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Much has been said and written about Australian values. They are often articulated in terms of
‘mateship’, a concept characterised by a willingness to help others and stand with those in
danger. In earlier years the generous egalitarianism suggested by this term was marred by
prejudices and repressive legal policies, but, at least since the great social watershed of the
1960s, there has been widespread pressure for change. Some have seen this as evidence of a
moral decline, but the challenges have generally been reliant upon moral principles, such as
fairness, equality and recognition of human rights.
Some things accepted in earlier years were clearly wrong. The 1950s and 60s were characterised
by an enforced prissiness. Hotels closed at 6.00 pm and Sunday trading was prohibited. Some
15,000 books were banned1, one apparently because of a single word spoken by a parrot. In 1969
the NSW Vice Squad actually raided a store, seized a poster of Michaelangelo’s statue of David
and charged the manager with obscenity,2 apparently because that naughty Italian had sculpted
David without pants. Yet women, Aboriginal people, migrants, people with disabilities, those
with different sexual orientations and others suffered widespread abuse and discrimination,
sometimes entrenched in laws and public policies.
Of course, some changes have been controversial. No-fault divorce was introduced in 1975.
Lesbiansim was never illegal in Britain or Australia and male homosexual acts ceased to be
illegal no later than 19943, though, as Ian Warden once said, the only thing consenting adults
could not do in Canberra was build a front fence together. Commonwealth Acts have addressed
discrimination on the basis of race,4 sex,5 disability6 and age.7 Abortion has been progressively
legalised throughout the Australian states,8 Same-sex marriage has been introduced and there is a
continuing discussion about drug decriminalisation.
Christian voices were raised on both sides of the debates about these issues, but I would like to
raise more fundamental questions about underlying values, the role of the secular law and the
importance of Christian voices.
Christian values
In truth, the public face of Christianity has not always been a pretty sight. It is true that countless
Christians have displayed extraordinary compassion and service. Some founded poorhouses,
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orphanages, homes for the aged, hospitals and even leper colonies. Others established schools
and universities. Still others took leading roles in campaigns for social reform, such as the fight
against slavery. Christianity has also had an enormous influence on our culture and especially on
music, art, philosophy and ethics. Even viewed without the lens of faith, it has been a profound
force for good. Yet, sadly, the conduct of many Christians has often seemed strikingly discordant
with the words and actions of this Galilean carpenter who spoke of love, gave his life for others
and prayed that even his executioners might be forgiven.
Of course, criticism is sometimes due to misconceptions, misreporting, and a failure to
understand the Christian imperative to comply with perceived biblical principles. But there have
been insensitive, even cruel, outbursts and many people have been hurt. Christians have also
been seen to deny scientific conclusions, cover up child abuse, ignore social inequities and court
political power in order to impose their beliefs upon others. Rightly or wrongly, the term
“Christian” is now seen by many as a mark of bigotry and intolerance.9
But what are Christian values? A broad-brush answer can surely be drawn from the great
commandments: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all
your mind.” and “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Jesus said: “All the Law and the Prophets
hang on these two commandments.”10 And in the last hours of his life he added a new one: “As I
have loved you, so you must love one another.”11
Of course, love alone does not resolve every ethical dilemma,12 and Christians have different
approaches to morality. Many are essentially deontologists.13 They may acknowledeg the need
for kindness, but they otherwise insist that the heart of Christian morality consists of a duty to
obey the rules. Fundamentalists often cite Old Testament passages, which they generally insist
must be construed literally and taken to reflect the will of God. This is not the occasion for a
debate about biblical interpretation or, I hope, a burning for heresy, but I find this deeply
troubling. There are wonderful passages in the Old Testament, but there are also some that
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explicitly urge the mass murder of men, women and children.14 Committed literalists might
criticise me for inappropriate wimpishness, but I baulk at massacres.
