take up or carry their 

cross. For me this means: 

a) that to follow Jesus I need to be 

ready to make major sacrifices 

such as in my career and wealth. 

b) that to follow Jesus I need to put 

the needs of others before my 

own needs. 

c) that I need to be ready to endure 

rejection and suffering, even 

death, on account of following 

Jesus. 

 

Q is asked to discern whether 

respondents see following Jesus 

in terms of sacrifice, other 

centred caring or personal 

suffering. 

 

a) Indicates ‘carrying cross’ means primarily personal 

sacrifice of worldly ambitions to presumably be like 

Jesus. 

b) Indicated ‘carrying cross’ means primarily to look out and 

care for others in their suffering, setbacks and 

deficiencies. 

c) Indicates ‘carrying cross’ means primarily being willing 

to suffer and even face death if required in being faithful 

to Jesus and what we believe he wants from us. 

9 a) 1 

9 b) 2 

9 c) 3 

9 a) 15 

9 b) 35 

9 c) 42 
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APPENDIX 6 – DETAILED RESPONSES TO MEANING AND 

LANGUAGE DATA (MLD) QUESTIONS 

The following nine dot points are a record of the responses, including individual 

responses, to the questions asked in Section 4 of the Quantitative questionnaire. 

• In the first question (MLD1) nearly half (44%) chose the traditional understanding of 

the Gospels as an eye-witness record of the actual events including the words of Jesus. 

Whilst this understanding is not interpreted as denying obviously figurative language 

such as that of the temptation narrative in Matthew’s Gospel, it does indicate an 

understanding of the general flow of events as historical and factual, including Jesus 

miraculous healings, the nature miracles and other activities. It is clear, however, that 

a slight majority see the Gospels as something other than an historical account in the 

traditional way. Whilst the degree of historicity attributed might vary, 54% see the 

Gospels as written documents as not just historical but as either interpreted versions 

of events or as stories told for the purpose of portraying or explaining the Jesus figure 

and event. This result suggests a laity open to other than traditional interpretation and 

willing to understand Jesus in a more subtle way. It might also suggest a laity more 

willing to explore complex and multiple levels of meaning. Further, I would suggest 

that this openness is a more potentially transformative way to understand Jesus, 

especially for those who find it more difficult to ‘believe the unbelievable’! The two 

‘other’ responses which could not be assigned to one of the three categories sought to 

add nuance: 

Combination of the above, and early church history/story telling 

designed to convey the significance of Jesus. 

• MLD2 was asked to discern the whether the Virgin birth story in Matthew’s Gospel 

was understood as a literal account offering biological or scientific truth, or something 

other. Responses provided the result that over half of the sample did not acknowledge 

the Gospel account of the Virgin birth as either non-factual or as an historical (factual) 

report. The word ‘mystery’ clearly offered a helpful alternative indicating a deeper 

understanding of the Virgin birth story than the traditional understanding of full 

historicity, but not forcing reduction to the realm of non-historical. A quarter of 

respondents understood the story as literal picture of reality and a little over 10% as a 

story to help the reader understand Jesus’ relationship with God. Seven of the thirteen 

‘other’ offerings were towards the factual understanding with some sort of 

qualification, e.g.: 
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A factual report that is meant to express the mystery of the Son 

of God’s incarnation; 

A factual historical report which expresses the mystery of Jesus’ 

origins and power, and 

I think the story is factual, but the primary truth is to demonstrate 

not biological fact but the nature of Jesus’ relationship to God. 

The result seems to recognize the Gospels both as more than simple historical accounts 

and Jesus as more than a miraculously produced figure, again allowing Jesus to be 

something more than a classic ‘divine man’ of ancient history. 

• MLD3 was designed to gain insight into how the respondents saw the Gospels as 

being divinely inspired. Both alternatives offered assumed the work of the Spirit, with 

a person-sided or a God-sided emphasis. Just under two thirds selected the person-

inspired-by-the-Spirit understanding of the Gospels as documents, and just over one 

third the God-controlling-by-the-Spirit understanding. Three of those who selected 

‘other’ were keen on a combination of the two answers. The majority reflect an 

understanding based on a normal understanding of human story telling rather than the 

more traditional understanding of God ‘dictating’ what was to be known.  

