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FREEDOM OF RELIGION AND BELIEF IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Invoking supernatural agency should cease privileging any avoidance of scrutiny.

Understanding the New Millennium

If we are to leave a hopeful world for future generations we need to urgently start nurturing the 
kind of minds that are comfortable with the process of emergence in natural and human systems, 
Rumsfeld's "unknown unknowns" and Taleb's "black swans".1

While reductionist scientific specialities have been a cornerstone of the lifestyle luxuries most 
humans have taken to with unreserved enthusiasm, the loud anti-science reaction of religions has put 
science on the defensive at even greater cost to our pressing need to move on from expecting to find 
the answers that matter in more specialisation and more reductionism.

Like math before it, the reductionist scientific method needs to be seen as a powerful tool but 
not as a sanctified source of deeper understanding. In the new millennium deeper understanding must 
primarily come from recognising natural emergence. All of biology and geo/astrophysics provide 
systems laboratories from which we can start to learn how we might act appropriately in rapidly 
evolving social domains.

Religious rhetoric and practice enshrine authoritarian social models with an escape valve of 
nebulous mysticism. These correspond closely to the stages of intellectual development, naive 
positivism and relativism, which precede systemic awareness.2 Sanctification of safety and of jobs and 
the over protection of young people provide further obstacles to getting a critical mass of talent 
started on the kind of intellectual journey that most of the few of us on it have only stumbled onto 
over a well-lived lifetime.

For the purpose of this discussion the millennium is a close enough marker to the date on which 
human consumption exceeded natural production, a situation which clearly cannot go on getting 
worse by the 3% per annum compounded factored into economists' growth targets for much longer 
before real cracks will emerge.

My Prejudices

Growing up without suffocating supervision, mostly in the care of my Masonic/Presbyterian 
grandparents, I soon worked out that God was yet another fairy story character. I've seen a strongly 
religious aunt turn assisting with the care of her profoundly mentally and physically disabled grandson 
into a cause which defined the latter part of her life and a favourite cousin married to a theologian 
between them pushing hard the progressive envelope within their denomination.

While it has not dented my sense of self, I eventually came to understand the profound error of 
Descartes's dualism, accepting that mind is just what brain does and that the feeling of identity which 
appears to provide a survival advantage to any creature capable of intentional behaviour does not 
justify the fanciful notion of an eternal soul. However, I'm also first to admit that others, especially 
indigenous peoples and animals, may have access to awareness through channels not yet amenable to 
scientific scrutiny. I just don't see them as unnatural nor as anything like the main game we need to 
concern ourselves with. (Some of my own research supports Gödel's central implication here.3)
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Always reminded that the State of Victoria once had the clarity of mission to ban the "Church of" 
Scientology, I've watched from a distance what a corrupted legal system has done to my friend and 
colleague Keith Henson under the rubric of "interfering with a religion".4

Last year, while publishing Heather Vicenti's stolen generation autobiography Too Many Tears,5 I 
saw graphic evidence of the evil practiced by those "of faith" entrusted to do governments' dirty work 
with paternalistic prejudice, and cannot forget that the same kind of people are doing the same kind 
of thing today wherever they can get away with it, demoralising the remaining carriers of traditional 
knowledge which is just starting to be recognised in other places as a potentially vital source to assist 
the reconciliation of human society with the natural world that sustains us.

Dodging Bureaucratic Bullets

Those responsible for preparing the Discussion Paper on Freedom of Religion and Belief in the 
21st Century should be congratulated. Relative to other calls for submissions that have crossed my 
path recently, there is a welcome return towards value neutrality.

However that does not fully overcome the methodological problem that asking specific questions 
encourages answers which do not challenge the frame of reference. In particular, their remains an 
implication that Article 18 and Section 116 should be read as encouraging faith in supernatural 
agency. I find it just as easy to read Section 116 as admitting that memetic infection was so endemic 
that it may have been wise to just allow it to run its course. (They may not have put it quite like that 
in 1900.)

People will believe what they want to believe anyway. It isn't a right, it is what we do. Section 116 
clearly emphasises the non establishment of any religion while avoiding the mire of any attempt to 
regulate. A more relevant question is whether the advocacy of beliefs should be allowed to escape 
reasonable scrutiny, maybe even more so in the case of vulnerable children. The clear exemptions in 
Recommendation 5.3 of HREOC's 1998 Report appear to be a useful starting point.

One quibble I do have with the Discussion Paper is the implication that interfaith organisations 
can serve as a neutral point of reference. By definition and by practice interfaith excludes unbelievers, 
a vast group which has next to no organisational structure because there is no recognised affirmative 
modus operandi for such organisations. We can try to put a positive slant on this by suggesting non-
believers are drawn to secular organisations, but if they are that is tantamount to washing their hands 
of responsibility for at least teaching nonbelief. (I have a project to promote the idea of "charitable 
atheism" on hold due to emerging priorities. Life may not be long enough to get back to it.)

So rather than selecting some of your suggested questions to respond to, I think it is more 
appropriate to add a few questions I would like to see addressed in your report.

My Questions

Should promotion of belief in supernatural agency be privileged ahead of promotion of disbelief? 
(I understand there is a taxation department ruling to that effect.)

Should the state continue to privilege groups which continue to practice the paternalistic 
disruption of presumed "others" with the missionary zeal that has dismembered traditional cultures 
through the past half millennium?



Should religions be held to lower standards of accountability and transparency than other social 
organisations?

Should moral assertions of any religion be enshrined in the laws of a secular state? Where they 
discriminate against other minorities?

Should the state facilitate religions and/or parents beginning a child's indoctrination into their 
beliefs many years before the state will allow that child to take responsibility for their actions?

Must we tacitly endorse muddled thinking as the price we must pay for religion's capacity to 
mobilise charitable sentiment? Gambling? Alcohol?

Should we be encouraging people to believe whatever they want to believe?

Should we be discouraging critique of actively promoted beliefs?

Should we be asking people to take responsibility for what they do on the basis of their beliefs? 
Including for what they say?

What's really in it for Anglicare, St. Vinnies, the Salvos, even Red Cross? Are they just doing the 
business empire building trick under an unevenly protective umbrella?

Our systemic servants do not good masters make.

Tony Smith
ts@meme.com.au
February 2009
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