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INTRODUCTION: THE WRITTEN WORD


In 2019, the strange story of Israel Folau was a chunk of red meat thrown into the shark pool of Australia’s free-speech debate. One humble, fairly inarticulate football player’s social media posts about homosexuality and quotations from the Bible unlocked many Australians’ latent fears about their freedoms. Mainstream and social media seized this delectable clickbait, refreshing it, garnishing it, reheating and serving it again and again to an audience whose appetite never seemed satisfied.


Even after Folau settled his unfair dismissal case with his employer, Rugby Australia, at the end of 2019 and moved to the relative obscurity of southern France to play rugby league, his name remained an incitement to verbal violence, a one-word shortcut to outrage. Hints that he might return to play football in Australia, and his refusal to ‘take a knee’ to acknowledge the Black Lives Matter movement, hit the news in 2020, showing that even Perpignan was not too distant a hideaway for this human headline.


Folau’s case had become a Rorschach test for all sides in Australia’s so-called culture wars. For those in the LGBTQI community with personal experience of homophobia, Folau was guilty of vilifying already vulnerable individuals. For many religious people, the affair aggravated underlying insecurities about their freedom to practise their faith. For workers concerned about their employment, it was a question of whether bosses should be allowed to control their every utterance, inside and outside work hours. For some, the controversy came down to colonialism and race; for others, it showed the persistence of class inequalities. For a caravan of right-wing politicians, activists and opinion-shapers, the omnibus danger, overriding all others, was the threat to free speech. As Alan Jones told his radio listeners, ‘It has nothing to do with Israel, or rugby, or religion, homosexuals, or whatever. Where are we in this country on free speech?’ If self-styled gladiators had degraded politics into a form of sport, the Folau case transformed sport into a form of politics.


The weight of wordage and the cross-cutting of issues was unprecedented, and soon, allegiances got mixed up and the arguments buckled under their own incoherence. Nick O’Malley observed in the Sydney Morning Herald that the debate engendered ‘dormitories of strange bedfellows’. Nonbelievers found themselves defending religion, and progressives found themselves defending employers’ power over their employees. The atheist philosopher Peter Singer was uncomfortably aligned with right-wing religious conservatives; those who had attacked the hijab as an expression of minority religious belief were now arrayed behind Folau’s expressions of his minority religious belief. Pentecostal Christians – such as Hillsong’s leader Brian Houston, the religious mentor of Prime Minister Scott Morrison – spoke out strongly against Folau. The woke movement, which condemned Folau’s narrow religiosity and contributed to ‘cancelling’ him, was accused of behaving like an intolerant religion itself. Nick Cave described cancel culture as ‘the unhappiest religion in the world’; the editor of online journal spiked, Brendan O’Neill, likened enforcers of political correctness to ‘pointy-hatted priests’ who seek out ‘thought criminals and moral transgressors and [punish] them for their wicked beliefs’. If anyone had believed the culture wars involved two groups on either side of a clearly defined battle front, the Folau case put an end to that illusion.


Having been set in motion by a softly spoken Tongan Australian who had rarely raised his voice, the controversy unstoppered floods of shouting. Few seemed capable of expressing their opinions moderately. And yet, even though it had become a matter of almost weary acceptance that the default volume-setting for online public discourse was maximum – the world’s screamer-in-chief had set the example during four years in the White House – the unifying complaint of those doing the shouting was that they had been silenced.


The initial wave of the coronavirus crisis of 2020 put these culture wars into hibernation, even promising to consign them to irrelevance. Squabbles over identity were eclipsed by questions of life and death, and of economic survival. By the middle of the year, each sunrise brought uncertainty about how far the world would have changed by dusk. As if slapped in the face, Australians seemed to wake from the trivial concerns that had preoccupied them. Before COVID-19, the federal government’s proposed Religious Freedom Bills – its response to the introduction of same-sex marriage, its lightning rod for cultural debate – were top of the agenda for many thousands of Australians. Once the virus arrived, freedom of speech seemed to belong to a suddenly distant past.


This proved to be yet another illusion. As the populace made adjustments to the new order, so did its taste for tearing itself apart. Soapbox orators were, even as the virus was climbing towards its first peak, joining an early ripple of scepticism about how serious this contagion was. Was the cure going to be more damaging than the disease? Australian federal and state governments’ early success in controlling the spread by shutting down parts of the economy and policing citizens’ contact with each other became a stick to beat them with. Culture warriors re-emerged as if energised by a much-needed break. Once they had measured up COVID-19 to fit a familiar shape – a new virus as an aspect of the old conflicts – they rediscovered their voice.


By the winter of 2020, their bread-and-butter issues of race, sexuality, gender, class and religion were back on the agenda, now with added hostility, intensified by the prevailing anxieties brought on by the threat to health and the impending economic collapse. The outbreak of COVID-19 in Melbourne’s public housing was a trigger for some to resume their campaign against non-European immigration. The calls to wear face masks and observe hygiene protocols were framed as Big Brother assailing personal liberties, at the same time as other expressions of liberty, such as Black Lives Matter protests, were attacked for endangering public health. The patterns of incoherence and intolerance that had soared during the Folau affair reopened for business in a nation that had even less room for patience, tolerance or understanding than before. If Australians could not achieve consensus, or even civil disagreement, in the face of a deadly pandemic, what hope did we have? What happened in the twelve months from Folau to COVID-19 to set the conditions for this breakdown?