• A significant majority (61%) saw Jesus’ healings and exorcisms as concerned with 

Jesus mission rather than 29% who saw them as demonstrations of his supernatural 

power over disease, demons and evil and thus primarily contributing towards his 

identity. That is, more than twice as many wanted to interpret these actions as 

indicating something about God and God’s will for his human creatures as revealed 

in Jesus. Those who answered ‘other’ opted for a combination in one way or another 

with Jesus seen as bringing God’s transformative power and reality to those in need, 

e.g.: 

Both a demonstration of Christ’s power over disease and evil 

spirits as well as a foretaste of God’s future reversal of the impact 

of sin and evil in this world (i.e. both now and ‘not yet’.) 

• MLD5 was designed to test to what extent the general concept of resurrection could 

be understood figuratively. Not only does such understanding affect the fundamental 

question of how people perceive God to act in the world but also indicates whether 

the resurrection of Jesus might also be open to interpretation. Over three quarters of 

respondents indicated a spiritual understanding of resurrection in the context offered, 

which is seen as a genuinely transformative understanding of Jesus’ relevance to 

normal everyday human life in every age. Whilst it is difficult to allocate the physical 

resuscitation alternative to traditional belief, the 18% who opted for it clearly 
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understand resurrection only in a literal or physical sense. Those who selected ‘other’ 

mostly thought the answer required a combination of both physical and spiritual 

understanding, e.g.: 

relating to both spiritual and physical death 

We have to grasp that Jesus, speaking for His Father, means 

what he says! So (a) is the best choice here – even though 

there is no report that the disciples did raise the dead, (b) is 

vastly more applicable and can be seen by the twelve’s 

changing responses with time. 

• In response to MLD6, a vast majority saw the Kingdom of God as being wherever 

God’s will is being done, which may be a reflection of devotion based on the Lord’s 

Prayer (Your kingdom come, your will be done). In a traditional physical picture of 

God’s kingdom, however, the idea of a place is predominant and has been argued 

theologically and philosophically. Respondents were offered two ‘place’ alternatives 

but only 19% chose one or other of them. Few saw the Kingdom of God in a traditional 

light of a reward after death for a life well lived. For the three quarters who saw God’s 

Kingdom as being where God’s will is being done, the Gospels and their account of 

the Kingdom offer both incentive and transformative power/suggestion towards a 

Jesus centred life. Those who selected ‘other’ mostly sought to make the idea of the 

Kingdom as comprehensive as possible, e.g.: 

God’s people in God’s place under God’s rule 

God’s Kingdom includes earth, everything, as He is King over 

all and he reigns over all.  

• MLD7 asked respondents for their understanding of the resurrection of Jesus. They 

were offered three alternatives: the common popular traditional understanding of 

corporeal resuscitation in which the earthly body which has been crucified and buried 

is miraculously restored; the Pauline understanding of being raised a spiritual body; 

and a modern understanding of resurrection as denoting a subjective experience of 

presence which is so powerful and suggestive as to be termed ‘real’. Just less than a 

quarter opted for the raising of the earthly body of Jesus indicating a more traditional 

literal/historical reading of the resurrection accounts. Close to two thirds opted for the 

Pauline expression of the mystery which denies restoration of the earthly body but 

affirms a spiritual body. That is, a total of 70% opted for an understanding other than 

physical restoration. This number indicates a clear transformative (rather than 

preservative) understanding of resurrection however that might happen. 
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Of those who indicated ‘other’, the predominant response sought to retain the bodily 

aspect of resurrection but qualified to escape the earthly physical aspect, e.g.: 

Jesus was brought back to life in a physical, tangible body which 

looked like his former body, but it was a transformed (eternal) 

glorified physical body which will never die. 

Resurrected in a transformed earthly body.  

These responses seem to capture the essential dilemma of resurrection as expressed in 

the NT – a body which is physical but never dies! 

• One key Gospel idea is that of ‘eternal life’. A widely acknowledged traditional 

understanding of eternal life is as a temporal concept of life continuing indefinitely, 

commonly as a reward for a good life in our earthly existence. With 50 respondents 

(40%) affirming this view, the response to MLD 8 clearly indicates a significant 

continuing adherence to this traditional understanding and presumably the traditional 

Christian hope of life after death, however that might be understood. A majority of 

54%, however, see eternal life as something other than indefinite extension in time, 

with nearly half placing the emphasis on relationship (communion with God) as 

against temporality. Of those who answered ‘other’ the commonest response sought 

to not let go of the traditional but seeking to broaden the understanding of ‘eternal’, 

e.g.: 

It’s a life of eternal quality here and now that will stay with us 

during our transition to the next world, and continue unabated 

there and then. 

