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The issue of religious freedom in Australian society is a matter of significant moment. But the 

question of freedom of religion is never a simple, stand-alone issue. It connects with a range of 

matters relevant to our life and well-being as people of Australia. 

In one sense, the matter of freedom of religion is a window onto a whole range of contemporary 

issues. These include freedom of speech and practice; the place and value of religion in society; 

notions of equality, human dignity and discrimination; the rights of minorities; the impact of an 

influential and pervasive populism; the unexamined beliefs and prejudices of a particular kind of 

secularism; and questions about what it means to respect the rights, values, and freedoms of a 

nation that is richly multicultural, religiously diverse and increasingly stridently secular. 

Moreover, all such matters are held and contested within an essentially young nation with regard to 

its inherited democratic tradition. It is not an exaggeration to state that consideration of religious 

freedom leads into a complex social, religious, economic and political mix that is still unfolding in 

Australia. In short, it is not yet clear what we shall become as a people and nation; we are on a 

significant journey of discovery. 

Inquiry into religious freedom represents an important way in which we begin to uncover the 

character, identity and tensions associated with modern liberal democracies. It prompts a question 

about the nature of freedom within the context of liberalism's religion. 

In early 2018 the Australian Centre for Christianity and Culture (ACC&C) was invited to make a 

submission to the Ruddock Review Panel into Religious Freedom. The ACC&C is an ecumenical 

body established by deed between two parties: Charles Sturt University and the Anglican Diocese 

of Canberra and Goulburn. The ACC&C's board is made up of members of the churches of 

Australia. Its brief, among other things, is to encourage conversations and engagement across the 

boundaries of church, academy, and public society in pursuit of a deeper wisdom for the common 

good. 

The foregoing preliminary comments provide the basis for a rehearsal of the ACC&C's submission 

to the Religious Freedom Review Panel (which was drafted with the assistance of Canon Professor 

Scott Cowdell, Public and Contextual Theology Research Centre Professor of Theology, Charles 

Sturt University). The submission (with minor edits) appears as follows. In the conclusion, I will 

offer some comments on the future of religious freedom in Australia. 
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Submission: the rising tide of the post-secular 

There are strong views for and against strengthening protections for religious freedom, with 

particular issues of moment to the fore. So, for instance, various official submissions from churches 

will have beginning and end-of-life issues in view; employment rights and agenda-setting in church 

schools and agencies; all of which in turn raise questions of what obligations government funding 

of church-based institutions might entail. 

It is our view that today's global, increasingly post-secular environment, and the direction in which 

Australia's uniquely multicultural society is moving, call for a broader perspective. The ACC&C 

seeks to reframe the religious freedom debate to catch this rising tide of the post-secular. 

Religion is no longer regarded by serious scholarship as the irrational threat to stable, secular 

peace and good order that early-modern Europe began to imagine. By that reckoning, religion 

could be tolerated only once it had withdrawn from the public square, allowing it to be safely 

privatised and consigned to the status of cognitive deviancy before a prevailing scientific rationality. 

Thereafter, religious beliefs and institutions that had once substantively shaped societies, were 

effectively supplanted by new, functionally sacred realities: the nation-state and the market. 

In a climate of enlightened scepticism and a growing Western hunger for freedom from religious 

constraint, secular society has insisted on religion keeping its place. But such sidelining has also 

invited militantly secular agendas — be they communist, fascist or radically free market — to 

define reality. Accordingly, anti-religious sentiment now underwrites a new form of social cohesion 

in the West, ironically inheriting the mantle of bygone religious sacrifices. 

Yet none of this suspicion is called for. Religious freedom does not equate with the licensing of 

cognitive deviancy ― on par, for instance, with indulging the tobacco lobby's socially disastrous 

denial that smoking damages health. And religious communities are not so obviously the cause of 

violence, either, given the regularly predatory agenda of markets and nation-states during the 

modern era. Likewise, religion need not be anti-secular. Indeed, serious Christian theology relishes 

serious dialogue with secular thought, contrary to the mutually self-defining fundamentalisms of 

militant religion and militant atheism that must be seen for what they are. 

