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Prologue: 2035
The year is 2035, hopefully my last as archbishop. I've just emailed my draft homily for Sunday to
the Religious Safety Commissioner for her approval. She’s the independent regulator charged with
ensuring that faith groups spread no discriminatory and otherwise harmful messages. With the
help of Al, she vets all planned sermons and spiritual talks to be given in Australia each week,

catching any inappropriate words or themes before they are spoken.

Our school system also meets each month with Departmental officials to monitor what’s taught in
our schools and ensure this accords with contemporary expectations. The Department itself now
appoints Catholic school principals, SERECs (Secular Ethics and Religious Education

Coordinators), and other staff in accord with DEI policy and approves all curriculum.

Hospitals like St Vincent’s are no more. Because these institutions so stubbornly refused to provide
‘the full range of services’, such as abortion, euthanasia and sex-change surgery, the Greens-Teals
Coalition nationalised the faith-based public hospitals in 2033, following the precedent of Calvary

Hospital Canberra a decade before.

Charitable status is no longer granted to faith-based education, health, aged care or welfare, and
state subsidies have been declining, while secular bureaucratic interference and taxes on former
charities have been increasing, making some of these institutions unsustainable. The Census
people and the Productivity Commission, egged on by sections of the media, have decided religion

no longer warrants recognition.

Dystopian fiction or plausible future?
The future I've sketched is exaggerated as a provocation. But is it entirely implausible? I was
scheduled to address the Sydney Catholic Business Network in December 2022 on today’s topic
but had to cancel following my father’s death. The address | had prepared began with the case of
Andrew Thorburn, the businessman hired as CEO of Essendon Football Club and forced to resign
less than 24 hours later. His crime? Chairing the ‘parish council’ of an evangelical Anglican church

with traditional views on sex and life. No one cared what Thorburn himself believed or said on



these matters, or that in his previous role as CEO of a major bank, he had championed ‘DEI'. The
Victorian Premier labelled his views “hateful” and “absolutely appalling”, and that was that.!

Sports v religion
So, what'’s happened in the eighteen months since then? Well, sports continue to be a major arena
of contest over sexual, religious and woke politics. Teams have been pressured to wear ‘Pride’
jerseys.2 Sporting organisations, players and fans are very divided about whether women’s sports
should be reserved to biological women.3 But to say so is risky, especially if your reasons are
religious. When NSW Swifts netball star, Samantha Wallace-Joseph, said on social media that she
thought it disrespectful of Joe Biden to promote Easter Sunday as the Transgender Day of
Visibility, Netball Australia came down on her like a ton of bricks.4

Schools v religion
Schools are another major arena for these battles today. In March, the Australian Law Reform
Commission recommended that faith schools no longer be permitted to preference enrolments and
staff according to faith and witness, and that they be required to facilitate ‘alternate’ views taught
on religious and moral matters being taught in their schools.> Some states have already moved in

the direction proposed.®

Recently | appeared on behalf of the Catholic and Orthodox bishops before a NSW Parliamentary
Inquiry into Alex Greenwich’s “Equality Bill”.7 He, too, would forbid religious schools taking faith
or witness into account in employment and enrolments.8 | began by saying our Churches
“sympathise with all efforts to discourage or forbid unjust discrimination against ‘LGBT’ people”
but that we are troubled by the anti-religious undercurrent in the Bill. | was immediately
interrupted by two trans activists swearing and screaming. When order was restored, | explained
that removing the only protections for Church schools from lawfare would only enlarge the scope

for discrimination against believers.

Apart from lawfare, social media and mainstream journalism are regularly employed against
religion today. Only last week, an international speaker, booked for talks to Catholic students on
human sexuality and relationships, met a fierce campaign to “cancel” him led by an activist parent
or two, a federal MP, and a society of self-proclaimed witches. The speaker’s views were ruled
“outdated” and “not in accord with modern Catholicism” by SMH and ABC inquisitors.?®
Ultimately, large numbers benefitted from Jason Evett’s presentations, but certain journalists miss
no opportunity to bad-mouth church schools, especially ones they consider “conservative”,10 to