Some avoid unpalatable passages by ‘cherry-picking’. For example, those who cite the Old
Testament as authority for the death penalty, invariably gloss over the suggested applications:
cursing a parent, adultery, homosexual acts, witchcraft, working on the Sabbath, and being a
newly-married woman unable to produce “tokens of virginity”.15 My favourite was, of course,
showing contempt for a judge.16 Others avoid harsh implications by assuming that rules
generally give rise only to prima facie duties.17
Even within Judaism, there has been disagreement about the nature of morality and a significant
movement away from legalism. As early as the 3rd century, Rabbi Simlai said that Moses gave
Israel 613 commandments, David reduced them to 11 (Psalm 15) and Micah to three: “do
Justice, Love mercy and walk humbly with your God”. Then Isaiah reduced them to two: “keep
justice and do righteousness”. (Isaiah.56:1) and Habakkuk ultimately reduced them to one: “the
just shall live by faith”. (Habakkuk.2:4)18
Some early Christians argued that gentile converts should be obliged to comply with the law of
Moses, but this was emphatically rejected by the council of elders and apostles, with Peter asking
“Why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of Gentiles a yoke that neither we nor our
ancestors have been able to bear?”19
Paul is often cited as authority for moral strictures, but, as Peter conceded, his letters contain
some things that are difficult to understand,20 and, at the risk of offending his more ardent fans, I
suggest that they need to be considered carefully. Paul himself said that he had become all things
to all people so that by all means he might save some.21 This approach was laudable, but it was
bound to create some potential for confusion and his statements have been cited not only as
authority for the subjugation of women, but also in defence of entrenched social evils such as
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slavery,22 anti-Semitism,23 apartheid24 and submission to Nazism.25 Yet Paul insisted that
Christians had been set free from the Old Testament law, berating those he described as the
“stupid Galations” for wanting to re-embrace it, and boldly proclaiming: “It is for freedom that
Christ has set us free.”26
Sadly, the Galations have often prevailed. Paul’s ground-breaking declaration of freedom has
been ignored by generations of Christian moralists. Many have effectively re-embraced what
Paul calls “the curse” of the Old Testament law,27 whilst others have treated Paul’s own
comments about morality as a new set of rules to be imposed on others. And we are still putting
burdens on the necks of people unable to bear them.
This deontological focus and a preoccupation with sexuality seems to have led to some degree of
tunnel vision. In 2018 some 5.3 million children died under the age of 5, mostly from
preventable causes, with almost half dying in the first month of life.28 Yet, whilst Christian
organisations, such as World Vision, worked to save children, many Christians seemed wholly
preoccupied with same-sex marriage.
Others Christians are essentially teleologists. For them, the moral imperative is to seek the best
outcomes. They affirm that we are called to love others and, as St Thomas Aquinas said, to love
is “to will the good of another.”29 Whilst this approach is sometimes derided as “situation
ethics”, critics should remember that when his disciples were reproached for picking corn on the
Sabbath, Jesus explained that "The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath”.30 The
hunger of his disciples trumped the fourth commandment. If the law and the prophets hang on
love of God and love of others, then concern for people should often have priority over rules.
Then there are Christians who embrace virtue ethics. They remind us that morality extends to our
motives and character and they argue that these qualities may guide our moral choices.31 I admire
them, but doubt that I have enough virtue to sustain an entire ethical philosophy.
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Of course, ethical decisions often require us to balance competing considerations rather than
invoke a single theory of universal application. Yet some things seem clear. Christian theology
affirms that all people are made in the image of God32 and we are commanded to love them. That
love is not to be constrained by requirements of natural affection or reciprocity. We are required
not only to treat people fairly and respect their rights, but also to respond to them with
understanding, empathy and kindness. We are called to defend the vulnerable, to do justice but
love mercy, and to remember that even the most morally dissolute person is a child of God.
Attitudes to the secular law
What of the secular law? In theory at least, law and ethics are substantially separate realms:
ethics is concerned with how people should behave, whilst law is concerned with how they
should be required to behave. This distinction has not always been recognised.
Early writings on the English common law all had a strong religious flavour33 and for many
years Christianity was actually accepted as part of the law of England34 and America.35
Unfortunately, its demands for justice and mercy sometimes fell on deaf ears. People were
executed or transported for petty thefts, often prompted by poverty. Lord Eldon opposed laws for
the abolition of slavery, the closure of debtors’ prisons and the emancipation of Roman
Catholics. He reportedly wept in court when informed that the death penalty would no longer be
available for petty larceny. It was said that he feared “an ordered universe was shivering into
fragments.36 Women had limited rights of inheritance and their husbands had substantial powers
over their lives and property. Children of unwed mothers were stigmatized as bastards and the
ownership of slaves was legally recognised. All this was said to be authorised by Christian
morality.