So much for the culture warriors who were disorientated by finding themselves on the same side as their usual foes. What about the rest of us, who felt uncomfortable about choosing either side – who felt uncomfortable about the prevailing compulsion to make a choice? It was impossible for many of us to observe the Folau case without feeling personally implicated, not because of the side we stood on, but because we sometimes found ourselves on all sides at once. One reason I found this story so illuminating was the ambivalence and contradictions it provoked within myself. I don’t believe it’s narcissistic to say that in order to make sense of these moments in our culture, we have to acknowledge the centrality of context – how we grasped events as they took place, and how our own experiences shaped the way we grasped them. If we are to be honest, we cannot avoid our own place in the story. Whether we knew about it or not, the Folau case had some bearing on all of our lives.


That said, my personal place is a Switzerland of white privilege. I had no skin in this game. Not homosexual, not a person of colour, not a religious believer, not deprived of my freedom to speak or be heard, I could be defined by not having experienced the suffering leading to the violent complaint on both sides of this case. Is the proper response of those disengaged from personal experience to stay silent? It’s a reasonable question, but then if neutrals stand aside, the stage is left only for the loudest voices. Should the moderate, the sceptic, the unconvinced, the neutral, simply let the fight happen elsewhere, as if the polite response to a scuffle in a pub, say, is to keep on drinking and let the brawlers tear down the walls?


Insofar as I was an observer, these were the questions that interested me. In a time when so many people are violently certain of their views, how should the uncertain react – do we have to join one of their teams, or is there a team for those of us who simply can’t make up our minds? What space is left for the calm consideration of one’s own ambivalence for those Australians who, like me, struggled to know exactly where we stood on the Folau case? What of those who found his sentiments intolerant, backward, devoid of human curiosity, and, even if unwittingly, cruel, yet were also uncomfortable with the scale of his punishment? When sports clubs routinely make excuses for and offer rehabilitation to rapists, wife beaters, thieves, drug cheats, drink drivers and sundry violent thugs, can it really be said that a religious fundamentalist could not be accommodated? Certainly Folau needed to be censured – but banished?


It seems to me, although I have no data to back this up, that the severity of Folau’s punishment didn’t sit comfortably with a great many Australians who felt alienated by the militant certainties of both sides of the culture wars. I sensed a broad unease among people who avoid the sewer of social media yet find themselves spattered by it. Indeed, I suspect it’s a majority condition – no matter what your political persuasion – to feel that you belong to a somewhat confused ‘sensible centre’. The nuances of each person’s idea of the ‘sensible centre’ might differ, but what we hold in common is feeling equally unrepresented by all of those loud voices who are so sure that they know the truth. It might once have been argued – in the 1930s, say – that the appeal of extremists lay in the simple solutions they offered to a frightened and passive centre. But I don’t believe that the extreme voices of the present are offering anyone anything, except perhaps a kind of spectator sport. For a way forward, the centre is still searching.


It’s no mystery why social media generates hate speech. Social media’s system of rewards – attention, followers, influence – discourages everything mild, subtle or complicated. What we don’t know is more interesting. Why have powerful institutions let themselves be so weirdly influenced by isolated and unhinged voices? When discourse spins towards the extremes like matter in a centrifuge, what future does this leave for the liberal institutions that have underpinned the West since the French and American revolutions? What happens to notions of consensus, which are thought to be fundamental to a functioning modern democracy? Does ‘cancel culture’ hold any answers beyond the satisfaction of a momentary bloodlust? I don’t claim to have the answers to all, or indeed any, of these questions, but I hope this book, through the prism of one football story, gives some understanding of how we got to where we are now.


Our greatest certainties are based on unexamined foundations. Why do we think what we think? Is what seems obvious to me obvious to others – or even reasonable, let alone true? How much of my so-called neutrality is the result of prejudice or blindness, based on a full-house of privilege by gender, sex, race, class? On the basis that the standard you walk past is the standard you accept, I’ve returned in some of these chapters to things I walked past myself – or at least didn’t properly see. It’s been a humbling experience, and perhaps a dose of humility and imaginative sympathy is this book’s final prescription.





Why a book? It’s a fair question, when at the heart of the Folau story is the problematic authority of one particular book, the Bible. Contemporary communication has been decentralised and democratised, effectively eroding the idea of a singular narrative. Books, whether eternal or seasonal, don’t move as fast as the daily eruptions on your screen and are prone to be declared obsolete, even dead, upon arrival.


