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Catholic Women’s League of Victoria & Wagga Wagga Inc.
Social Questions Committee

Submission to the Australian Human Rights Commission on the Discussion Paper “Freedom of Religion and Belief in the 21st Century in Australia”
Introduction:
The Catholic Women’s League of Victoria & Wagga Wagga Inc. was founded in 1916 by a group of Catholic lay women who were so concerned with the economic and social inequities that women and their families faced, sought to change society through prayer and action. Today League members carry on that fine tradition.
We are non-party political.

Through our National Body we have NGO status with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations.  Further, as a member organisation of the World Union of Catholic Women’s Organisation- (WUCWO) which has had NGO status with ECOSOC since 1947, we are represented at:

· United Nations - New York

· UNESCO – Paris

· United Nations – Geneva

· FAO – Rome.

The World Union of Catholic Women’s Organisations is an International Public Association of the Faithful and a member of the Pontifical Council of the Laity. Through WUCWO we access the discasteries of the Holy See. In 2010  WUCWO will hold its Centenary celebrations.
As members of the Catholic Church and followers of Jesus Christ, the only son of God the Father, we live by His teachings and tradition which has been handed down to us through apostolic succession from St. Peter to Pope Benedict XVI. Thus, our faith beliefs are over 2000 years old and are based on revealed truth and divine inspiration given to us by Jesus Christ.
We, as members of the Church, have an obligation to faithfully live by and be witnesses to the teachings and the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  This is not an option but a direct mission given to us by Christ himself.
 As the first Apostles were called to proclaim the faith fearlessly even in the face of hostility, so to are we called to do the same.
To be a witness to Christ is not easy. Yet when God is eclipsed, our ability to recognise the natural order, purpose, and the ‘good’ begins to wain, society quickly manifests itself as folly, greed and selfish exploiters.

General Comments:

We are concerned that the majority of the general public have absolutely no knowledge of this report or that it has been resurrected for further discussion.

The titles of the supplementary papers in and of themselves could provide State/Territory governments with further ammunition to introduce more social engineering laws that remove our human right to practice our religious beliefs and traditions. 
While we offer comments on this paper, we are concerned that the authors of the review are involved with this current revival.  Having been shelved by the previous government, and rightly so, why was it necessary to resurrect it once again and especially at this time of the year when so many people are on summer holidays! 
The 1981 United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief states in part in Article 1: Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. Other UN Declarations and Conventions make the same statement.

Q.1: Evaluation of 1998 HREOC Report on Article 18: Freedom of Religion and Belief
Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, but give to God what is God’s.
  Therefore Governments should not try to limit religious beliefs, teachings and traditions.  The practice of religion or none is a human right.  This is not up for reinterpretation. 
A wonderful example of lived faith was the gathering of youth from across the world who attended the World Youth Day in Sydney in 2008. Joy and peace radiated from these young and not so young people for all to see. It was safe to walk through Hyde Park after dark. In every city and suburb, the same message was repeated –‘how great to be surrounded by so many happy and loving people.’ There were no deaths from drunken fights. Respect for all was lived day in and day out. Rather than curtail such lived practices, the Government should be encouraging and supporting such practices that come from a religious faith based on love.
Pope Benedict XVI in a talk given at WYD stated: “There is something sinister which stems from the fact that freedom and tolerance are so often separated from truth. This is fuelled by the notion, widely held today, that there is no absolute truths to guide our lives. Relativism, by indiscriminately giving value to practically everything, has made “experience” all-important. Yet, experience, detached from any consideration of what is good or true, can lead, not to genuine freedom, but to moral or intellectual confusion, to the lowering of standards, to a loss of self-respect, and even to despair.”

The Victorian Equal Opportunity Commission is currently reviewing Section 77 of its Act which allows for exemptions and exceptions for religious bodies against discrimination.  Should these be removed, freedom of conscience to practice ones faith would totally disappear.  This is undemocratic and would actually discriminate against Christians. 
Is there a link between this Review of Article 18 and the Victorian Law Reform Commission’s review?

On the ‘incitement to religious hatred’ one only has to refer to the Victorian Racial and Religious Tolerance Act, 2001 to see how disastrous this type of Act is. It can actually lead to incitement.  This is an Act that states that you are guilty until you can prove your innocence. This is quite the opposite of the Criminal Justice system where one is innocent until proven guilty.

