
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

NEWSLETTER                 March 2010 

The paradox of religion 

in Australia 
 

Editorial by Bruce Duncan  
 

Attitudes to religion and faith in Australia confront us 

with a curious paradox. On the one hand, the 

dominant culture appears strongly secular, especially 

as it is reflected in some of the media.  
 

Yet on the other hand, religious organisations and 

groups play an extraordinary role in education, health 

care and hospitals, disability groups, social services 

and myriads of community networks, encouraging 

volunteering and charitable activities of all types.  

This institutional presence of the churches, and 

increasingly of other religious traditions, is massive, 

providing much of the support base sustaining the 

wellbeing of many people, especially those in distress.  
 

Yet this extraordinary effort seems often taken for 

granted, and can appear almost invisible in some 

media commentary on the role of religion in society.  
 

What is new is the assertive critique of religious belief 

by some atheists who have attracted media attention. 

This can be a positive thing, as it makes others think 

more deeply about aspects of religious belief.  

Christians are not strangers to such debates about faith 

or the Scriptures, and challenges to beliefs can help 

clear away misconceptions and result in a deeper 

understanding of one’s faith tradition. 
 

Yet in another way, such evangelical atheism can 

corrode the public acceptance of religious beliefs, and 

among people who may have little understanding of 

religious belief themselves, reinforce a prejudice that 

religion is for the feeble-minded or for children. It can 

also support the strident claims of those who deny 

religious convictions any role in the public forum. 

Religion in their minds should be kept private.  
 

There is some truth in this view, in the sense that one 

must not impose religious views, or claim religious 

sanction over issues in authoritarian fashion. Properly 

secular areas of life have their own legitimate 

autonomy. When dealing with social matters, concern 

must always focus on human wellbeing.  

 

A vacuum in values? 

The irony is that there is a growing crisis of values in 

many parts of the world, brutally forced home on us 

by the Global Financial Crisis. As corporate law 

professor Justin O’Brien said at the University of 

NSW in early March, there is a moral crisis at the 

heart of today’s capitalism, a corrosion of values 

which threatens the very viability of the system and of 

key national economies. In O’Brien’s view, tighter 

regulation alone will not solve the problem, unless 

there is a stronger commitment to universal values in 

business and financial circles. 
 

The wild exuberance of greed and hubris has left the 

world in a position of acute peril still. To avoid 

further economic and social disasters, we will need a 

widespread and firm commitment to enhance human 

wellbeing with more equity and moderation. These 

are precisely the values inculcated in the social 

traditions of the great religions, notably Christianity. 
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Help shape the agenda! 
 

Social Policy Connections  

invites you to a  

Consultation on  

Election Priorities 2010 
 

You are warmly invited to join this 

consultation on SPC policies and priorities  

10am – 1 pm, Saturday  

20 March 
 

at the Study Centre, 

Yarra Theological Union 

98 Albion Rd., Box Hill 

Best entry via 34 Bedford St. 
 

Please RSVP by Friday 19th 3pm: 9899 4777  

or admin@socialpolicyconnections.com.au 

 

“Intelligence awakening Mankind” - Rockefeller Centre. 

Courtesy wallyg, flickr CC 



 

In response to attacks from the advocates of 

materialist consumerism or assertive secularism, we 

need to reaffirm that Christian belief is entirely 

dedicated to human wellbeing.  
 

Admittedly there are competing versions of what 

human wellbeing entails, and many people sincerely 

pursue different expressions of values. Yet as the UN 

Millennium Development Goals starkly demonstrate, 

we share a great deal in common despite differences. 

Consolidating these values in public policies is not a 

pipe dream, but it does demand sustained work. 
 

Motivation and meaning 

What faith adds to social commitment is a powerful 

motivation and a compelling personal sense of 

meaning in life. Faith speaks to the great mysteries of 

life and death, and offers a transcendent perspective 

on the values by which we live. 
 

The bottom line is this: Christians believe that, in 

Jesus, God identifies intensely with human suffering, 

to the extent of laying down his life in an act of 

ultimate solidarity. That would have been the end of 

the story, of course, had Christ not risen from the 

dead. The Resurrection is God’s ultimate unveiling of 

such astonishing compassion for humanity. And for 

Christians, Jesus becomes a model of human 

solidarity: “Love one another as I have loved you”.  
 

Moreover, acknowledging God as our Creator, we 

believe every person is finely crafted in God’s own 

image, and so is uniquely precious to our Maker. God 

expects us to treat each other accordingly. 
 

Hence far from our religious belief being a narcissistic 

escape from social responsibility into a purely private 

‘spirituality’, faith demands that we engage in the task 

of social transformation so that all people can enjoy 

the conditions needed for a decent and humane life. 

The global implications today are obvious. 
 

We recognise of course that policy analysis and 

debate require special expertise and skills. But we 

also insist on firm ethical foundations aiming to 

improve social equity and opportunity, and to develop 

policies for the common good, while resisting the 

undue influence of private interest groups. The 

aspiration to social justice must be restored to its 

place of honour in our elections. 
 

SPC’s role? 

This is where Social Policy Connections can make a 

useful contribution in the public forum. We wish to 

draw from the professional expertise in our 

community to analyse particular issues in their moral 

dimensions, to examine policy proposals in the light 

of how well they advance human wellbeing, 

especially for those on the edges. 
 

Hence we invite you to consider how you might 

contribute to such an effort with your own experience 

and resources. Various members of SPC are already 

contributing articles and opinion pieces on our 

website and elsewhere. We invite others to join in the 

conversation as well.  
 

As noted above, we invite you to attend the 

consultation of SPC supporters on Saturday 20 March  

at our offices in Box Hill. We would welcome hearing 

your views on what should be our priorities, and how 

best to achieve some worthwhile results.  
 

As you will see from our website, we have included 

articles on environmental issues, the economic crisis 

and nuclear disarmament.  Bearing in mind our 

limited resources, how can we best focus our efforts? 

What might we say about the new poverty in 

Australia, especially arising from the lack of housing? 

How should we respond to the plight of asylum 

seekers? Are we missing some really critical matters? 

We would welcome your views as we refine our 

agenda for the coming year. 

ABC will feature SPC’s forum on  

Pope Benedict’s recent encyclical 
 

Melbourne’s Anglican Archbishop Dr Philip 

Freier, Dr Rufus Black, Master of Ormond 

College, and Ms Julie Edwards, CEO of Jesuit 

Social Services responded to Pope Benedict’s 

encyclical, Caritas in Veritate, in a public forum in 

November 2009. It was organised by SPC and the 

Yarra Institute for Religion and Social Policy. 

ABC Radio National will feature the forum on its 

‘Encounter’ program on 28 March. The full talks 

are available as a podcast on the SPC website. 
 

Exodus Community in West 

Heidelberg calls for better housing 
The Exodus Community consists of a group of 

religious personnel and lay people living and 

working at West Heidelberg for the past 13 years. 

With their long experience of life there, Sr Sally 

Bradley RSM has appealed for urgent action to 

tackle the acute lack of public housing. You will 

find her letter on the SPC website. 

New items on the SPC website 
Brian Lewis continues his series on moral 

decision making, with “Cooperation in the 

wrongdoing of others”; and “Wisdom of the heart: 

the meaning and challenge of morality”. 
 

Bill Frilay’s presentation to the ICAN 

consultation on nuclear disarmament in February. 
 

Podcast of responses to Pope’s social encyclical 
 

Report on NT intervention into indigenous issues 