Yet the written word has enjoyed a little-noticed rebirth in the age of social media, just as poetry was revived by rap. Anyone who has grown up since the invention of television has been told to expect the death of the written word, but with the Folau story we had the revival, the rejuvenation and the re-weaponising of words precisely because they had been written down. The footballer was quoting from what he believed to be the ultimate expression of the incontestable written word, and he felt that that alone protected him from consequences such as losing his job. A line of doctrine about homosexuality, something Folau might have spoken twenty times a day, took on a life of its own once he committed it to print.


In the social media storm that ensued, many words that might otherwise have been uttered blithely in a living room, over the phone or at a party, took up permanent residence in a place where they had time to foment a counteraction. Words: people kept seeing them, kept reading them, kept stewing on them, and kept writing responses to them. Thought bubbles and brain farts can do little harm if they last as long as the air they travel on, but once they harden into written words, their capacity to cause harm is magnified. Just when the world thought the written word was on its way out, the internet has brought it back with a vengeance.


This is a small book about a large subject. A comprehensive review or understanding of the free-speech debate requires more than a book; it needs a library. I bow to the impossibility of that task. My endeavour is not academic or necessarily logic-based, though I have tried to be faithful to credible sources and have attempted to pursue some threads of thought to their logical ends. This book is arranged (very) loosely along the fault lines opened by the Folau case – religion, sexuality, class, race, power, and the permeation of social media. It also outlines my one encounter with Folau and the narrative of his case. I have read books and articles, interviewed participants, surveyed social media, observed events, and drawn on personal experience. But in no way do I propose a grand thesis or a Big Answer; I am instead picking my way across a series of stepping stones to find words for why I feel what I feel.


Writing remains both threatening and, for that reason, threatened, which brings me to the title of this book, a line that the American novelist Toni Morrison wrote in her last published collection of essays before her death in 2019. Morrison was speaking from a place of certainty about aspects of her experience. Writers, she said, get into trouble. Writers are dangerous and therefore endangered. Even though I bring nothing of Morrison’s certainty to this story, the ambiguity of ideas and words is also a reason for endangerment. We could argue all day about that word ‘trouble’. And longer about ‘truth’. We could even argue over the meaning of ‘is’. No one word is ever fixed permanently, let alone an entire book, and yet once written, words take on a force as concrete as bullets. That is the beauty and the danger of books and writing.


One book that seemed very dangerous to me when I was young was Money and Class in America by Lewis H. Lapham, the long-time editor of Harper’s Magazine and founder of Lapham’s Quarterly. His starting point in the book was to try to resolve this paradox: ‘Never in the history of the world have so many people been so rich; never in the history of the world have so many of those same people felt themselves so poor.’ Lapham had an acquaintance who earned $250,000 a year (the book was written in 1988) but could not pay his bills; he claimed he could not afford to give dinner parties, and had to eat tinned food to survive. Lapham examined this man’s accounts and found his claim to be true – his only negotiable purchase, once all his fixed expenses such as home maintenance, education, clothing, loan interest, taxes, fees, and the like had been taken into account, was food. Entertainment was out of the question. That seemed a shocking truth, but one that explained so much of the self-destructive behaviour, on large scale and small, that I saw around me.


Money remains a source of the paradox of scarcity today – the wealthy still create havoc through believing they are poor – but in the three decades since Lapham’s book appeared, the World Wide Web and Apple and Amazon and Facebook and Google have emerged from science fiction to the hardest of facts, and we might now substitute another commodity for Lapham’s inquiry: the freedom to speak. Never in history have so many people been so free to express themselves; never have so many of those same people felt their freedom of expression so imperilled. At a time when anyone can blog, tweet, post, self-publish or simply email their way to prominence or infamy, or just get stuff off their chest, many feel intolerably deprived of those same freedoms. Is it that they just don’t want anyone else to argue back, like the wealthy plutocrat whose joy turned to violence because others became rich too? Is the renewed fever for freedom of speech really a nostalgic desire for freedom from contradiction? Is the problem not that we are forbidden from speaking, but that everyone else won’t just shut up and listen?


This paradoxical moment, brought into sharp focus by the Folau case, is as good as any to ask why, amid such verbal plenty, so many are feeling the pain of silence and scarcity.










1 ENTER, STAGE RIGHT



I have only once been in the same room as Israel Folau. By the time I was working in earnest on this book, Folau had taken flight to the south of France for a contract playing rugby league with the Catalans Dragons, the club that had become a last resort for footballers who were deemed to have disgraced themselves beyond redemption everywhere else on the sporting globe. The Dragons had signed up accused rapists, convicted wife-bashers, drug cheats, users and dealers, general ne’er-do-wells, failures, and even Todd Carney, the Australian rugby league serial offender famously photographed pretending to urinate into his own mouth. There was little reputational risk to the Dragons in giving safe harbour to a man kicked out of Australian sport for quoting from the Bible.


In the early days of Folau’s infamy, I had made a couple of attempts to contact him, but in the aftermath of his sacking by Rugby Australia it was clear that speaking to the public was an act he would perform on his own terms. His most cogent written explanation for his actions had been in a ghosted piece for PlayersVoice, a website of which Folau was one of the founding interests. Since his dismissal, he had given only one interview, to his adoptive culture-war parents, Alan Jones and Peta Credlin of Sky News. Not since 2015, when he walked the delicate tightrope between promotion and revelation by granting a profile to Tim Elliott of Good Weekend magazine, had Folau given anything like his full and frank self to an inquiring public. When it came to controlling his message, Folau preferred Twitter and Instagram.


