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Leigh Hatcher: Hello and welcome to the Brave Hearts Bold Minds podcast: Growing Fine Young Men. 
I’m Leigh Hatcher. Thanks for joining me as we explore how to build a boy, how to 
shape his character, who he truly is, to see him grow into the fine young man of 
tomorrow. Each week, we’re seeking to help parents of school-aged boys with very 
practical ideas of how to shape them for their own good and for the good of the world, 
so let’s ring the bell and meet our special guest for this week’s podcast. With me 
today is Professor John Stackhouse. John is an award-winning scholar and writer from 
Crandall University in Canada, who’s a visiting fellow at The Scots College, and his 
topic is ‘Boys Need Faith’. Professor, welcome. 

John Stackhouse: Good to be here. 

Leigh Hatcher: Great to meet you. We should probably begin with a bit of a clarifying question about 
faith. There are so many different concepts of faith, spirituality in our world today, 
even the faith that this chair holding me up is going to continue to hold me up through 
this interview. What do you mean by faith, John? 

John Stackhouse: Indeed. Faith is something that we actually exercise every day, whether we see 
ourselves to be religious or not. As I come into this studio and I sit on this chair, I 
didn’t do a full structural workup of the chair to make sure it could take my 
considerable weight. Instead, I look around the room and just plonk myself down. Now 
it seems that I have exercised faith with no particular knowledge, but in fact, as I come 
into the room, my brain is worrying away. I’m looking at the fact that there are other 
chairs in the room that seem to be in good repair. I see that you sit in the chair and 
you don’t seem to be troubled by it. I’m at The Scots College, so I’m pretty sure they 
can afford to keep their chairs up to code and so there’s lots of knowledge, actually, in 
the background that leads me to think, “You know, I can trust this chair without 
checking it out.” 

 The same thing is true in other respects, including relationships. We trust people to 
babysit our kids, which is a huge investment of trust, because we think we know 
enough about them to trust them to do it, so faith in this sense is simply going beyond 



  

what we think we know, taking a kind of gamble, a kind of risk, but a risk that we think 
is worth taking on the basis of the knowledge we have. 

Leigh Hatcher: It has to be reasonably well-founded, though. It can’t just be an assumption. 

John Stackhouse: Well, and that’s why we feel that people who respond to phishing scams on the 
internet, when they think that someone in Nigeria has $9 billion to give them, are not 
faithful, they’re foolish.  Because foolish people invest themselves, trust other people, 
on the basis of what we think are inadequate knowledge or inadequate facts, so faith 
to be justified, whether it’s faith in a chair or faith in an investment or faith in a 
person, always to be, I think, adult faith, and to be properly grounded faith needs to 
have an appropriate evidentiary basis, so to speak. There need to be enough truths 
there that justify the trust. 

Leigh Hatcher: When you talk about Christian faith, you’d recognise that in many parts of the world, 
especially in the West, there’s been a marked decline in the followers of that faith, so 
why does a boy need that faith today, John? Or does he? 

John Stackhouse: Well, boys are going to be exercising faith in lots of things and people as they grow up 
and enter the adult world. They’re going to have to trust the police. They’re going to 
have to trust the legal system. They’re going to have to trust the transit system to get 
them safely from one place to another. We exercise faith every day in all sorts of ways, 
so the question then is about religious faith. Do they need to actually trust God or 
some version of a supreme being? Well, it depends whether they actually have good 
reason to trust this God and whether their lives will be improved by putting their trust 
in God, otherwise they might as well go it alone. 

Leigh Hatcher: So they check it out? 

John Stackhouse: Well – 

Leigh Hatcher: As they check out many other things? 

John Stackhouse: Yes. I mean, one of the points I’ve tried to make at Scots is whether you are a Christian 
or not, Christianity is this giant fact on the human landscape. It is the most popular 
explanation for the world in the world. I mean, over two billion human beings think 
that Christianity describes the world truly and it’s the most popular explanation that’s 
ever been. There’s never been an explanation for the world as popular as Christianity, 
so it would be foolish to ignore Islam and to say it doesn’t really matter to me that a 
billion of my fellow human beings happen to see the world this way, even more foolish 
to ignore the cultural background of Australia, and to ignore the Christian faith that 
has shaped so many of the values and practices of Australians. So even if you’re not 
interested in getting to know God, it would be really kind of counterproductive to 
ignore Christianity and its claims. 



  

Leigh Hatcher: Is the choice to reject that, to believe in no God, be an atheist, is that an exercise of 
faith? 