campaign to defund them,! and to silence Christian voices.
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Earlier this month, Equality Tasmania and other lobby groups targeted Hobart Archbishop Julian
Porteous for publishing a pastoral letter they characterised as “homophobic” “misinformation”,
“stigmatising” LGBT students and staff, and rendering Catholic schools “unsafe”.12 A few months
before, the Productivity Commission recommended axing tax-breaks for Church-school building
funds.3 Not long before that the Victorian government imposed new taxes on church schools.14
And while the Turnbull government’s attempt to defund church schools cost it dearly, federal and
state governments regularly disadvantage these schools in funding and policy. We could give many
other examples of Catholic schools and universities being targeted by governments, bureaucrats,

education unions, or powerful anti-religious lobbies.15

Hospitals v religion
Schools are not the only Church institutions facing unremitting attempts to secularise them or
force them out. Catholic health providers are regularly pressed to offer abortion and euthanasia on
pain of being defunded, and health professionals to provide or refer for these or be deregistered.6
Today is the first anniversary of the most brazen recent attack on religious institutions: the passage
of the Health Infrastructure Enabling Act 2023 by which the ACT government, appalled by the
“overriding religious ethos” of Calvary Hospital, forcibly acquired the Church’s land, operations

and staff with, to date, zero compensation.t’

Other v religion
At my recent appearance before the NSW Parliament’s Committee on Community Services, |
pointed out that the ‘LGBTIQA+ Equality Bill’ not only sought to secularise Catholic schools: it
would permit solicitation outside churches and Catholic schools; and it would undermine
women’s-only spaces, single-sex schools, and the wedding and ordination practices of major

religions, by allowing people to falsify their sex on their birth certificates.

Then there’s the Australian Bureau of Statistics, which has already put ‘No religion’ as the first
choice for the religious affiliation question in the census. It now proposes to have a tick box for
“No” but none for “Yes”, and no menu of religions to choose from as in the past. Instead, there’ll be
a space to write a religion, which will inevitably mean underreporting of belief.18 It is difficult to

view all these recent proposals as anything but hostile to religious freedom.

Legislative protection of religion?
So, a lot’s happened in the 18 months since the Thorburn case was hot news. The last federal

government’s promise to protect religious freedom after same sex marriage came to nothing.1°
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The present government has also gone quiet on its electoral promises to do so, but as reported in
today’s press its draft bill to date would set religious freedom backwards.20 Instead, it proposes
anti-vilification laws which could be as much a danger to religion as an antidote to religious
hatred.?! Australia is a signatory to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights22 and the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,23 both of which insist on rights to freedom of
thought, conscience and religion. But unlike provisions concerning racial, sexual and disability
discrimination, Australia has never incorporated the provisions religious freedom into federal
domestic law. Yet many social commentators agree that religion is increasingly under attack in
Australia.?4 This slide in the culture may incline us to gloom. But it can also serve as a wake-up
call—a reminder that religious freedom cannot be taken for granted and a catalyst for us to do
something about it.

A positive case for religious freedom
I have elsewhere addressed the long march of secularism, and the laicité movement to restrict
religion to a much narrower field.2> In the time left to me | want to offer the outlines of a positive
case for why letting religious believers do their thing—within reason—is actually good for the
community. By religious liberty I don’t just mean the freedom to attend church, synagogue or
mosque, but the right also to adopt, hold or change beliefs, to manifest them alone or with others,
to worship and practice in accordance with those beliefs, to teach them to others, including

transmitting them to one’s own children.

What makes us tick?
The case for allowing religion might begin with the various dimensions of the human person and
human good, what makes us flourish and do the things we do. Amongst the basic goods of human
choice and well-being are life, health, friendship, marriage, knowledge, beauty, work, leisure,
moral integrity and spiritual experience.26 As religious animals, the spiritual is basic to how
perception, cognition and explanation ordinarily work for us;27 and religion provides us with
meaning and identity, community and order, beauty and ecstasy.28 Even many secular-minded
people make space for the ‘sacred’ in the sense of ultimate questions concerning existence, and
transcendent experiences of the sublime or awe-inspiring.2° If we do not make a space for religion

in our community, we will not flourish, either as individuals or as a society.30

What religion has contributed historically
In Monty Python’s Life of Brian, John Cleese plays Reg, a member of the People’s Liberation Front
of Judea. In a terrorist cell meeting he asks rhetorically, “What have the Romans ever done for

us?” His fellows respond with example after example of the benefits of Roman civilization. “All
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right... all right,” Reg concedes, “but apart from sanitation, medicine, education, wine, public
order, irrigation, roads, a freshwater system, and public health, what have the Romans ever done

for us?”3!