But it’s also true that if I had been given the chance to interview him, I wouldn’t have been able to think what to ask of this man who never had much to say. In twenty-five years as a journalist, I had often witnessed the false thrill of the chase attached to exclusive access to famous people. The more famous, the sharper the thrill, the greater the potential for falsity. I remember a sportswriter friend, a first-rate journalist, who once got a quote from the incomparable Pelé. The subject was Australia’s chances in the FIFA World Cup in 2006. The front-page headline, with a photo of the Brazilian soccer legend, read EXCLUSIVE: PELE: AUSSIES HAVE SKILLS TO BEAT BRAZIL. A 600-word story followed, in which Pelé, ‘speaking exclusively’ to the paper, was quoted with a suspicious sparseness. Days later, television footage emerged of the actual ‘interview’ between my persistent friend and Pelé. The great man had come out of a meeting in some European city into a scrum of cameras and microphones, barging forward like a criminal after a bad day in court. Amid the flashes and shouts, an Australian accent piped up: ‘Pelé! Do you think Australia could beat Brazil in the World Cup?’ Pelé, who had been mumbling responses to any random question he could hear, replied, ‘Yeah, why not?’


Gold. There’s your exclusive.


Israel Folau, by the spring of 2019, had said all he had to say. Or rather, he had exhausted all he had to say and then incanted his way to a sum total of even less than he had started out saying. I read his contribution to PlayersVoice, watched his interview with Jones and Credlin, and even sat through videos of his sermons as an elder of the church his father had set up in Sydney, the Truth of Jesus Christ Church. I read his social media posts. I had become familiar with his quiet, polite answers to questions during his twelve-year career in three football codes. I shouldn’t have been surprised at the discovery of an empty eye at the centre of the storm. Remember, this was a man whose strongest defence against the trouble he had got himself into was to say that the offending words were not even his. Folau was asserting his right to free speech on the basis that he was not speaking in his own voice, rather quoting from a religious text that he was powerless not to echo. By his own account, only God was the source of speech; Folau was just a vessel.


So when Folau refused interviews, it didn’t seem a great loss. What do you get when an interviewer with nothing to ask sits down with a footballer who has nothing to say? Well, you have television. But aside from that, what do you really have? Not information, but commerce.


That one day we shared the same room was in October 2019, during the escalation of his legal battle with Rugby Australia. The occasion was the annual conference of the Australian Christian Lobby, and a stranger transaction I struggle to remember.





Folau was the conference bait, but the angler was the managing director of the ACL, Martyn Iles.


I settled into my comfortable seat in the International Convention Centre at Darling Harbour, having handed over twenty-eight dollars and a bundle of my personal data, and felt the stomach-deep hum in the audience around me as we waited for Folau to take the stage.


I knew why I was here, but why was everybody else?


Folau was here because Iles had helped him. Months earlier, when he launched a legal challenge to Rugby Australia’s decision to sack him, Folau had set up a GoFundMe page to cover his anticipated legal costs. It was an instant hit, attracting $350,000 in the first seventeen hours, mostly in small pledges. A further $200,000 flowed in over the next day. With a target of $3 million, the appeal included a statement that ‘there will be no obligations on Israel Folau to… apply the funds in any particular way’. In more than one respect, it was an appeal to his supporters’ faith.


It wasn’t long before GoFundMe found itself on the frontline of the culture wars. The crowdfunding site was criticised for its tacit ‘support’ for a man seen as an unapologetic homophobe. If there was already something a bit off in a wealthy sports star raising funds with no strings attached and with no specific earmark on how they would be spent, that wasn’t what got Folau’s appeal cancelled within twenty-four hours. It was that his cause violated GoFundMe’s policy of inclusion and anti-discrimination.


A white knight stepped forward. One day after GoFundMe removed the Folau campaign from its site, Martyn Iles committed $100,000 of the Australian Christian Lobby’s money to the footballer’s cause and announced it would help him launch a new fundraising platform. ‘There is an outpouring of support for Israel Folau from the Australian community, who see Israel’s case as their case. They feel the pinch of political correctness, and the erosion of their basic freedoms,’ Iles said. Folau’s fundraiser was giving ‘quiet Australians’ a voice, and the alternative fundraising site would ensure that this voice ‘continues to be heard, and Israel Folau continues to know that he is not alone’.


The response was stunning. Within forty-eight hours more than $2.2 million, again in small pledges from individuals and families, poured into the appeal. It was, literally, an embarrassment of riches. Iles paused the campaign in its third day, when Folau’s target had been easily reached. (A year later, even though just a fraction of the $2.2 million had apparently been spent on the fees incurred by a challenge that never proceeded to court, the surplus had not been returned to donors. Iles has stated that surplus funds will be returned, but that this will need to be completed after final legal costs are known.)