John Stackhouse: Well, yes, it is because human beings are not supreme beings. We can only know 
things as far as we know them, and so for someone to say, “I am going to decide that 
there is no reason to think that there’s a God” — and there’s lots of good reason to 
think there isn’t —  is an exercise of trust in my own faculties and in the arguments I’ve 
been given, to come to this, a fairly radical conclusion, so you are putting your 
confidence ... Confide means with faith. You’re trusting that you are right about one of 
the most important things about which it’s important to be right, namely whether 
there is a God, and whether I owe God anything and whether he owes me anything. 

Leigh Hatcher: What do you say about that choice, that exercise of faith? 

John Stackhouse: I’m quite sympathetic to people who feel that there is no God, particularly if it is 
occasioned by times of suffering where God seems to have been absent or non-
existent, and so they feel that the best way to understand what’s happened to them or 
to a loved one is to say that there simply is no rescuer, there is no saviour. “I guess 
we’re all alone in the world.” I’m very sympathetic with that. I’m not very sympathetic 
with the Richard Dawkins bluster where he seems to think that the only intellectually 
defensible way of explaining the world is atheism. I just think that’s patently not true 
and I think it’s actually fairly stupid of a man who’s otherwise quite smart, so it 
definitely depends on the kind of atheist we are talking about. 

Leigh Hatcher: What is it that you say separates Christian faith from the range of other faiths and 
voices that we have in our world today, John? 

John Stackhouse: Well, the fundamental difference between Christianity and every other explanation of 
the world is right in its name: Christ. Christianity is the only religion or life philosophy 
that puts Jesus Christ in the middle. At least that’s what Christians are supposed to 
do. Other religions can say nice things about Jesus. Islam sees him as a major 
prophet. Other people can say he was a wise teacher, an exemplary moral person and 
so on. Christianity says, “No, no. Those things are true, but Jesus Christ is the 
definitive revelation of God. Not just a wise man pointing toward God, but actually God 
taking human form, showing us what God is like, showing us how human beings are 
supposed to react to God, and saving us from the implications of our wickedness and 
derangement that we can’t solve for ourselves.” So this package that is Jesus Christ is 
the central both idea and phenomenon and person at the heart of the Christian 
religion, which Christianity just becomes a kind of Semitic moralism or mysticism, so 
it’s about Jesus fundamentally and inescapably. 

Leigh Hatcher: In another one of our podcasts we speak about faith and truth. You actually say they 
are related. How’s that? 

John Stackhouse: Well, properly aimed faith is going to rest on a true understanding of things, so if I put 
my faith in God, and particularly the God of the Bible, the God of Jesus Christ, but it 



  

turns out that there is no such being and that the Christian religion is not telling the 
truth, I’m really misdirecting my life and wasting my life in a fundamental error. If 
instead, despite what I prefer, there really is such a God and that he really has taken 
the trouble to reveal himself in Jesus and the Bible, then it seems to me the only 
rational thing to do is to take my lumps, own up to the truth of that, and live 
appropriately in the light of it. 

Leigh Hatcher: What about when truth is betrayed? As much deservedly said, and there’s a lot of 
attention on the child sexual abuse scandal in the church around the world. What 
about when that faith is so monstrously betrayed? 

John Stackhouse: I think what’s hurt my Roman Catholic friends the most in these scandals has to do 
with the way that they see clergy as not just hired professionals who are good at 
pastoral care and preaching, church administration, the way Protestants tend to see 
pastors, but they really see priests and monks and nuns as exemplifying the church. 
That really is, in a sense, the church to them and so when a pastor, when a priest, 
when a monk or a religious person transgresses the moral law so terribly and behave 
so badly, they don’t just feel that individual has let them down, they feel the church 
has let them down and therefore Christianity has let them down. So I’ve noticed a 
marked difference in my country and in yours with the way Protestants react to 
scandal among clergy and the way my Catholic friends react, and for them, it’s much 
more traumatic. 

Leigh Hatcher: So what’s the answer to that? Where do we go with that if faith, Christian faith, is to 
remain credible? 

John Stackhouse: Well, I think it helps to realise that the Christian religion condemns this action. It 
would be a monstrous thing if Christianity actually said it was okay, so what a lot of 
people have done is they’ve recovered from these kinds of scandals, whether they 
were victims or friends of victims, is to come to the clear conclusion that these 
religious leaders have been hypocrites. They have in fact acted contrary to the way 
their religion told them to and so they separate the bad apples from the general 
orchard of goodness that Christianity is growing, and they realise that they can’t 
attribute the badness of the former to the goodness of the latter. That’s different than 
looking at a religion and realising that when you practise it properly, you will end up 
doing these sorts of things. If that’s the case, then Christianity needs to be avoided by 
everybody, but that obviously isn’t. 