Australian laws are based on moral principles (right and wrong) and therefore must remain that way. Political correctness has become an abuse of civil rights.
Q. 2: Religion and the State – the Constitution, roles and responsibilities
Article 116 of the Australian Constitution has been perfectly adequate in protecting the freedom of religion and beliefs for all Australians for more than 100 years.
In a referendum put to the Australian people in 1988 almost 70% of the people and all States and Territories rejected any changes to this section of the Constitution.  

There is absolutely no evidence to suggest that it would be any different today and we see no need to introduce a so-called “Freedom of Religion Act”.
The Australian Government is in fact required by the Australian Constitution to protect our freedom to practice our religion and belief.

The Government must ensure that these rights are not diminished through stealth by specious anti-discrimination legislation both at the Federal and at the State level through COAG. 

The separation of church and state according to the Constitution is often misunderstood. It simply means that the Australian Government cannot establish a state Church as in England, e.g. the Church of England. 

No democratic government has the right to ask its citizens to put aside their moral and religious beliefs. As taxpayers and citizens in a democratic and pluralist society faith-based groups have the same rights as anyone else to express their viewpoint on any subject respectfully but vigorously and without apology.

Faith-based groups do not currently have undue influence on governments.  If this were true then the following Bills would have been defeated:-

· Cloning

· RU486

· Changes to over 100 Bills to appease a small minority within the community which reduced marriage between and man and a woman to nothing more than a civil contract to be broken at will for any reason.

· Assisted Reproductive Technology
· Abortion

· Charter of Rights and Responsibilities

· Racial and Religious Tolerance.
This is just a few.

In reality, the fact is that a small minority group within society are the ones who have undue influence within governments at all levels including the Justice system and the bureaucracy.

A Charter of Rights will not add to the freedom of religion and religious beliefs. Rather, as has been proven world wide, such Charters actually limit religious freedoms. Many people have been sent to jail simply by preaching from the Bible in countries that have a Charter of Rights.
Religious, spiritual and civil society (including secular) organisations have the right and responsibility to live in accordance with the Constitution and the rule of law.  However, laws must not override a person’s religious rights and responsibilities. No law should force anyone to go against their conscience especially one formed on truth.

The teachings of the Catholic Church do not pose a threat to the security and safety of our country. From a public health viewpoint if our teaching on health issues were followed, the Health system would see a decline in many diseases and illnesses, especially in the area of sexual diseases and abortion which result in serious illnesses for women.

Extensive co-operation, discussion and mutual respect already exist between the many religions that exist within Australia. Interfaith groups are very well established within the community and their commitment to interfaith understanding and inclusion through continued dialogue has shown to be very positive. However, this does not mean that we should be all tossed into one basket under the proposed UN vision of a “One World Religion”.
We totally reject any so called co-operative approach which seeks to water down sincerely OUR religious beliefs and practices.  
The teachings of Jesus Christ remain the same yesterday, today and tomorrow.

Q. 3: Religion and the State – practice and expression
With the migration of many people from overseas, Australia was introduced to many different faith beliefs. Religious organisations have always provided services to the community which have covered many areas especially in health, education, welfare, assisting the poor and the needy, aged care, the homeless, and refugees to name just a few.  It was for this very reason that our own organisation commenced fifteen (15) years after Federation.

We organised a ‘Gold Coin Collection’ in conjunction with Caritas Australia for a Women and children’s project in Iraq a few years ago.  This was supported by schools and parishes Australia wide and raised over $500,000.  Last year we supported our National Project raising funds to assist women suffering from obstetric fistula. We also provide scholarships for underprivileged refugee children.

Today Governments have opened up their tendering process and faith based organisations can now tender for these government services.  It should be noted that while these faith-based organisation receive government funding to provide these services, parishioners form local parishes also raise funds to support the running of these faith-based organisations.

