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Freedom of Religion and Belief in the 21st Century
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During his visit to Sydney in July 2008, Pope Benedict XVI praised Australia as ‘a nation that holds freedom of religion in high regard.’
  Likewise in this submission, it is our intention to affirm the existing commitment of Australia and Australians to freedom of religion and belief, as well as to highlight the ways in which this commitment must be continually maintained and developed.

This submission has been prepared by the Justice and Peace Office of the Catholic Archdicoese of Sydney.  The role of the Justice and Peace Office is to advance justice, peace and ecology through educational, collaborative and advisory activities based on the social teaching of the Catholic Church.
In responding to the discussion paper, Freedom of Religion and Belief in the 21st Century, we have chosen to focus in particular on the issue which most relates to this role, that is the role of religious voices in public policy debates.
  

In exploring this topic we will argue:

1. that a secular public domain is positive and desirable in contemporary Australia.
2. that religious individuals and organisations are an integral part of public debate in this domain.
3. that this freedom may be fostered through dialogue and a deeper appreciation of diverse beliefs.
4. for particular recommendations which proceed from these principles.

1. The Secular
During a December visit to the Italian embassy of the Holy See, Pope Benedict XVI stated that the Catholic Church ‘not only recognizes and respects the distinction and autonomy’ of the state vis-à-vis the Church, but also ‘takes joy in this as one of the great advances of humanity.’ 
The separation between Church and state supports the secularity of the public domain.  Archbishop Mark Coleridge of the Archdiocese of Canberra-Goulbourn has described the secular as ‘the space between the sacred and the profane which respects and safeguards the distinctiveness of each, the space where can occur conversations between faith and culture on the one hand and faith and reason on the other.’

Understood in this way, the secular nature of Australian democracy is to be valued and upheld by people of all faiths and no faith alike.  It enhances a deeper tolerance of all valid and legitimate points of view.  The secular offers a space in which diverse beliefs can be exchanged, and in which the people who hold them can share common experiences and engage in fruitful dialogue, while retaining their distinct identities.
This positive secularity is distinct from ‘secularism’, an ideology that views public manifestations of religion as inherently dangerous to democracy.  It is the view of the Justice and Peace Office that secularism in this sense itself undermines Australian democracy, as will be seen below.
2. Freedom of religion and belief in Australian democracy
Public and private, individual and collective

The freedom of religion and belief is defined as ‘the right to manifest one’s religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching.’
  During his visit to Australia, Pope Benedict XVI noted that ‘a respect for this fundamental right gives men and women the latitude to worship God according to their conscience, to nurture their spirits, and to act upon the ethical convictions that stem from their beliefs.’

In a highly individualised society such as ours, it is tempting to understand these freedoms in primarily personal and private terms.  However throughout human history, groups of people with shared religion and belief have been organised into communities of varying degrees of institutionalisation.  Furthermore an integrated understanding of the human person makes it impossible to divide the private and public in a strict way.  Convictions and beliefs, when deeply held, may influence all areas of the believer’s life, from their dress to their participation in the workforce and their engagement in the political sphere.  

It is the view of the Justice and Peace Office that freedom of religion and belief must be upheld consistently in both private and public life, subject to the reasonable limitations required to ‘protect the public safety, order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.’

Religious voices in public policy debates
A secular society, in accordance with democratic principles, accepts the right of those acting on religious beliefs to participate in the public debate.

For religious people, as for others, ‘act[ing] upon the ethical convictions that stem from their beliefs’ necessitates some degree of social action.  From a Christian point of view, we are obliged by our beliefs to compassionately serve our ‘neighbours’, in particular those who the Bible call ‘anawim’ – those who are most vulnerable and oppressed.  It is partly for this reason that Christian Churches are engaged in the work of social services, development, health and education.
However practical and faith imperatives demand that social action also extend beyond service to active participation in policy debates. On a practical level, our involvement in the above fields often give us an understanding of the impact of policies, on services and most importantly on those we serve.

On a faith level, our beliefs require us to take action also against structures, policies and systems that lead to situations of poverty, violence and despair – what we would term ‘social sin’.  The Hebrew Scriptures on which our Christian tradition is based contain many examples of prophets who spoke out publically, urging leaders and communities to change what they perceived to be unjust practices.  
Throughout Australian history, there have been Christians who have strived to be faithful to this tradition, and who, in so doing, have contributed to a more just Australian society.  A comprehensive treatment of the Christian contribution to policy development is beyond the scope of this submission; however some examples may be useful.

The role of Christian organisations in the movement for women’s suffrage is well-documented. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union, formed in 1887, was a key advocate in the struggle for women’s voting rights.  Biblical principles were the basis of the WCTU’s reform agenda, which was primarily concerned with welfare for women and children, and included women’s suffrage and equal pay for equal work.
More recently, since the 1992 publication of the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference’s statement, Common Wealth for the Common Good, many Churches have actively critiqued market-dominated economic rationalism, as well as other policies, including among others, the treatment of asylum-seekers, Aboriginal rights, and the entry of Australia into the Iraq War.