Leigh Hatcher: Let’s return to the boy, the Scots boy and boys infinitely beyond Scots. Can we talk 
practically about what faith might look like in the life of that boy now as he’s being 
formed and into his future? 

John Stackhouse: Well, I think if we’re talking about Christian faith in particular, then I think we need to 
not only, at Scots, teach boys truths about the Christian religion, to teach boys the 
good grounds intellectually for believing the Christian view of things, but because 
Christian faith is not just a scent to a variety of propositions about the world, “Believe 



  

the following 25 things that Christianity says about the world,” but is fundamentally a 
relationship with the person of Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit, then there have to 
be experiences that the boys can have of getting to meet Jesus. That’s why introducing 
boys to the Christian faith involves chapel, involves worship, involves times of 
learning about prayer, and times of service in the community where the boys in 
different ways can experience what it’s like to live and work in the company of God 
rather than just believing correct things about God. 

Leigh Hatcher: Yes. It’s got to be real, though, and I think that’s perhaps been one of the challenges 
of chapel in schools like Scots, that you know, it’s chapel again as it’s been every 
week or sometimes every day for years and years and years, and it loses the sense of 
spark. 

John Stackhouse: Yes. It seems to me that if we are going to make the boys do something, it has to be 
worth their while, and chapel has to be interesting and worthwhile, just like every 
lesson and every coaching session and every musical rehearsal has to be worthwhile. 
If it’s not an opportunity to move ahead, you are sewing boredom and resistance in 
the boys, and that’s the challenge then that the chaplain has to meet, just like the 
teachers and coaches and conductors have to meet them. 

Leigh Hatcher: If it is the truth, it’ll have really significant implications for how he is shaped and how 
maybe he’ll go on to shape the world. 

John Stackhouse: Chapels should be a time not only of information but of inspiration. It should be a time 
when the boys feel better about Christianity, as well as learn something more about 
Christianity, and that’s my hope, is that the chapel program here will continue in its 
various modes to provide the boys opportunities to get to know Jesus and not just 
know more about Jesus. 

Leigh Hatcher: It’s probably worth recognising that you’re not going to make a perfect little boy. 
You’re not out to create little Scots’ angels or boy angels all over the place, are you? 

John Stackhouse: Well, there’s a sense in which we actually are trying to do that because Christianity is 
quite ambitious. Christianity has as its ultimate goal what we call in theology 
sanctification, becoming completely holy, becoming completely dedicated to God, 
having our appetites changed so that we long for, we hunger after goodness, and we 
no longer have any appetite for sin. What we also, however, know and the Bible 
reminds us is to be realistic about the timeframe for that and it’s a pretty long game. 

Leigh Hatcher: That’s right. Some people are telling people of Christian faith that they should form 
perhaps political alliances with people of faith, say, generically. Is that a good thing 
for our world? 

John Stackhouse: No, I don’t think it is and I’ve argued in print elsewhere that just because somebody 
believes in a supreme being, doesn’t mean he believes in a supreme being consonant 
with mind. The Old Testament is full of individuals and tribes that believed in various 



  

supreme beings and they’re pretty awful gods, and worship of them and life under 
their rule meant a lot of awful practices, so there’s nothing particularly good about 
being religious as opposed to being non-religious, and a lot of our fellow Australians 
or Canadians who don’t have any particular religious faith can be our political allies in 
certain issues just as much as our fellow Muslims or Jews might be our allies on 
others. 

Leigh Hatcher: Something that’s often said today about Christian faith, in particular, is that it should 
be a private matter and kept out of the public square, out of politics and other public 
affairs. What do you reckon? 

John Stackhouse: This is an old tradition that goes back in the West to probably the 17th century in 
reactions to a century or so of so-called religious wars. The way to keep Europeans 
from fighting each other, it was assumed is to make religion a private matter and let 
everybody ... well, what? Well, let everybody fight over land and money and power, 
which is the traditional things we fight over. As we’ve seen, religion taken out of 
official and public life, we’ve noticed that we still fight wars, and we still grab each 
other’s land and money and position, so it’s really not been a very effective or a very 
helpful crusade to evacuate public life of religion. Instead, what we need to do is to 
learn what are harmful religious or philosophical outlooks to try to teach each other 
about them and to avoid them, to restrain them as we need to, and to instead freely 
encourage people to come into public squares as truly who they are and to appreciate 
that I actually share quite a lot in common with certain Muslims or Jews or Buddhists, 
and we can make a common life together. 

Leigh Hatcher: And do it with respect no matter which side you’re on. 

