Some contemporary issues in
religious freedom
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The starting point for assessing how religious freedom fares in Australia
is an appreciation of what we have, compared to other countries where
religious freedom is not possible. While there are some important points
of tension, there is no religious persecution in Australia. People are not
being killed or jailed or publically vilified for their beliefs or for trying to
live in accordance with them.
At the same time, it is important to acknowledge in a realistic way
that there are pressures on religious freedom which come from hard
secularist strains in the media, the legal profession and academia, and
some political parties. A small minority are hostile to government
funding for religious schooling; some human rights and lawyers groups
want all provisions protecting religious freedom in anti-discrimination
legalisation removed; and in some jurisdictions doctors and nurses can
be punished under the law if they refuse (for religious or conscience
reasons) to assist with abortions. Intolerance of people who wish
to live in accord with their conscientiously held beliefs has increased
enormously overseas wherever same-sex marriage has been legalised.
There are concerning signs that the same is happening in Australia as
this particular debate intensifies.
By comparison with other countries the situation in Australia is
considerably better, although the term human right' is sometimes
employed in such an indiscriminate way as to undermine its vital
significance. Consequently, there is a danger that religious freedom
could became the forgotten human right. Because it is not well-enough
understood by religious people and in the community, and because it is
an inconvenient right to those with other agendas to pursue, religious
freedom in Australia is at risk of being emptied of much of its meaning
and coming to stand for not much more than a private choice to
worship at whatever church, synagogue, mosque or temple you prefer.
To make a different future we need to increase our own understanding of
this fundamental human right and find a voice that is firm, yet respectful
in defending our right and the right of all religious communities to
live by their beliefs and to base their work and service for the wider
community upon them. We need to engage more confidently with
local MPs and with government and legal bodies to ensure that religious
freedom receives the respect and protection it demands as a human
right, and not: merely some legal "exemptions" which can be taken
away when parliaments or governments change. This is not the way we
protect other human rights.
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Blessed Frar iziagerstatter was martyred bythe Nazi regime
that denied religious freedoms. He was condemned to
death for refusing to fight for Germany in WWII.

Conclusion
Our beliefs matter and reflect what is most important to us as individuals
and as people who live in communities. We shape who we are according
to what we believe, and we put our beliefs into practice in the way we
live our lives. In the absence of some significant danger to the rights of
others, it is always wrong to force people to act against their beliefs or
to stop them from acting on their beliefs. This is what religious freedom
means. it is a right which goes to the heart of what it means to be
human,
As the Catechism of the Catholic Church (par 2108) sums it up:
The right to religious liberty is neither a moral license to adhere to error, nor a
supposed right to error, but rather a natural right of the human person to civil
liberty, i.e., immuniry, within just limits, from external constraint in religious
matters by political authorities. This natural right ought to be acknowledged
in the juridical order of society in such ❑ way that it constitutes a civil right.
Working to protect religious freedom will strengthen the foundation of
all human rights, and in taking on this task we can make an important
contribution to our society. Perhaps even more importantly it will
enable us to become more fully human through the deepening of our
relationship with a God whom we can come to know and love.
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On Pentecost morning, St Peter stepped out of the upper room where the disciples had been gathered to publicly proclaim the saving gift of
Jesus Christ to all the world (Acts 2.1-41). On that first day of the Church, Peter went into the public arena to set out the key points of Christian
belief, to encourage believers to take up the Christian life, and to call all people to embrace the Christian way to God. Later in life, Peter would
give an explanation of what he did that day:

In your hearts honour Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defence to
anyone who asks you fora reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and
respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your
good behaviour in Christ may be put to shame. (1 Pet 3.15-76)
In the apostolic times of the old Roman Empire, people generally accepted and lived according to a religious worldview. Hence, St Peter never
needed to use the expression 'religious freedom: Yet, his words and deeds point to a keen awareness of what lies at the heart of the concept of
this fundamental human right:
i.
personally committing to a set of religious beliefs,
living according to those beliefs, and
ensuring its public place in human society.
This is the basic structure of religious freedom, which remains valid to this day.
In our own time and place, many Australians are indifferent - and a few even hostile to religious beliefs and practices, and many different
religious and non-religious worldviews compete for adherents. While the language of'religious freedom' is becoming more commonplace, the
way in which this expression is commonly used suggests that there is still much to learn about what it means for people today.

Religious freedom does not mean:
'freedom from religion'
It is not uncommon to hear people argue that the world needs to rid
itself of old fashioned fables about a supernatural god who dictates
what we are to believe and how we are to live. This view claims that
religion has become unnecessary in our science-based understanding
of the world, and that its moral codes will only harm the progress of
peoples. "if only people could overcome their childish reliance on a
nanny gad, and if only religious leaders would butt out of public debate,
the world would be a better place:or so the argument goes.
The scientific method has proved to be a great explainer of the world;
yet it cannot give meaning and purpose to the world in which we live
our lives. It can answer the question 'what?' but cannot answer the
question 'why?" Religious freedom is about acknowledging that it is
part of a person's very nature to seek God and to live our lives in accord
with what is revealed through that relationship. True religious freedom
is about being free for religion, not against it.

rejecting any practices that are contrary to the good of human life
and flourishing. In the first instance this means rejecting violence
and anything that does not respect and uphold the rights and
freedoms of others.
Respecting religious freedom also brings responsibilities for those who
do not share religious beliefs or think religion is not important.There are
many forms of intolerance and only some of them arise from religion.
There is a real difference between a genuine and legitimate pluralism
in a society, and an intemperate 'secularism' exemplified by some. One
source of intolerance comes from those who strenuously oppose all
religions and think religion brings nothing good to society. It is also
important to keep in mind that a major purpoe of human rights is
to protect precisely those people we dislike, or with whom we most
strongly disagree.