“All right, all right,” the secular interlocuter interjects, “but apart from the sanity sanctity brings to
aworld of sin; the hospitals, hospices, nursing homes and leprosaria; the orphanages, schools and
universities; providing food to the indigent and so many other welfare services; or the supports for
families and neighbourhoods... what have the Romish ever done for us? Apart from explicating a
sublime moral code and vision of the person; ending human sacrifice, cannibalism, slavery,
infanticide and the chattel conception of women and children; shaping our language and
promoting literacy and libraries; inventing the scientific method and sponsoring so much science,
medicine and technology; sponsoring much of the greatest art, architecture, music and literature;
grounding our common, civil and constitutional law; and providing the metaphysical
underpinnings for our polity... apart from all that, what have the Roman Catholics ever done

for us?”32

In Australia the churches, especially the Catholic Church, made the greatest contributions to the
nation’s social capital. Otherwise, there would be no Calvary Hospitals to steal or imitate! There
are so many good stories to tell here. One day economists might give us a reliable estimate of how
much faith groups save the taxpayer each year by providing the educational, health, aged, welfare
and pastoral care they do. Even when the state subsidizes some of these things, they come at a

great saving to it.

Psychological and social benefits of religion
Religion brings many benefits to individuals and societies. Religious belief has been linked to
increased levels of volunteering and charitable works, of education, and of greater marital
satisfaction, and to decreased levels of domestic violence, criminal behaviour and divorce rates.33
A 2019 study found that Australian churchgoers scored higher than the general population on
metrics of belonging, worth, civic participation, social justice and acceptance.34

We can’t put everything upon the state or the individual. Healthy societies require a series of
intermediate institutions such as churches, charities, unions, community groups, sports clubs,
small businesses and arts organisations. These bring perspectives and energies no individual or
state can muster. Exclude religion, and you exclude a major source of inspiration for joint

voluntary action and community building.
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Finally, we might ask, where a democracy like ours will find its moral-spiritual compass if it
abandons the Judeo-Christian perspectives that have underpinned its laws and customs till now.
Will not the secularist dream of “liberation” from religion only leave us slaves to powerful

corporate interests, the social media and the bureaucratic state?

Religious freedom doomed or doable?
What might we do to ensure that the good of religion is recognised in our society and believers
given the space they need to do the good things they do? The endless assaults on religion can tempt
us simply to salvage what furniture we can whilst the house (or cathedral!) is burning. But that is, |
think, too defeatist, can sound like special pleading to protect private interests, and is in any case
doomed to the death of a thousand cuts.

If my case for societies admitting and to some extent supporting religion is made out, or could be;
if we think a community in which believers are allowed to do their thing within reasonable limits is
good for believers and non-believers alike; if we think we have some good stories to tell—then
objecting to unjust infringements on our religious liberties, though necessary, is not enough. We
should be doing more to make the positive case for religious freedom, out-narrating those who
would scrub religion from society. Our parishes, schools, hospitals and welfare agencies must
stand firm on their religious convictions and tell their stories of service, not out of tribalism or
institutional self-interest, but because we are convinced we offer something precious. We must
boldly celebrate the religious underpinnings of our various works of mercy and support those

struggling to remain faithful to their convictions in today’s social context.

Some have suggested we should ‘do another Goulburn’ and close our ministries in protest against
cultural, legal and governmental interference. But you don’t get to play that card too often, and the
strategy can easily backfire. It would also rob the community of needed services. Of course,
sometimes strategic withdrawal is in order, especially to repair and regroup. But I am not in favour
of fleeing to the caves, at least not yet. First, we need to accept that the religious liberty we have
long enjoyed in Australia is at risk and be much more intentional about making out the case to our
community for freedom of religious belief and action. This is part of what the recent popes called
evangelising the culture. Some are already convinced. Some never will be. But many could yet be

persuaded.

6|SCBN 2024 - Religious Freedom



Jubilee hope
Next year is a jubilee year, a quarter-century anniversary of the Birth of Christ, the turning point of
history. It is also 1700 years since the Council of Nicaea settled the Christian creed. We've already
survived twenty centuries of sporadic persecution and repeated declarations of the death of God
and the Church. Yet Christ rose from the dead and in 2025 the Church will still be around. My
hope is that by 2035 we will be not so much in a dark dystopia as a bright religious renaissance.
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