The Catholic Health Care system in Victoria is currently under threat due to the Abortion Reform Bill, 2008.  The system will fall apart should these hospitals be forced to close because of this Bill.  This is a case of where the government has overstepped its mark in rejecting conscientious objections by many health care professionals whom the government believes should be forced to murder a child in the womb.  Sadly this type of killing is supported by our Charter of Rights and Responsibilities.  This is certainly a breach of human rights. Human rights are based on the natural law and not something dependent upon negotiation or patronage, let alone compromise.
‘However, one has no duty to obey – indeed, a duty not to obey- any instructions ordering one intentionally to kill, or be complicit in killing, an innocent human being.  Such a refusal is not arbitrary disobedience to the law, but obligatory non-obedience to an unjust and therefore invalid law’.

According to the latest Census, Australia is still a Christian country.  Therefore the celebration of Christian Feasts must remain and be acknowledged.  This is our heritage and it cannot be denied.  One only has to look at what has happened in many countries within the European Union and the United States since it refused to acknowledge its heritage. Its civilization is endangered due to the falling fertility rate (especially through abortion) and the aging population.  The new documentary titled “Demographic Winter” is a warning to all nations who reject their heritage and play God.
Because we are a Christian country and our heritage is Christian, Parliament must continue to open with a Christian prayer, namely the “Our Father”.

Religious schools are responsible for upholding the teaching of their faith. Over many years, parents have built schools and churches with their own money so that the next generation will be given the opportunity to be supported in their faith beliefs.  Today state aid comes with strings attached so that schools are now being forced to be ‘inclusive’ and to teach children that they must tolerate all things while their own faith beliefs and teachings are not tolerated by those they are supposed to tolerate. However, for governments to withdraw the funding from these schools when such inclusiveness is rejected from a religious belief point of view, would throw the government’s own system into utter chaos.

The building of places of worship is the responsibility of the religious group in conjunction with the local council and the local community.

Catholic teachings on sexuality are being inhibited by the Education Policy by the promotion of ‘safe sex’.  As everyone knows the only safe sex is ‘No Sex’.  Abstinence is treated as a joke and monogamy as something from the dark ages.  The Federal Government provides funding to Planned Parenthood and Family Planning which has led to a promiscuous society, many sexually transmitted infections and abortions amongst young people.  This is a tragedy.  
Q. 4:  Security issues in the aftermath of September 11
We do not believe that the changes to the Federal and State Laws dealing with terrorism have had any effect on religious groups.  Terrorists come from religious and non-religious backgrounds.
Currently the only religious radicalism and political extremism seems to come from within Islam. However, all religions should not be penalised as a result of a few loose cannons. If policed correctly, our laws are able to adequately deal with this problem.
Matters of physical security properly fall within the province of the Security Agencies (ASIO etc), the Defence Forces and the Police, in particular the Federal Police.  The networks that all these Agencies have within Australia and throughout the world are more than adequate to provide proper advice to the National Security Committee of Cabinet. One wonders why the AHRC is getting involved in such issues.
Civil liberties are readily available within Australia subject to the many proper and appropriate laws (criminal, business, taxation, company etc) which exist for the good order of all the community.  
Therefore we do not believe that all religions should be put under the microscope and be subjected to a law that will remove their human rights under the Constitution to practice their faith if there is deemed to be a problem with only one religious group. 

On the issue of vilification it would seem that current laws allow vilification to occur under the guise of art, stage productions, Pride marches and Sydney’s gay mardi-gras against Christians. How would one describe ‘Piss Christ’ as anything other than blasphemy? However, we noted that the media refused to print the cartoons of Mohammed for fear of reprisal. There seems to be a double standard  on this issue.
Q. 5: The interface of religious, political and cultural aspirations.
English is our mother tongue therefore Citizenship exams must be in English. That old saying “When in Rome etc” can be reinvented to “When in Australia….etc.”  This however does not stop citizens of this country from speaking their own mother tongue if that is what they feel comfortable with.
On gender equality: Faith communities have specific teachings and traditions. For Catholics, the ordination of women is not possible.  This has been the teachings since the very beginning.  Jesus Christ instituted the Sacrament of Holy Orders when he ordained the Apostles who were all men.  It has nothing to do with gender equality.