What religious freedom is
The language of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (article 18)
spells out very clearly what religious freedom means:

What religious freedom is not
Religious freedom does not mean 'freedom of one
religion over other religions and none:
Religious freedom is often portrayed as some sort of claim by religious
people to a right to impose their beliefs and values on everyone else. In
fact, religious freedom is a safeguard for everyone against any individual,
group or authority in our society imposing their beliefs on others.
One of the most famous and important statements of religious freedom
is found in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This landmark
document was adopted by the United Nations in 1948, only a few
years after the Second World War. This war brought about not only
massive loss of life and destruction, but violations of human rights on
an unprecedented scale, with millions of people suffering deportation,
slavery and genocide.
These crimes were committed by dictatorships imposing false and
massively destructive beliefs on their societies. They maintained control
by denying people fundamental human rights such as the right to life,
the right to be free from torture and arbitrary arrest, and other rights
which define a free society such as the rights to freedom of association,
expression, opinion and belief.

Freedom of religion was also targeted, not least because religious beliefs
are usually held very deeply by individuals and in community with
others. This can make religious belief a powerful source of resistance
to political and social movements which want to remake society by
denying the rights of other people.
Against this background it is no surprise that the people who drafted
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights were convinced that respect
for human rights, including freedom of religion and belief, was an
absolutely essential foundation for peace and freedom.
Article 1 of the Universal Declaration states a key premise underlying
all human rights. It says: "All human beings are born free and equal in
dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and
should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood".
What this means for understanding religious freedom is that each of us
— whether our beliefs are religious or non-religious — has to respect
the freedom and conscience of other people. We do not have to agree
with other people, like their beliefs or accept them as true, but we need
to respect their convictions and give them space to organise their lives
around them.
Religious freedom, like other rights, is not absolute. It is limited by
respect for the rights of others and for the common good. Far from
being about imposing one set of values on everyone else, respect
for religious freedom highlights the need for civility and reasoned
argument between people of different convictions, respect for the gifts
in other traditions, and a willingness to work in common and In a spirit
of brotherhoodlor the good of all. is the freedom for any one religious
community to live with other religions and those of no religion.
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"Science takes things apart to see how they work. Religion puts things together to see what they mean."

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this
right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either
alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his
religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.
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Religious freedom is bound up with the individual's freedom of thought
and conscience on the one hand, and our lives with each other in
community on the other. It means you are free to believe in a set of
religious doctrines and codes of conduct, free to live according to what
you believe, and to work with fellow believers in living out your beliefs.
Importantly, it also means being free to share what you believe in the
public arena, for the consideration of others,

living in community with others brings with it responsibilities for the
building and maintaining of a society directed toward the common
good. What is needed is respectful dialogue and objective criteria for
living well together. We are all called to pursue the truth, to appreciate
various forms of knowledge and to be open to people of good will with
different convictions and patterns of thought. But we should reject
pressure to collapse the objective nature of genuine religious belief
into a purely subjective freedom of opinion, with no implications for
participation in community and public life.

Those whom religious freedom protects also have important
responsibilities. These include:

The role of the state is to foster respect for such dialogue and social
contribution by:

• being ableto show that your religious beliefs and codes of conduct
are matters of deep reflection and conviction. It is not enough Just
to write "Jedi" in answering the religion question on the census, as
64,390 people did in 2011.

- acknowledging that all people - religious or non-religious - have
the same rights and responsibilities to participate in society or to
receive help from the government. If assistance from government
such as funding, charitable status or tax concessions are available
to non-religious groups providing services to the community, they
should also be available to the works of religious communities.

• living out religiousfaith in a human way that reflects a commitment
to pursue what is true, good, and beautiful. One of the reasons
religious freedom is important is that religion is meant to be lifegiving and purposeful. This should be borne out in the lives of
believers and in their service of others.
• acknowledging that in a plural society like Australia, living out
one's faith means learning to respect the innate dignity of all people
and working to build friendship wherever possible. Religious
communities have an important role to play in maintaining social
harmony and the common good.
• proposing one's faith for others to consider, not imposing it on
them'. This means learning one's own faith well so that we can
explain what we stand for and why we believe it. We need to be
able to provide an answer to "anyone who asks you for a reason for
the hope that is in you", and to do so 'with gentleness and respect".

• making space for other reasoned worldviews, including religious
worldviews. This means refusing to impose a secularist worldview
on others. For example, any government assistance or contracts for
services must not be used as a way of forcing religious individuals or
communities to change or act against their expressed beliefs.
• ensuring Just legal protections for religious communities so that
they are not prevented from acting on their beliefs or coerced to
act against them. This means for example, protections for the right
of religious communities to conduct their schools or hospitals or
welfare services according to their beliefs. It means protections for
individuals so that they are not forced by the law to act against their
conscience or religious convictions.
• rejecting practices that are contrary to human life and flourishing.
This is a responsibility that is shared by religious and non-religious
people alike in our society.

... the Church addresses people with full respect for their freedom. I-ler mission does not restrict freedom but rather promotes it. The
Church proposes; she imposes nothing. She respects individuals and cultures, and she honours the sanctuary of conscience."