Following the miracle of the crowdfunding, Iles invited Folau to a jar-rattling dinner for the ACL in Melbourne, where he presented the footballer with a bound book containing 46,000 signatures from members of the public. Many of those people had previously donated to Folau’s GoFundMe campaign and simply shifted their gifts to the ACL site. The lobby had no policy against discrimination and exclusion. Iles stated on his Facebook page that the media conspiracy against Folau was ‘multi-platformed’, ‘synchronised’ and ‘carefully messaged’. Folau, in this reframed narrative, was not a perpetrator of discrimination but its victim. ACL, which had established a pattern of repurposing all conflict as the persecution of Christians, had little trouble turning the millionaire sportsman into a culture-wars martyr.


So that’s why the famous footballer, the head of the Australian Christian Lobby and I were here. How about the 1500 others in the hall? In the months since buying my ticket, I had received a steady stream of notifications and emails from Australia’s self-proclaimed ‘largest grassroots Christian movement’. For several weeks the ACL kept secret the location of the conference, saying it had reason to fear disruption and possibly violent attack. That was a little hard to believe when I saw people swarming happily into the lobby of Sydney’s most prominent conference venue. To nobody’s surprise there were no bomb-throwing antifa, no LGBTQI protesters brandishing rainbow flags on barbed tridents. Only the usual Saturday-morning tourists. The secret-squirrel preparations were just another part of the entertainment.


Maybe the razzle-dazzle was what they were here for. It’s tempting to highlight the Christian clichés in the crowd: the aged whiteness, the bad teeth, the hairstyles and fashions not seen for a few years (the male comb-over and the female marcel were persistent). But that would be unfair, not to mention inaccurate. This crowd contained a large number of people of colour and of all ages. A contingent of purposeful twenty-somethings bustled about with a clean and smiley look, lanyards bouncing on their chests.


The slogan of the conference was NOT ASHAMED. On our way in, we received NOT ASHAMED-branded show bags and lanyards declaring each of us a ‘Special Guest’. We had the opportunity to have a selfie taken in front of a sign made of silver balloons, so we could feature on the ACL’s Twitter and Instagram feeds showing how NOT ASHAMED we all were.


Inside, more entertainment: a three-piece band and a countdown on the big screen, ticking off the minutes and seconds to the start of the show, when we could finally celebrate our NOT ASHAMED-ness.


I pondered why the slogan had to be a slightly awkward negative phrase. Why not a single positive declaration of the antonym of ASHAMED? But then, we would have had to be PROUD, which clearly would not do.


What was everyone meant to be not ashamed of again? I looked through my show bag. Among the souvenirs was a slick 43-page conference program. A double-page spread on Israel Folau bristled with political intent and financial muscle. The words were stark: ‘$2.2M, 2 DAYS, 22,000 DONATIONS’. Another double-page was given to photographs of ACL rallies against the NSW Reproductive Health Care Reform Bill – the law that legalised abortion in the state – in Gunnedah, Macksville, Yass and Bathurst.


The ACL is not only Australia’s largest grassroots Christian movement; more importantly, as the program informed us, it is ‘the second largest political movement in Australia’. (The largest is GetUp!) The ACL claimed credit across two pages for ‘The Miracle Election’, the surprise return of the Morrison Coalition Government in May 2019. It leafleted 10,000 letterboxes in the seat of Bass, which the Coalition won by 281 votes; 65,000 letterboxes in Chisholm, won by a margin of 545; and 65,000 in Boothby, where the winning margin was 1524. The ACL had 400 volunteers working in each of the six states and made more than 18,000 phone calls during the campaign. Join the dots: Australia only has a Morrison Coalition Government because of this energised Christian base. The message to Morrison is not at all subtle: Don’t forget us, we got you where you are.


In the lead-up to the election, the ACL had quizzed the parties on five key issues:




	Keeping the Lord’s Prayer in parliament (a first-order issue for the movement, notwithstanding that there had been no serious push to abolish it);


	Opposing the legalisation of assisted dying (a State issue);


	Opposing the public funding of abortion (another State issue);


	Opposing radical gay sex and gender programs in schools (State issue); and


	Support for faith-based schools’ ability to uphold their values and ethos (State again).





The only federal issue was retaining the Lord’s Prayer in the Parliament. Australia, even in the sway of a long-term trend towards non-belief, remains in furious agreement on this point, with a Fairfax Ipsos poll in 2014 revealing that two in three Australians support the recitation of the prayer as well as the use of the Bible for the swearing of oaths.


But at least this program material clarified one thing. I was at a political rally, not a religious conference. And this brand of religious conservatism was not the fuddy-duddyish bolster for solid institutions, but a charged-up movement of radical opposition. As a player in the culture wars, the ACL is less focused on what it stands for than what it stands against; the theme of the day was protest.