• One practical question every Christian must answer is ‘What does it mean to follow 

Jesus?’ or ‘How do I follow Jesus?’ MLD9 was asked to gain insight into different 

perspectives which might be viewed on this matter. Whilst a genuinely Gospel 

understanding of ‘taking up or carrying their cross’ is closely associated with the idea 

of enduring rejection and suffering as we seek to model and live Jesus message, many 

have traditionally interpreted following Jesus as giving up personal ambition or 

aspiration and putting others first and/or the self, last. MLD9 was asked to investigate 

the extent of this latter interpretation. Whilst following Jesus might be seen as often 

putting the needs of others before one’s own, or occasionally making a major 

sacrifice, only 40% saw these as more important than enduring rejection and 

suffering. This response has clear implications for discipleship in that the latter two 

classes of activity do not necessarily bear testimony to Jesus or the Christian life. It 

will be helpful to enquire further about the forty-eight respondees who did not indicate 

the suffering and rejection priority, and whether there might be some fear of rejection 

or abuse if they attempt to testify to Jesus.  



APPENDIX 7 

MASTER GRID OF ASSOCIATIONS - DD, PD AND INDICES

Indicator status Content of Questions PD1 PD2 PD3 PD4 PD5 PD6 PD7 PD8 PD9 PD10 PD11 GKI Teaching Index Identity Index Mission  MLD

Frequency of church 

attendance

style of church 

attended

congregational 

variation in last year

frequency of Gospel 

reading

Gospels experienced 

in company

Use of Gospel 

resources in last three 

years

Baptism age

Whether 

religion/prayer/bible 

reading/church was a 

part of upbringing

Use of electronic 

devices to engage 

with Gospels

Highest education 

level achieved

Theological/biblica

l studies 

undertaken

DD4
From my reading of the Gospels I am often aware 

of Jesus in my daily life

 chi .026 2x2. 

Trivial

 val chi .025  3x3 

no lin assoc
x

 val chi .000 5x3 

lin assoc 
x

 val chi .010 4x3 

lin assoc
x x

val chi .026 2x3 

no lin assoc
x linear assoc x

val chi .023 3x3 

lin assoc
x x x

DD5

When deciding how to vote in political elections I 

try to look at issues from a Gospel-cented 

perspective

x
val chi .010  3x3 

lin assoc
x

val chi .024 2x3 lin 

assoc

val chi .020  5x2 

lin assoc

val chi .001 4x3 lin 

assoc 
x x

val chi .024 4x2 

no lin assoc
x

val chi .020 3x3 

lin assoc

val chi .008 2x4 

lin assoc

val chi .003 3x3 

lin assoc

val chi 0.048 4x2 

lin assoc

val chi .004 4x2 

lin assoc
x

DD8
Before doing something important I often stop 

and reflect on the Gospels
x x x

val chi .000 5x2 lin 

asssoc 
lin assoc

val chi .000 4x3 lin 

assoc
x x x x

val chi .001 3x2 

lin assoc
x

val chi .049 3x3 

lin assoc
x

val chi .035 4x2 

no lin assoc

 val chi .014 2x2 

lin assoc

DD11
Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels is someone who 

shapes my character and attitudes
x x x

val chi .025 2x3 lin 

assoc
x

val chi .043   2x3 

lin assoc
linear assoc x x x

val chi .013 3x3 

lin assoc
x x x x x

DD13
I find reading the Gospels is really helpful when 

things are difficult for me

val chi.004 2x2 lin 

assoc

val chil .014 3x2 

lin assoc
x

val chil .000 5x2 

lin assoc
x

val chi .003 4x2 lin 

assoc
x x

val chi .023 2x2 

lin assoc
x x x linear assoc x

val chi .027 4x2 

no lin assoc
x

DD6
The Gospels don't seem to be relevant to my daily 

decision making
x x x x

val chi .005 5x2 no 

lin assoc

val chi .026 4x2 lin 

assoc
x x x x x

val chi .008 3x2 

lin assoc

val chi .017 3x3 

lin assoc

val chi .006 4x2 

lin assoc

val chi .022 4x2 

lin assoc
x

DD7
If I knew the Gospels more deeply I would be able 

to live the Jesus-centred life more faithfully
x x x

val chi .000 2x5, 

.002 3x3 lin assoc
x x x x x x x x

val chi .032 3x3 

lin assoc
x x x

DD10
I could be doing more to follow Jesus' teachings 

in the Gospels
x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x

DD14
Sometimes I wonder if the Gospels should be 

more prominent in my life
x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x