This issue and the extensive role of women in the Catholic Church have been addresses by the Popes in Encyclicals and Apostolic Letters.
   A member of Catholic Women’s League here in Victoria and who is the current Vice President General of WUCWO spoke at the Conference on the Dignity of Women in Rome in February, 2008.  She spoke on behalf of the members of WUCWO (3 + million women). We believe in promoting the genius of all women.
Every Australian citizen has an absolute right to speak and debate policy regardless of their religious affiliation.  To exclude them on the ground of religious affiliations would be a breach of their human and democratic right. 

Q. 6: Technology and its implications.

Technology has been a bonus for religious communities.  Access to the latest information via the web and E-news enables us to share information with the wider community and the world.  Media reports cannot be relied upon today due to bias in many areas. The web allows the download of important documents which allows us to know and read the real content of such documents.

There is good and bad in everything and everyone and the downside of the www is the availability of pornographic sites which promotes violence against women and children.

“How could anyone stand face to face to a woman or child who has suffered violence and sexual exploitation and explain that these tragedies, portrayed in virtual form are considered “entertainment”.

Faith based communities find it very difficult to get an opinion printed in newspapers which seem to operate from a secularist point of view. While presenting themselves and neutral and inclusive of everyone, the reality is that anything that is based on the teachings of the Christian Gospels is treated as irrelevant. (Governments in recent times have shown the same disregard to those who present a different viewpoint). 
Q. 7: Religion – cultural expressions and human rights.

We regard questions 1 to 4 as being totally irrelevant to this paper.  The expectations of our Indigenous citizens with whom the church is very involved, is a much wider issue.  The Catholic Church has done much to alleviate the poverty in Aboriginal communities. Catholic schools offer scholarships to aboriginal children so that they will receive a proper education that will assist them for life .
The Catholic Church provides facilities that ensure people with disabilities are included and properly cared for. Such work is a major mission of the Catholic Church.

On the issue of ‘diverse sexuality’ in the Church, we follow the teachings of Jesus Christ, which is to love one another as He loved us. The Church teaches that respect for homosexual persons cannot lead in any way to the approval of the homosexual act or to the legal recognition of homosexual unions. How can one say that they love a person while at the same time by their actions expose that loved one to a deadly disease?
‘While Jesus departed from the Judaic teachings in the emphasis He put on forgiveness, but neither the story of the adulterous woman nor the parable of the prodigal son suggest that He countenanced a continuation of the sins of either. The stories teach repentance, however late it comes.  Sinners were told to go sin no more.  That is a very different thing from a shoulder-shrugging chuckle of “different strokes for different folks. 

Can modernists (and secularists) point to any divinely inspired religious leader to whom has been revealed God’s benevolent intention towards homosexuals? I know of no such saint or holy man. Most have taught the opposite’.

Free will allows people to choose a lifestyle. This free will is given to us by our Creator. We can choose right or wrong.  Every decision and action comes with a responsibility.

Religious organisations have the right to follow their faith beliefs with regards to the hiring of personnel especially if someone has chosen to live a lifestyle that is clearly against the moral teaching of a particular church or religion.
One would not hire a paedophile to work in a child care facility. So too churches and religious organisation have the right not to hire someone whom they feel is not in full communion with what is expected of them as an employee.

As Catholics and Christians we are called upon to exercise responsible stewardship of God’s creation.
The Catholic Women’s League of Victoria & Wagga Wagga Inc opposed a Charter of Rights in Victoria.  We oppose a Federal Charter of Rights. We oppose a “One World Religion”.
In a democratic country like Australia it is not up to the Judiciary to make policy decisions or laws. 

The scope of civil law is certainly more limited than that of moral law, but civil law cannot contradict right reason without losing its binding force on conscience. 
 Every humanly-created law is legitimate insofar as it is consistent with the natural law, recognised by reason, and insofar as it respects the inalienable rights of every person.

� Matthew 28:19-20; Mark 16: 15-16; Luke 24:47


� Matthew 22:21; Mark 12:17


� Author unknown


� Mulieris Dignitatem (on the Dignity of Women) Pope John Paul II, August 15, 1988.


� “Dear Young People – Pope Benedict XVI, WYD, Sydney”.


� Taken from Matthew Parris,  a homosexual, in his Timesonline article “No, God would not approve of gay bishops”.





�  Pope John Paul II, Encyclical Letter, Evangelium vitae 9March 25, 1995)


�  St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae
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