Although the reality of religions and their faith communities, with their public agencies, runs plainly 

counter to the religious privatisation thesis, nonetheless the way in which secular authorities 

regularly view such public agencies (regarding their rights as employers, for instance) suggests 

that the incorrigibly public profile of religious traditions is not considered to be a legitimate 

dimension of religious freedom. Hence modernity's self-defining suspicions about religion are 

stubbornly maintained. But the emerging post-secular reality is more complex, challenging the 
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privatization of religion. Consequently, religious freedom will no longer be able to be managed 

within the established secular modern mindset in Australia. 

Today's dawning post-secular insight is that religious beliefs and faith communities are not going 

away, and have much to contribute from their own perspectives to the flourishing of civil society. 

Non-combative dialogue and open engagement furnish significant opportunities for post-secular 

societies to harness the good will of their religious citizens and sub-groups to the common good, 

with such engagement providing a mode for wider positive engagement across other social, 

political and ideological divides. 

None of this is about unduly favouring religion. We simply recognise and acknowledge that certain 

key conversations and commitments have shaped Western civilization. One of these is the 

conversation between Christianity and the classical culture of Graeco-Roman antiquity, which 

continues in those many contests where faith and reason find a productive synergy. One such is 

the conversation between faith and science, which is by no means purely a matter of contestation. 

Another example concerns the relationship between autonomy and authority, in which the church 

has played a pioneering role in its dealings with other religions and with modern nation states, 

providing a model for what today's societies seek to do. 

Consequently, we can regard this rising post-secular tide as an invitation to recover things that 

matter critically to us all from these conversations that have defined our identity, without fear that 

our modern Western society is being called upon to betray its defining commitments. It is in this 

broader context that questions of religious freedom need to be framed. 

Pertinent questions concerning religious freedom 

In Australia, religious freedom belongs to a suite of freedoms that have to be both respected and 

nurtured. The key underlying question is: what makes for a flourishing society? This is a question 

that applies more widely, for instance, as our defining commitment to honouring individual 

autonomy and self-determination is balanced with the proper claims of wider society. 

An obvious example is the right to conscientious objection, which is by no means limited to secular 

society accommodating the quirks of religious belief. Reflecting on our existing accommodations 

and commitments in that broader context can help to situate and illuminate questions of religious 

freedom. In that wider view, some of these questions are: 

1. What contribution can and do religious traditions and their faith communities make to the 

well-being of Australian society? 



	

	 5	

2. Is religious privatisation and withdrawal, along with conformity to secular norms, and 

consumer pressures, the proper norm for religions, or is a more prophetic, even culturally 

nonconforming stance to be expected and even welcomed (albeit cautiously)? 

3. How might we conceive religious freedom more organically, less competitively or 

hierarchically, alongside other cherished freedoms? 

4. Does human rights discourse provide an adequate basis for addressing matters of religious 

freedom, given the regular annexation of human rights language both ideologically and 

politically (by both "left" and "right")? 

5. What legislation (if any) might be appropriate (in the absence of a Bill of Rights) to honour 

the religious freedoms appropriate to our liberal democratic Australian society based on the 

way individual rights, and especially conscientious objection, is conceived and framed in 

current legislation? 

6. Following on from Question 5, what role might an expedited research project play in 

situating our current religious freedom debate against the backdrop of Australia's settled 

commitments on rights and freedoms, such that tolerable practical outcomes can emerge 

most readily? 

7. What obligation might government have to nurture consensus-building dialogue between 

the religions and across the perceived religious-secular divide, so that what we regularly 

discover in our work at the ACC&C might be more widely experienced? 

The rising post-secular tide invites a positive engagement with such questions. We stand at a new 

cultural and social moment in which the question of religious freedom comes to be less about 

religious traditions feeling threatened and more about our various faith communities working 

together with civil society, as part of civil society, for the common good. So, in post-secular 

Australia, the question of religious freedom needs to be less about "freedom from" and more about 

"freedom for." The role of government is thus to "accentuate the positive." 

The future of religious freedom in Australia 

I would make a number of concluding points that impact on the future of religious freedom in 

Australia. 