Israel Folau was far from the most extreme cultural protester to take the stage. On the under-card was an elderly American preacher in a flamboyant, blue-and-white-striped seersucker suit, pale blue shirt, white collar and white tie named Peter Jones, who told us that the greatest threats to modern civilisation were yoga and Hinduism (for advocating Advaita or the ‘non-binary’), paganism in general, and Charles Darwin. Jones seemed to be many things – mainly cranky – but one thing he did not seem was ashamed. His showstopper was an attack on abortion. ‘The woman says, “It’s my body!”’ shouted Jones (who was not a woman). ‘It’s not your body, it’s another human being made in God’s image! The time to say “Not my body” was nine… months… earlier!’ This brought a deep roar of approval, cheering and applause from the audience.


One of the quaint features of a lot of modern, Pentecostal-influenced religious speech is that alongside a general disdain for elites, experts, science, universities and intellectuals, it loves to clothe itself in academic garb. Jones kept quoting Christian texts in the manner of a scholar at an academic conference, as if someone might be checking his sources. Another of the speakers, Stephen Chavura, a political science teacher at a Catholic tertiary school and the Lachlan Macquarie Institute – the ACL’s educational arm in Murrumbateman on the New South Wales south coast – also seemed to get lost in the thickets of academic cred. As Chavura excoriated atheism and sin, the evils of the pill and sexual permissiveness, the sexualisation of children, children of same-sex couples, and gender-fluid children, ‘who will ask their parents one day, “When I was confused, why did you put a scalpel in my hands?”’, he gave abstruse textual citations that could mean little to this audience except a subliminal message that this guy must be brainy. He concluded with a lengthy marketing pitch for his courses at the Lachlan Macquarie Institute. His key line was that Christianity ‘has gone from being at the centre of our culture to asking to be tolerated’.


This new auditorium, this slickly organised conference, was quite a setting in which to complain about being a hunted minority. It reminded me of Lewis H. Lapham’s New York friend starving on $250,000 a year. The feeling of deprivation here might have been genuine, but it required a certain blindness. If these free-speech warriors were a hunted minority, they were a minority at the top of the social order, like daggy disgruntled outsiders in a rich private school. Was it really change they wanted, or a suspension of change? Were they for overturning the social order, or only those parts of the order that threatened their own privilege? Counter-revolution tends to pose these uncomfortable questions when it has seized the language of revolution.


The day proved to be a curious hybrid of self-advertisement and victim parade. There was a session marketing the ACL’s legal arm, the Human Rights Law Alliance, which represents victims of religious persecution. Out came a university student who was ‘banned’ from campus for nothing more than telling a fellow student he would pray for her; a wedding photographer who became the subject of an Equal Opportunity Commission complaint when he told a lesbian couple he would not be the best person to photograph their big day; a Christian sexologist who was harassed in a Westfield shopping centre; and a public-school teacher who received conduct-breach notices for posting on his Facebook page his belief that gays would always be unhappy, whether they achieved marriage equality or not.


Understanding that I was at a political rally was the first step to figuring all this out. The ACL wants to turn religious people on politically, and turn political people on religiously. ‘Politics has become deeply theological,’ Peter Jones told us. Just a week before, Australia’s Pentecostal prime minister had tried to get his church pastor invited to a reception at the White House; I wondered if the ACL would be unhappy that that pastor, Hillsong’s Brian Houston, was not personally aligned with them on the Folau issue, or exultant at any evidence that Peter Jones’s prophecy was coming true?


The persecuted minority around me saw themselves as the silent majority, Morrison’s ‘quiet Australians’, coming together to share the love with their fellow victims and their shining leaders. It was a potent, sweet-and-sour combination of contradictions. Somehow the ACL had achieved influence in the highest reaches of power, saving Australia from Labor-Greens government, yet at the same time they were the bullied, the censored, the people who had no say. One speaker was Tanya Davies, a New South Wales MP for the Liberal Party, who had threatened to bring down her own premier if she didn’t make Christian-friendly amendments to a bill legalising abortion. A member of the ruling party yet somehow an oppressed outsider, Davies seemed relatively mild compared with Wendy Francis, the Queensland director of ACL and a specialist on ‘children’, who spoke of the corruption of children by ‘drag queen reading’ in schools and ‘gender fluidity ideology’. Apparently three-year-olds suffering from gender dysphoria were being encouraged by wicked teachers to contemplate transitioning without telling their parents. Francis concluded with warnings about the threat to all of us posed by trans athletes, and details of how ‘our kids are marinating in a pornified culture’.


I don’t know if it was intentional, but this onslaught of speakers served as a contrast for Martyn Iles and Israel Folau. They were the stars of the day, but then the day – was I the only one thinking this? – had been set up to show how strong and sensible these two great men were, especially Iles.


I leafed again through the program. There was no mistake: I might have come to hear Folau, but the footballer was only a prop for the charismatic young Christian leader. The program contained eleven photographs of Iles, known simply as Martyn. There was a double-page summarising his mainstream media appearances and an advertisement for his personal YouTube channel. Many pages contained simply a photograph of Martyn and a line of his wisdom. We had seen a short video showing the dashing leader in action – the creation and affirmation of celebrity. The women sitting beside me twittered with excitement at Martyn’s exploits. The ACL’s chief political officer, an experienced former Victorian government solicitor in his fifties named Dan Flynn, proclaimed of Iles, ‘It is my privilege to serve him.’ Tony McLellan, chairman emeritus of the ACL and a former gold-mining executive, declared, ‘God has raised a new man, an extraordinary man, as our new leader.’ It was McLellan’s ‘great honour’ to introduce Iles to the stage.