It is important to note that when religious organisations participate in public policy discussions, they join other civil society actors, such as trade unions and community organisations, which, although they are non-religious and may act from a basis which is different to ours or differently understood, likewise perceive a responsibility to take social action for the common good.
Opposition to a religious contribution
Like other civil society actors, religious people and organisations speaking in the public sphere should expect scrutiny and criticism of their positions.  This is consistent with the democratic principle of free speech.

We are, however concerned about the way in which some political leaders and commentators have, since 1998, objected to Church positions.  A case in point are the comments made by a previous Federal Minister in 2003.
  The Minister accused church leaders of ‘grandstanding’ on such issues as the environment, gender equality and indigenous rights. He described this as a self-seeking desire for publicity - ‘the tendency of some church leaders to ignore their primary pastoral obligations in favour of hogging the limelight on complex political issues.’ According to the Minister this ‘tends to cut across the central role [church leaders] have in providing spiritual comfort and moral guidance to the community.’ 
According to the tenets of free speech, the Minister was well within his rights to voice such criticisms.  However it should be recognised that such attempts to confine religion to private consolation alone do not reflect a sound understanding of the role of religion in the lives of adherents and in a democracy, as outlined above. 
Instead, comments such as these might be regarded as attempts by political leaders to stifle public debate and criticism of their policies. They should be considered in the broader context of contemporaneous attempts to weaken the influence of other potentially critical civil society organisations, such as labour unions (via the WorkChoices legislation), student unions (via the introduction of voluntary student unionism), and the charity and welfare sector (via the Charities Bill 2003 which placed restrictions on the advocacy work of charities).
3. Dialogue and diverse beliefs
Religion and belief in Australia is becoming increasingly diverse. Migration and broader social change are no doubt largely responsible for these shifts in religious demographics; however, since the early days of European colonisation, the Australian religious landscape has never been homogenous.  Traditional indigenous beliefs, the Judaism of Jewish first fleeters, the Islam of Afghan traders and the Chinese beliefs and practices of migrants during the Gold Rush, have formed part of our national religious fabric.  Within the Christian community itself there have been significant denominational differences.
The principle of religious freedom, by its very nature, is equally applicable to people of all these and other faiths, and to people who profess no religious faith.  All people have the freedom to act and speak in accordance with their beliefs.  The concentration of this submission thus far on the contribution that Christians have made to public debate and policy development throughout Australian political history is by no means intended to suggest that Christians alone should be free to participate in the political sphere.  Religious minorities, and humanist individuals and groups, have many worthwhile contributions to make to the public debate.
Given the plurality of belief in Australia, dialogue is required as the proper mode in which contributions to policy development should be made. Through dialogue about public policy people of all faiths and none can offer their solutions that draw from their diverse perspectives, while fostering peace and mutual understanding.  Such understanding is all the more important at the present time, where some have a negative perception of religious diversity, as Pope Benedict XVI commented in Sydney: ‘…A harmonious relationship between religion and public life is all the more important at a time when some people have come to consider religion as a cause of division rather than a force for unity….’
  
The ‘dialogue of action’, in which diverse actors work together to achieve common social, political and economic goals, is often the most effective form of dialogue, and an entry point to deeper levels of relationship between peoples.  We acknowledge the work that religious communities and organisations are doing to initiate and facilitate such dialogue around issues such as ecology and peace.  We encourage governments to further foster such initiatives, by offering them resources and authority, and by seriously considering the policy directions they recommend.
Through such dialogue, the Justice and Peace Office has become aware of the prejudice and discrimination experienced by minority groups in Australia, including religious minorities.  While we cannot presume to speak for their experiences, their plight reminds us of the challenges which earlier Catholics have faced in Australia.  Older members of our own Church community recall the sectarianism that excluded Catholics from some spheres and questioned their civic loyalty.
  Mindful of this, and of the universality of human dignity, we express our concern at the persistence of religious prejudice today and express our solidarity with its most recent victims.  We also note the role that dialogue has played previously in overcoming denominational divisions. 
4. Recommendations
In this submission we have argued that religious actors have a significant role to play within the secular public domain, in particular by contributing to policy debate and development from the point of view of their diverse belief systems.

In light of this discussion, the Justice and Peace Office of the Catholic Archdicoese of Sydney makes the following recommendations:

1. That the directions set forward in the Australian Human Rights Commission’s report from this inquiry should be guided by the strength of the international instruments in their commitment to the fundamental right of freedom of belief and conscience.

2. That governments, educational institutions and the Australian Human Rights Commission should promote a sound understanding of the principle of religious freedom, and that this understanding should recognised the legitimate role of religious individuals and organisations in the political sphere.
3. That governments should support rather than discourage democratic participation and policy debate amongst all Australians, including those who adhere to religious beliefs.  One key way in which they can do this is by fostering dialogue on particular policy issues.
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