1. Managing diversity 

Recognising, acknowledging and appreciating the diversity and fundamental equality of all peoples 

of Australia are critical components of our shared goals and ideals in a multi-cultural society such 
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as ours. The tendency of nation-states in the liberal tradition, like Australia, is to minimise internal 

diversity and maximise external differences. This is done for the sake of maintaining some sense 

of togetherness. It means that the critical issue for such states is how to manage a multicultural, 

multi-faith and increasingly secular society? The clue is to be found in the now often-used phrase, 

"social cohesion." The emphasis is on management of internal diversity for the purpose of 

maintaining a socially cohesive state. 

Given the increasing diversity of religious life in Australia and a growing secularism, the dictates of 

social cohesion will profoundly affect, in subtle and not so subtle ways, the future of religious 

freedom in Australia. The framework within which this management is undertaken becomes critical. 

2. The state, the individual and the excluded middle 

There is an underlying assumption of modern liberal democracies that frames approaches to 

questions of religious freedom: the assumed binary that regards the state and the individual as the 

key components in managing the social contract. The state is assumed to exercise a quasi-

sovereignty on behalf of the people with a primary brief to ensure that an individual's rights, 

aspirations, and claims are protected. 

What has been increasingly filtered out is the role of mediating institutions, civil society groups and 

organisations, alternative voices, and authorities. These latter entities are part and parcel of a 

pluralistic, multicultural society. 

In different, sometimes competing ways, such configurations and associations espouse 

conceptions and visions of what is involved in living well within the sphere of the common good. 

They provide a critical check on statism, and give voice to the rich possibilities for the good life 

within contemporary western society. The reduction of this rich complexity of societal life to the 

state and the individual effectively screens out a diversity of visions of the good life; they are 

subsumed under the overarching rule of the state. 

This is inherently dangerous and a noted feature of evolving democratic traditions. What makes 

this particularly problematic is a corresponding set of assumptions about the nature of equality and 

human dignity administered by the sovereign state. These assumptions tend to marginalise or 

nullify claims for religious freedom. 

3. Equality, dignity and religious freedom 

The appeal to equality remains essentially contested. Equality functions as an autonomous 

concept capable of being infused with a variety of meanings. In our contemporary environment, 

equality is understood in terms of human dignity. Moreover, within the context of a radical 
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individualism, human dignity accords with those aspirations and embodiments associated with and 

constitutive of personal identity. Accordingly, it is the function of the state to ensure that, in pursuit 

of the ideal of equality of all people, an individual's dignity as a human being is not infringed or 

diminished either directly, or impliedly, by others, whether they be individuals or other 

social/political entities. This is the framework for anti-discrimination laws in modern Western 

democracies. 

The logic of this conceptual framework and set of assumptions is not difficult to see. Whatever is 

viewed by the state as potentially harming the dignity and/or status of an individual is deemed 

unacceptable and has to be curbed, minimised, or expunged. The application of this logic — within 

a framework that prioritises the state and the individual and excludes the realities on the ground, so 

to speak, of multiple institutions, organisations and group entities that constitute modern Western 

pluralism — establishes conditions for the erosion of religious freedoms associated with both 

individuals and their institutional embodiment. Minimally, it points to an underlying and unresolved 

issue that has been sharply put as "collision of dignities." 

Secular notions of equality and dignity, and the application of "a universal principal of non-

discrimination," operative within the context of an emerging sovereignty of the state, squeeze 

issues of religious freedom into a tiny space. The way liberal Western democracies manage this is 

usually by a neat but wholly abstract distinction between private and public in relation to religious 

life. In the emerging post-secular, such a distinction is not sustainable. But it does highlight the 

importance and problematic role of the state in the management of religion. 

For the longer term, given the increasing pluralism and powerful value systems underlying the 

societal mix of our country, it will be necessary more than ever for the political process of 

democratic government to engage in wider and deeper negotiations with a diversity of voices 

representing the concerns and values of many different but overlapping groups, organisations and 

institutions of civil society. 

4. Political management of religion 

The foregoing discussion concerning social cohesion, state power, equality and pluralism begs the 

question of what holds us together as a people and nation. The answer seems to be a common 

vision of economic prosperity that we all have to play our part in achieving. This belongs to our 

quest for happiness and the good life. Social cohesion for the purposes of maximising the good life 

in Australia undergirded by a pragmatic economic utilitarian ethic has become the major shaper of 

our liberal democratic society. 
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On this account, it is the responsibility of the state to manage this aspiration for the benefit of 

individual citizens. This is challenging in such a culturally, ethnically and religiously diverse country 

as Australia. Today we are probably more aware of the rich diversity of life and differences 

between the peoples of Australia as we are aware of the commonalities. Human flourishing — 

including such things as the value of community, corporate action directed towards the common 

good, the responsibility to care for the weak and poor — might not cohere with a vision of social 

cohesion interpreted in terms of a market-driven economic growth paradigm. Indeed, it might bump 

up against it in some significant ways. 