The blessings of this religious influence were not apparent to litigants. The commandment to
“judge not” led authorities to seek the truth by ordeal. One form involved burning or scalding a
person and reviewing the results after 3 days. Another involved binding someone and throwing
him into a river or pond. If he floated, he was presumed guilty but, if he sank, it would be
assumed that God had declared him innocent.37 Of course, many drowned being vindicated.38
The Norman innovation of trial by battle was based on the belief that God would strengthen the
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arm of the righteous.39 Women were permitted champions, but if an aggrieved damsel wanted to
kill her adversary personally, gender equity was ensured by requiring him to fight with one hand
tied behind his back whilst buried to his waist in a pit.40 Of course, the good times couldn’t last,
and the modern system of trial by jury gradually emerged as the preferred system of justice. Yet
the brutality continued. An Englishman was burnt at the stake for heresy as late as 161241 and by
1815 more than 200 offences were punishable by execution.42
It would be nice to dismiss such brutality as historical footnotes of no continuing relevance, but,
sadly, many who clamor about the need for Christian standards still seem reticent about
compassion and a disturbingly number of Christians still support the use of torture43 and the
death penalty.44
Whilst both the Mosaic law of Judaism and the Sharia law of Islam were understood to be legally
enforceable, the early Christian church did not adopt a comparable approach. St Augustine and
other church fathers insisted that the power of the state be separate from that of the church.45
This principle is now generally recognised. In modern pluralist societies there may be differing
moral expectations and, as Samuel Beckett, ruefully observed,“ God is a witness that cannot be
sworn”.46 So how should the moral content of our laws be delineated?
One may start, I suggest, by recognising a prima facie duty to respect the rights and autonomy of
others. This has been justified on various grounds,47 including Christian concepts of freedom and
equality. As early as the 16th century, theologians in the Spanish School of Salamanca reasoned
that, since all humans share the same nature, they should also share the same rights, such as
equality and liberty, including liberty of thought.48 Democracy involves more than majority-rule
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and governments should be alert to the risk of what has been described as “the tyranny of the
majority”.49 Yet there must obviously be some regulation if we are to have safe and effective
communities. How then may the law be justified? And to what extent should it be permitted to
override our freedom?
Legal philosophers have made numerous attempts to answer these questions, invoking virtue
theory,50 natural law,51 natural rights,52 the ‘harm principle’,53 societal needs,54 or social contract
theory.55
Perhaps the most creative contribution has been made by John Rawls who posited an “original
position” in which those making political decisions imagine that they are subject to a “veil of
ignorance” depriving them of all knowledge of their own personal characteristics and social and
historical circumstances.56
Of course, this approach is very teleological, but I think it is also very Christian.57 The “golden
rule” requires us to do unto others as we would have them do unto us. Rawls’ formulation invites
us to move beyond our own presuppositions and imagine what it would like to be the others. It
asks us to consider what laws would seem fair and appropriate if we were to stand in their shoes.
Rawls argues that most people would accept two principles. First, each person should have an
equal right to the most extensive liberties compatible with similar liberties for all.
Second, social and economic inequalities should satisfy two conditions: they should be attached
to positions open to all under conditions of equal opportunity; and they should be of the greatest
benefit of the least-advantaged members of society.
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Though Rawls apparently abandoned his Christian faith in response to the holocaust.

In theory, law engenders loyalty and consent through its utility and practicality and through its
characteristics of certainty, fairness and justice.58 Unfortunately, our Australian laws have been
increasingly influenced by populism and government defensiveness. Long recognised rights have
been undermined and standards of justice have been eroded. Let me offer a few examples.
First, our laws concerning refugees and their children have denied vulnerable people fair
treatment and breached our commitments to international covenants. We have heard some
defensive ranting about the UN telling Australia what to do, but if we give our word, we should
keep it.