DD2
I try to speak with non-Christian friends about 

Jesus
x

val chi .002 3x3 lin 

assoc
x

val chi .001 5x2 

.001 lin assoc

val chi .001 5x2 lin 

assoc

val chi .000 4x3 

.001 2x5 3x3 lin 

assoc

x x
val chi .022 4x3 

lin assoc
x

val chi .047 2x2 

lin assoc
x x x x x

DD12

When I talk with friends about big issues like 

regugees and asylum seekers I cousnciouly seek 

to do so from a Gospel-centred perspective

val chi .015 2x2 lin 

assoc
x x x

valchi .000 5x2 lin 

assoc

val chi .011 4x3 

.031 2x5 lin assoc
x x x x x

val chi .002 4x2 

lin assoc

val chi .021 3x3 

lin assoc

valchi .040 4x2 

lin assoc

val chi .007 4x2 

lin assoc
x

DD9
On reflection I do think I could be more active in 

speaking to others about Jesus.
x

val chi .003 3x3 lin 

assoc
x

val chi .003 5x2 

.00 2x5 l002 3x3 

lin assoc

x
val chil .003 4x2 

.001 2x5 lin assoc
x x

val chi .025 2x3 

no lin assoc
x x x

val chi .001 3x3 

lin assoc
x x

val chi .005 3x2 

lin assoc

DD15

If I knew more about the Gospels I would feel 

more confident sharing the story of Jesus with 

others

x
val chi .031 3x2 no 

lin assoc
x

val chi .030 2x2 lin 

assoc
x x x x x x x

val chi .015 3x3 

no lin assoc
x x x

val chi .019 2x3 

lin assoc

DD17
Sometimes I ignore opportunities to speak about 

the Gospels to others
x x x x x x x x x x x x

x

val chi .042 4x2 

no lin assoc
x x

GEI
Gospel 

Engagement Index

Index comprising DD1, 4, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14 

and 19
x x x

val chi .000 2x4 lin 

assoc
x

val chi .005 2x4 lin 

assoc
x x x x x x x x x x

GDI
Gospels and 

Discipleship Index

Index comprising DD2, 9, 12, 15, 16 and 

22
x x x

val chi .000 2x4 lin 

assoc
x

val chi .000 2x4 lin 

assoc
x x

val chil .009 2x4 

lin assoc
x x x x x x x

GLI
Gospels and Life 

Index

Index comprising DD3, 4, 6, 8, 11, 13, 20 

and 23
x

val chi .012 3x4 lin 

assoc
x

val chi .001 2x4 lin 

assoc
x

val chi .002 2x4 lin 

assoc
x x x x x x x x x x

GII
Gospels and Issues 

Index
Index comprising DD3, 5, 12 and 21 x x x x x x x x x x x

val chi .034 3x3 

lin assoc
x x x x

GKI
Gospel Knowledge 

Index
score on 22 Gospel knowledge questions x lin assoc

val chi .001 3x3 lin 

assoc
x

val chi .006 2x4 lin 

assoc
x val chi .020 2x4 x val chi .000 3x4

Identity Jesus Identity x x
val chi .003 2x3 

.007 2x4 lin assoc
x val chi .007 2x4 x x x

val chi .045 2x3 

lin assoc 

Teaching Jesus Teaching x x
val chi .012 3x3  

lin assoc
x val chil .049 3x3 x val chi .019 2x3 x val chi .000 3x3

Mission Jesus Mission x x
val chi .000 3x4 lin 

assoc
x val chi .004 2x4 x val chi .045 2x4 x x

MLD
Index based on nine questions scored for 

more or less traditional interpretation
x

val chi .000 3x2 lin 

assoc
x x x x x x x x x x x x x 0

These five data 

questions are the 

chosen indicators 

for personal 

transformation 

These four 

questions are the 

chosen indicators 

for possible lack of 

personal 

transformation 

and/or need for 

further awareness

These questions are 

the indicators for 

respondent's 

discipleship as 

agents of 

transformation 

These questions are 

chosen to 

investigate 

respondents' 

willingness to 

speak the Gospels

Indicators for respondent's personal transformation

Indicators for respondents as agents of transformation
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APPENDIX 8 – CHARTS OF SECTION 1 PROFILE DATA 
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