What this means, among other things, is that diversity and difference will need to be managed. 

When social cohesion, filtered through the lens of economic well-being, is the dominant paradigm 

in a liberal democracy, the logic is that diversity and difference, so much an intrinsic feature of an 

open, free and cosmopolitan society, will have to be minimised, curtailed, or marginalised, and 

closely monitored. 

The ideal of social cohesion generates a management/regulatory approach by government to 

many facets of life and this includes religion. This is particularly the case when we experience 

threats to social cohesion that are linked to some elements within religious traditions which are 

considered dangerous and violent. This leads to fear as a prevailing grammar for current political 

rhetoric. And this in turn influences popular sentiment about what freedoms, if any, ought to be 

accorded to religious beliefs and practices. 

5. Religion, fear and narcissism 

The philosopher Martha Nussbaum refers to fear as "the emotion of narcissism." She notes that 

fear is "primitive," being connected to primitive brain processes that humans share with other 

animals. When fear is socialised, observes Nussbaum, it "is always relentlessly focused on the self 

and the safety of the self." Fear is fixated on the self and what threatens the self and consequently, 

"episodic fear and anxiety, or chronic fear, are simply more narcissistic than other emotions … It 

threatens or prevents love." Nussbaum concludes: 

Fear is a "dimming preoccupation": an intense focus on the self that casts others into darkness. 

However valuable and indeed essential it is in a genuinely dangerous world, it is one of life's great 

dangers. 

6. The new religious intolerance 

Nussbaum's discussion of fear and anxiety is developed in the context of what she terms the "new 

religious intolerance," which unfortunately is not difficult to identify and track around the globe. It is 
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associated with what Luke Bretherton calls the "securitisation" of religion. Thus, the securitisation 

of religion: 

entails rhetorically constructing religion as a direct security threat to the state and presenting it as 

an issue of supreme priority that needs to be dealt with outside the normal legal and political 

processes upon which religion is dealt with. 

How Australia is faring on this matter is a question at least worth asking. We ought not to be naïve 

about the fact that there is a powerful secular philosophy carrying strong popular appeal in the 

West. This approach regards religion as responsible for, or at least the underlying reason for, much 

of the violence of the world. And certain fundamentalist strains in most religious traditions appear 

to support this view. The idea of "religion as threat" is regularly given credence through media and 

politics today. This view trades on the narcissism of fear and anxiety and feeds distorted and 

violent tendencies already at work in society. 

So, under conditions of a diverse cultural and religious mix, in a secular environment often hostile 

to faith, driven by a powerful economic growth paradigm, within the framework of a liberal 

democracy that experiences increasing threats to its existence and well-being, it is axiomatic that 

religion will require stricter management. And this will eventually be experienced as a problem for 

religious freedom. 

7. The charism of religious life 

In the light of all I have said about challenges to religious freedom in Australia, what is the future 

for religions in Australia? Perhaps a greater challenge for religions in Australia will be the extent to 

which they express their convictions according to their founding charisms. The reason I say this is 

that to live freely not only requires external protections and permissions, it also requires an inner 

freedom to live out of the best of a particular faith tradition. 

The pervasive impact of materialism and compromise with values that undermine the goodness of 

God often severely constrain some in religious traditions from living the joyful life of faith. Further, 

speaking as a Christian in Australia, there is a special responsibility for the people of the church to 

be advocates for the protection of the freedom of minority religious traditions in this country. 

The Right Reverend Professor Stephen Pickard has been Executive Director of 
the Australian Centre for Christianity and Culture since September 2013, and is currently an 
assistant bishop in the Diocese of Canberra and Goulburn. This article was first published 
as part of a special themed edition of St. Mark's Review (March/April 2019), on the issue of 
religious freedom in Australia. 