Second, the war on drugs has involved draconian laws that have trampled on basic rights, sent
millions of people to prison59 and shattered vulnerable families. Yet the policy has been a tragic
failure. Portugal decriminalised all drugs in 2001. The predicted explosion of drug usage did not
eventuate and there were positive benefits. Between 2001 and 2012 newly diagnosed HIV cases
among injectable drug users declined from 1,016 to 56. There was a similar decline in hepatitis C
and B cases and deaths due to drug usage fell from 80 to 16.60 The Queensland Productivity
Commission is the latest body to conclude that the war on drugs has been ineffective and that
decriminalisation would improve lives without increasing drug use.61 Opponents of drug
decriminalisation often claim it would “send the wrong message.” There is some evidence that
some laws may have some influence on behaviour by the expression of values62 and
reinforcement of moral norms,63 but many legal changes have little, if any, impact.64
Considerations of this kind do not outweigh the need for reform that could save lives.
Third, some of our approaches to criminal sentencing are misdirected and counter-productive.
We have been led to believe that sentences are absurdly lenient and crime is raging out of
58
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control. This is simply false. During the first 80 years of the last century our imprisonment rates
remained stable at about 800 for every 100,000 Australian adults.65 It is has since surged to about
2,200 per 100,000 adults.66 Yet the murder rate has fallen by about 50% and the overall crime
rate has fallen by about 40%.67 And contrary to common belief, about two-thirds of murder
victims are male.68
Politicians beating the ‘tough on crime’ drum have exploited community misapprehensions and
we have become a frightened and vengeful society. Sentencing is increasingly driven by cries for
retribution, rather than by measured approaches to protect the community and foster the
rehabilitation of offenders. This is aggravated by a focus on consequences, even if wholly
unintended, rather than on the culpability of the conduct.69 As a consequence, some sentences are
unduly harsh and others are too lenient to provide substantial deterrence. In some jurisdictions
mandatory sentencing now applies to children as young as 10. There is much we could do to
reduce criminal conduct, but ‘toughness’ has trumped fairness and even effectiveness.
Fourth, government actions are being enshrouded in secrecy and whistleblowers are being
prosecuted rather than protected.
The prosecution of Bernard Collaery and the former ASIS officer known as ‘Witness K’ raises
serious issues about the need for constraints upon abuses of power. The case made by Collaery
on behalf of Timor Leste was that in 2004 the Australian government had ASIS bug Timorese
cabinet discussions during the course of negotiations for the initial agreement concerning oil and
gas reserves in the Timor Sea. Australia had already held a superior bargaining position due to
the enormous imbalances in wealth, political experience and expertise. Yet the LNP government
apparently decided that an even better deal might be obtained by adopting an unconscionable
tactic to effectively cheat one of the poorest countries on earth.70
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When the Labor Party came to power it denied knowledge of the impropriety and refused to
renegotiate the deal. Had it not been for Collaery and witness K, a country with a tragically high
child mortality rate71 would have been denied much-needed revenue to which it was morally
entitled. The government responded to Timor-leste’s application to the International Court of
Justice by refusing to admit the truth and by obstruction of evidence.72 So who has been held
accountable? No-one. Now even the judge faces the risk of prosecution if he breaches “orders”
made by the Attorney-General. This is a serious departure from the traditional separation of
powers. National security laws should not be invoked in order to conceal government
misconduct.
Collaery and K are not the only whistleblowers being prosecuted for revealing things the
Australian public needed to know. David McBride, a former defence lawyer, has been also
charged for blowing the whistle on allegations of criminal conduct by Australian special forces
in Afghanistan, including unlawful killings.73
It has even been revealed that Canberra has had a secret prisoner. He was arrested, charged, and
convicted in secret and served his entire sentence without even the ACT Minister for Justice,
who is responsible for the prison, knowing of his existence.74
We are told that draconian laws are necessary for our protection, but as William Pitt famously
said, “necessity is the plea for every infringement of human freedom.” Christians hold divergent
views about many issues, but we can surely agree that our laws should be just, that they should
protect our human rights and that they should be a bulwark for a free and democratic society.
Then there is the problem of climate change. Carbon dioxide levels were less than 300 per
million for more than 800,000 years.75 By May 2018 they were 410 parts per million. Emissions
reached a staggering 37.1 billion metric tonnes in 201876 and they are still increasing. Many
people are convinced that we may continue to distort the earth’s atmosphere with impunity, but
the consequences are likely to be grave, even in the near future.