John Stackhouse: The Christian faith would say that we owe each other respect as human beings 
because each of us is a creation of God and created in God’s image. At the same time, 
I don’t owe your ideas respect. If we’re doing maths together, and I and you both have 
to solve the sum of seven plus three, and I say it’s nine and you say it’s 10, we don’t 
have to respect each other’s answers. You actually do me a favour by saying, “Actually 
John, you’re wrong about that,” and I’m not supposed to take umbrage. I’m supposed 
to say, “Thank you for correcting me. I now see the world more truly,” so this is an 
important distinction which we’ve had blurred in our society. I am obliged to treat you 
with respect, but actually, if I respect you properly, I’m going to argue with you about 
things that matter. 

Leigh Hatcher: Again, let’s go practical. I’d love to know your wisdom to parents on how they should 
be shaping a boy in this regard. How interventionists are they going to be? How should 
they guide them? Should they let him find his own way? 

John Stackhouse: Well, I think that parents need to let their boys grow up to be properly functioning 
human beings, which means to be interdependent, which means to be exercising faith 
all the time. The idea of the rugged individual who can and should survive without 
anybody else is a kind of weird Crocodile Dundee out in the outback. It’s not the way 



  

we live. When you think of all of the people that I depend on every day to provide 
groceries, the people who truck it in from the farms, the people who keep the financial 
world going, I mean, I’m dependent on literally hundreds of thousands of people every 
day. So part of what we want to teach is putting your faith in people and institutions 
that are worthy of it, and learning what that looks like and where untruth is and where 
I shouldn’t put my trust. And in particular to think about the big questions of, “Is there 
a supreme being? Is there a way of life that’s articulated in philosophy of religion that 
is better than others?” Because if we want the best for our boys, we need to help them 
think about that too. 

Leigh Hatcher: You’re a great academic and communicator and thinker, but I’d like to conclude our 
absorbing conversation by asking you practically, what’s this meant for you and your 
life? Take yourself out of the academic world. How has it shaped John Stackhouse? 

John Stackhouse: In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve seemed to have a walking, talking relationship 
with God. That picture is a wonderful picture of living life as a human being in 
company with other human beings, in a friendly relationship with the planet, but also 
with the tremendous advantage of walking and talking with God. That’s what we’re 
meant to be. We function best when we don’t try to be all by ourselves, but we have 
the opportunity to keep asking God for help and for advice and for encouragement 
every moment of every day. I’m still trying to learn how not to forget God for hours at a 
time, and the more I practise remembering that God is always with me and always 
loves me, frankly, the better my life always is. 

Leigh Hatcher: How do you remember, in the crush of every day? The rush and crush. 

John Stackhouse: Well, I literally simply try to practise remembering, and frankly, some people, some 
friends I know, build in reminders into their iPhones and into their computers. They 
have little alarms going off saying, “Remember? You’re a Christian. Remember? God’s 
with you.” This is practising the presence of God and it’s one of the wonderful 
disciplines of the well-lived Christian life. 

Leigh Hatcher: You’d say it’s been good for you as a man, as a human? 

John Stackhouse: Absolutely. I mean, I think that’s what it means to live an appropriate human life. 

Leigh Hatcher: How has it been good for you? 

John Stackhouse: Because it gives me not only, I think, extra resources, I think God makes me smarter 
than I would otherwise be. I think he makes me kinder than I would otherwise be, 
more humble than I would otherwise be, and I think that it connects me with him and 
with other people so that when you and I have this conversation, it’s not just the two 
of us. God’s here, and it’s not just you and I talking to each other and talking to 
parents and others on the podcast. That God is there trying to help them do the good 
things they’re trying to do. Whether they believe in God or not, God believes in them 



  

and loves them, and he’s trying to help each of us be a properly functioning and loving 
human being. 

Leigh Hatcher: What a wonderful conversation, Professor John Stackhouse. Thank you so much 
indeed for joining us. 

John Stackhouse: Thank you. 

Leigh Hatcher: It’s been great. If you’d like more information about growing your boy into a fine young 
man, you can subscribe to receive really useful articles and news from The Scots 
College. It’s free and offered to every parent who wants the very best for their boy in 
their journey to manhood. In your internet search engine enter, “The Scots College 
enewsletter” to subscribe. I’m Leigh Hatcher. I hope you’ll join me again next week on 
the Brave Hearts Bold Minds podcast: Growing Fine Young Men. John, our time is up, 
but there’s one more duty. See that button there? 

John Stackhouse: Sure. 

Leigh Hatcher: That’s the bell, that’s The Scots College podcast bell. Will you please ring us out? 

	

  