Phew. Who was this boy wonder (I wondered)? The ACL had been set up in 1995 by John Gagliardi, a Brisbane journalist and leader of a Pentecostal church. From 2000 to 2013 its leader was Jim Wallace, a retired Special Air Service officer who redirected the organisation from its Baptist and Pentecostal origins to a more overtly political focus. Wallace, who opposed the Australian army allowing women in combat roles, built his reputation as a defender of traditional marriage and a denouncer of homosexuality, which he claimed was more harmful than smoking. Wallace left the leadership of ACL to attempt to enter politics, and was succeeded by Lyle Shelton, who mentored Iles, a Queensland school-debating champion raised in a Christian Brethren church. As Shelton’s chief of staff, Iles helped set up the Human Rights Law Alliance. When Shelton left after five years, in 2018, to join Cory Bernardi’s short-lived Australian Conservatives political party, Iles was his natural successor. (Australia’s ‘second largest political movement’, while claiming credit for winning the election for Scott Morrison, wasn’t able to get its own man, Shelton, across the line. Soon after, Bernardi dissolved his party.)


Iles shot to prominence in the first half of 2019 using Israel Folau as his springboard, adopting the rugby player’s cause as a public expression of his overall strategy to turn ACL from an organisation in which the lobbying was done in Canberra by its own employees into a broader, American-style social movement that would recruit and train thousands of members of the public to propagate its message. There were contradictions that had to be overlooked. Folau’s church had some unusual notions, such as the necessity of being baptised in the swimming pool of one of Folau’s several houses, and its perception of the Trinitarian idea as something between Satan-worship and Mardi Gras (hence sending Roman Catholics, many Anglicans, and probably more than half the people in the audience at the ACL conference down the deeply rutted road to Hell). Folau’s church had little in common theologically even with his sponsors for the day; his relationship with the ACL was transactional. But he wasn’t the only one. My take on it was that Iles was getting a lot out of this relationship, while Folau was just getting the money for his case.


And now, here they came, the boy wonder and the champion/victim, emerging from the wings with smiles, a pair of thirty-year-old success stories, each confident that he was getting the better side of the deal. The crowd jumped to its feet to welcome the young leader in his dark trousers, tan boots, myrtle-green blazer and open-necked shirt. Folau, wearing a dark suit and white shirt, acknowledged the cheering in a momentary misapprehension that he was the star of the show. They sat in facing chairs, their postures contrasting. Folau perched forward awkwardly, legs manspreading. In a quiet mumble he thanked God and his generous donors in the crowd. Iles, meanwhile, stretched out like a cat having its tummy rubbed, legs extended, crossed at the ankles, a notebook open on his lap.


Iles began by warning people not to record the session, as ‘we have to be careful because there is a legal case going on’, a reference to Folau’s challenge to his dismissal by Rugby Australia, which at this point had become a Fair Work Commission dispute to be adjudicated by the Federal Circuit Court in Melbourne.


Notwithstanding his warning about sensitive legal matters, Iles launched in with his first question: ‘Did your contract stop you [from warning homosexuals on Instagram that they were bound for hell unless they repented before Jesus]?’


Folau replied, ‘I have never had a special social media clause in my contract.’ He added that his sacking ‘was a huge surprise to me personally. I never got a warning… I was surprised I was called into a meeting and told my contract would be terminated.’


This was the crux of it, the sacking that for six months had taken a mysterious hold on the passions of many Australians. The actual event, the thing that happened, took Folau less than a minute to narrate.


For a few moments Folau played entertainer. He confessed that the fracas was ‘my fault’, explaining that ‘Last year I felt… comfortable with how it was going so… I prayed to the Lord for a challenging situation.’ Amid laughter, he concluded, ‘What I want to say is be careful what you pray for!’


Iles then intervened to tell a story about himself. This soon became a theme of the Q&A: the Q dominated the A. What had to be obvious to more people than me was that Israel Folau had very, very little to say. He repeatedly fell back on Bible pabulum, explaining his actions with references to passages from Romans 8:28 and Matthew 6:33. Most of his answers consisted of platitudes such as ‘Every day I go to bed with a peaceful heart’; ‘It’s drawn me closer to God’; ‘God will look after you’; ‘The only opinion that worries me is God’s’; and ‘My confidence lies in God. He’s the one who’s created me from beginning to end.’ When Iles asked what he would like to see come out of this saga, Folau answered, ‘People not to be ashamed of the gospel… I hope people will be encouraged to stand up and say the truth and bring glory to God. I’m confident because God does not lie about His work.’ He spoke of how ‘following God brings suffering’. (At this point, one person in the auditorium was suffering.)


