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Australia and Christianity

Christianity is the revelation of God Himself: and God is love; and “God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in him, should not perish, but have everlasting life" (Holy Bible, the Gospel according to St. John, chapter 3, verse 16).
Christianity has undoubtedly provided a solid foundation for the historical development of Australian Society.

The Australian Human Rights Commission would therefore do well to ensure that the Christian voice, the Christian way and Christian practice are not marginalised. There is a danger that they will be.

The downgrading of Christian principles in the community is of major concern.
Despite the emergence of unsatisfactory practices in Australian society, there is nevetheless a generally satisfactory freedom of religious and cultural practice within the normative social and legal framework.

Religious communities contribute to the social wealth of the Australian nation; but the State has the responsibility of curbing the activities of religious extremists when they threaten the safety or wellbeing of others.

Religious toleration is essential, but the emergence of a multifaith Australia will lead to problems unless the voice of Christianity is dominant and decisive.

Some faith communities represent a threat to the long term cohesion of the Australian nation and a physical threat to National Security.

The State is to control morality and violence, as is endorsed by the International Covenant on Civil and Political rights, but not religion. The practice of religion, provided it does not violate public morals or public order, should not be regulated by the State. A regulation of a practice denies the freedom of belief.

Equality
It is necessary that equality before the law be maintained for all citizens, irrrespective of religious belief and practice.

This equality before the law should also apply to government grants and assistance. lt has in the past, but is in danger of somewhat discontinuing.

Equality is a human right to be applied in all instances of religious practice.

Freedom of religious practice

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights enshrines two principles: 1) the individual’s right to freedom of religion, and 2) the individual’s right to be free from discrimination and/ or intolerance.

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights states:

1. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching.

2. No one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice.
3. Freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs may be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.

4. The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the religious and moral education of their children in conformity with their own convictions.

and also provides:

5. Advocacy of religious hatred which amounts to incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence must be prohibited by law (article 20).

6. Everyone is entitled to equality before the law and equal protection of the law without discrimination on the ground of religion among other grounds (article 26) and

7. Minority groups are entitled to profess and practise their own religion (article 27).

Freedom to express and practaice a faith system is generally well protected in Australian society. But there is a problem.

lf a person is compelled by law, not to discriminate in conduct against another person or their beliefs, and in order to to this that person has to compromise his own dearly conscientiously held belief and conduct to such an extent that he in effect denies his own personal basic beliefs and practices then that person is being denied ( by law) the very freedom which the Declaration proposes.

Therefore it is essential to include a clause similar to one which was inserted

in the Victorian Equal Opportunity Act 1995.

“Nothing in (this Act) applies to discrimination by a person against another person if the discrimination is necessary to comply with that person’s genuine religious beliefs or principles”.
In addition, the government should accommodate the needs of faith groups in addressing issues such as religion and education, faith schools, the building of places of worship, religious holy days, religious symbols and religious dress practices by allowing full freedom of religious expression provided it is not immoral or violent.

The Universal Declaration is an admirable social thesis which should colour the legislative thought of every civilised nation in the area of Human Rights; but we submit that any specific Legislation would not fulfil the stated aims of the Declaration.

Neither strengthening Section 116 of the Constitution, or legislating a national Charter of Rights, would securely add to the present freedoms of religion and belief, because the High Court would interpret the clauses in a way it judged to be right, irrespective of what many people would perceive to be a Parliament’s stated intention. This helps neither the freedom of religion nor the Australian ethos.

Both religious radicalism and political extremism are essentially violent and there is a danger of them gathering momentum. Nevertheless, it would be dangerous for government to start controlling religious practice: it should just continue to control morals and violence.

The main areas of concern regarding the freedom to practice our religion are:

. the maintenance of provision for conscience in all laws,

. preaching the Christian gospel (see first paragraph of this submission)

. local Government approval for building churches and schools.

Conscience

A genuine conscience is characterised by:

. A clear understanding and explanation of the moral principles believed;

. A durable or tenacious conviction over a period of time;

. A compelling force or a moral duty which is held in some depth;

. A readiness to suffer disadvantages in maintaining the belief.

Provision for genuine conscience is needed to be maintained in all laws, otherwise you do not have freedom of religion.

The maintenance of provision for conscience as to joint membership of Juries has been generally recognised by governments, but is now under threat in NSW.

There is currently not adequate protection of the conscientious right to discriminate in particular contexts.

Separation

Christianity is inherently based upon the principle of separation, as are most established religions. The Apostle St. Paul, who after Christ Himself was the leading expositor of Christianity, taught “Let every one that nameth the name of Christ depart from iniquity” (Second Epistle to Timothy, chapter 2, verse 19).

It is critical to consider that most conservative Christian groups ask that their members be excused from inclusion in anything that they consider would violate their principles or conscience, and this situation does not threaten the continuance of Australian society.
However certain intolerant non-Christian religious elements insist on society changing to suit them rather than seeking exemptions. Allowance or provision for their approach will result in the destruction of the Australian society with its tolerance and mutual cooperation we have today.

Preaching

Government regulation of preaching the Christian gospel in the street should not include prohibition, for that would deny the practice of religion. Sensible conditions on the activity, for example, no use of electric amplification, to provide for public order would be consistent with the principle of freedom of religion.

Building Churches

Since 1998, when the “Article l8” report by HREOC was issued, it has become more difficult to obtain permission to build Christian churches.
Local Government in approving places of public worship generally imposes conditions. Sometimes these conditions deny freedom of religion by seeking to limit the times of services. Holy Communion celebrated at 6am on the Lord’s Day (Sunday) has Iong been a deeply held religious conviction by various Christians. Some Councils are seeking to prohibit this religious practice.

Religious dress

Manner of dress and deportment should not be discriminated against or regulated unless they are a clear and obvious threat to security or social order.

Sexuality

Diverse sexuality is contrary to the Holy Bible and therefore committed Christians cannot include it, but seek to help persons to repent and cease non-Biblical practices.

In the context of freedom of religion, a member of a religious group may well have to exclude a person from employment because of their sexuality, depending on the case. The law would have to allow for this if religious freedom is to be upheld.

Technologies

There are religious and moral implications in the development of the internet.

The new technologies have already been used by anti-Christian, and we could say anti-human, groups to spread their influence.

There should be no legal requirement to use the internet for purposes that would be contrary to a genuine conscientiously held belief.

The Media

The media has a negative impact on the balanced portrayal of religious beliefs and practice.
Media statements about faith communities are sometimes unfactual, biassed and expressive of intolerance.

Freedom to express our religion is certainly hindered by current media practices, especially in the intrinsic denial of the right of full and free reply, and in the immediate juxtaposition in TV presentations of statements made months apart in different contexts. This practice gives the viewer an unbalanced, and sometimes false, appreciation of the true situation.