It became obvious, five or ten minutes into the Q&A, that Martyn Iles was suffering too. Faced by Folau’s content-free pap, Iles scrabbled desperately for new ways to ask the same question and maybe steer the footballer in a more interesting direction. Unable to restrain himself, he soon jumped into Folau’s answers to give them flashier, Iles-like endings.


‘Izzy Folau,’ he blurted, ‘is to be admired because he makes complicated things so simple… Israel is in a fiery trial because he did not bow to the gods of Babylon, and their names are L, G, B, T and Q!’


I remembered the description of Folau that I’d heard from a former member of the Truth of Jesus Christ Church as ‘Martyn’s coolest friend’, and saw that this was not quite the full story. Iles was thankful for Folau because of the attention he had brought the ACL. But perhaps his enthusiastic reverence for ‘Izzy’ was, like most shotgun marriages, doomed to be less than lifelong. Iles was likely to be playing a much longer, more ambitious and more complex game than Folau could ever be part of.


Their Q&A momentum was soon spent, and to polite applause rather than the energetic fanfare that had greeted him, Folau left.


That night, Folau’s former team took on England in the quarter-final of the Rugby World Cup in Japan, a campaign in which Folau would have been an essential member if he hadn’t lost his job. Instead, I learnt, he watched his wife, Maria Folau, née Tuta’ia, play netball. In Japan, his old team never looked like winning.





Israel Folau was the vacuum at the centre of his whirlwind, and on the day I went to see him, I ended up being swept along by the righteous anger of the Christians around me.


Following Folau’s departure, Iles delivered a Castro-length speech of fascinating bipolarity. After boasting of his power and influence over Prime Minister Morrison, he veered off on a rant against identity politics, self-absorption and narcissism. His references to Jesus gave his speech the trappings of a sermon, but no sooner was he sounding pious than he would throw in a salting of nastiness, mocking the person who is ‘six-foot seven with hairy hands’ declaring ‘“I am a woman.” Good luck finding heels that fit!’ (Gouts of mean laughter from the audience.) Iles called for ‘spiritually enriched weapons’ to engage in ‘a fight where spirit is at stake’. He related his great challenge in appearing earlier that year at the National Press Club in Canberra, ‘where every single one of them hates my guts’, but, he told us, he rose above it and was proud of himself for not taking his chance to ‘smash’ a woman at the event, ‘because I am the testament of Jesus Christ’.


The young leader thundered along like a US presidential candidate, feeding the vibrating crowd with a collection of slogans. Not all of them made sense to me, but that was hardly the point. ‘If you want to unleash the venom of people,’ he said, ‘mention climate change.’ I didn’t quite get why the ACL had to be anti climate-change science. I could see that they took their position on social issues from a Biblical standpoint; I just didn’t get the mockery of climate-change science. Were they anti-science? No doubt, but this hadn’t stopped the pseudo-academic Stephen Chavura from declaiming, ‘Medical studies around the world show Christianity is good for mental health.’ Science was worth listening to only when it backed up what you already wanted to believe. Though I would like to see those ‘medical studies around the world’ Chavura cited.


When he wasn’t impersonating a political leader, Iles fell back into the guise of apocalyptic televangelist. ‘My great concern,’ he continued, ‘is that as Christians we may be leaning with the broader culture.’ That is, growing complacent from positive thoughts about the future. ‘When I was a young man – hold on, I am still a young man! Let’s not get ahead of ourselves!’ Martyn Iles was indeed a young man, but there was something of the venomous old man in the way he crinkled his mouth to speak and completed each point with a smack of his lips. You could see a future for him in talkback radio.


I reclined in my comfortable chair, closed my eyes and drifted off. My school headmaster, Dr Ian Paterson, used to harangue our weekly assemblies with speeches like this, soaked with bitterness about the ‘modern world’ but valorised by the insertion of Bible references and unconvincing humility. Like Dr Paterson back in the 1970s and 1980s, Martyn Iles felt that his people were being persecuted by an unstoppable progressive menace.


There was something askew (as there had been in those school assemblies) about a long diatribe on the subject of being NOT ASHAMED from a person whose prime selling point was his supreme self-assurance. Martyn Iles didn’t appear to suffer from any more shame than my headmaster did (until Dr Paterson’s actions eventually forced shame upon him, the peculiar ramifications of which I will cover in a later chapter).


There was in the auditorium a buzz of anger whenever the names of the enemies were spoken, but the overall effect was a lulling, sanctimonious bath. In Iles, his fellow speakers and his audience, there was a profound certainty that they were better than the rest of us. To be superior is the last thing I imagine they would admit to – Iles is one of those guys with a quick answer for everything, including the charge of having a quick answer for everything – but self-righteousness was their balm against so many evils in the world.


Iles finished with the uplifting story of ‘Jeremy’, who, with the ACL’s help, detransitioned after seventeen years as a woman, converting to Christianity at the same time. It had been seventy minutes of word-perfect oration from the leader and it was now late on a Saturday afternoon. The final applause was groggy, the standing ovation lackadaisical, not because the crowd had stopped loving Iles, but because he had worn them out.
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