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The World Health Organisation has estimated that between 2030 and 2050, climate change will
cause about 250,000 additional deaths per year, from malnutrition, malaria, diarrhea and heat
stress.77 This is estimate does not take into account deaths from factors such as other diseases,
disruption of health services or population displacement.78 We have already seen more extreme
weather events and the climate is already playing an ever-increasing role in the emergence and
spread of infectious diseases.79 We may even be approaching tipping points leading to abrupt and
irreversible changes.80
Prince Charles has said that “Global warming, climate change, the devastating loss of
biodiversity are the greatest threats that humanity has ever faced and one largely of our own
creation.81 We are the only nation on earth with our own continent. We could provide a shining
example of environmental responsibility. Yet our governments continue to drag their political
heels and our laws do not effectively address these looming dangers.
Voices
So what of Christian voices? I have no blueprint to offer, but I suggest we ask a few questions.
Why are we speaking? Contrary to widespread opinion, we are not called to man the bastions of
conservatism or embark upon crusades to have our moral beliefs legally enforced. Of course, we
are free to affirm our personal beliefs, but I suggest we have a prima facie duty to champion the
rights, freedoms and moral autonomy of others. Laws are not moral or philosophical statements;
they are precisely defined rules with practical consequences.
Hence, if we are considering some proposed legislative change, we need to ask whether the
perceived benefits are likely to outweigh likely detriments? Some Christians felt bound to
oppose the decriminalisation of attempted suicide. I agree that one should not try to gate-crash
the party in heaven without waiting to be invited, but prosecuting already distressed people could
only add to their distress and increase the risk of another, perhaps successful attempt.
Are our assumptions valid? Right to life movements seem to assume that recriminalising
abortion would save the lives of countless unborn children, but, in reality, abortions occur as
frequently in countries where the practice is wholly prohibited or permitted only to save the
woman’s life as it is in countries where it is available on demand.82 What does seem to make a
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real difference is the availability of contraception.83 Of course, further research may be necessary
and such comparisons do not wholly foreclose the moral debate, but they may raise questions
about whether the likely benefits of criminalisation outweigh likely detriments, such as the
dangers of backyard abortions, and whether non-punitive strategies may be more effective.
Are there better alternatives? Laws directly criminalising drug usage have been as ineffective
and counter-productive as those that launched the prohibition era. In contrast, the public
campaign that treated tobacco smoking as a public health issue, albeit supported by an indirect
legal approach targetting packaging and other marketing techniques, has been very successful.
Legal coercion is not always more effective than persuasion.
Is our tone persuasive or combative? Public discussions now seem to reflect increasing
intolerance of differing views and debate often seems to consist of little more than an exchange
of offensive epithets. Can we not advance our contentions without alienating others? Can we not
speak with understanding and compassion and avoid trampling on the sensitivities of those who
may be vulnerable? And if we are trying to persuade people, should we not consider, not only
what we want to say, but also what they are likely to hear?
Let me offer a perhaps controversial example. The Anglican Archbishop of Sydney recently told
Anglican supporters of same-sex marriage they should leave the church rather than "betray God's
word.” He added: “Please leave us.”84 I respect the Archbishop’s sincerity and courage, but I
believe these comments were inappropriate. This may be seen as a scandalous criticism,
especially when made by a self-confessed member of the Uniting Church who eats oysters in
flagrant breach of Leviticus.85
But what impression would you form if you were a gay person on the brink of venturing into a
church in the Sydney diocese? First, people like you are not welcome. The Archbishop later
explained that he was referring only to church leaders agitating for change about same-sex
marriage. Would that have allayed your concern? Second, whilst heretics are no longer burnt at
the stake, the church still has no place for dissidents. If you toe the party line, you are welcome.
If not, get out. Is the church not supposed to be the family of God? Should love and acceptance
be conditional upon agreement? And should those who, in good conscience, feel compelled
disagree, really be accused of betraying God’s word? The archbishop was concerned with
evangelism. Would these statements have made you receptive?
In contrast, the Archbishop of Canterbury recently called for people to start healing divisions by
reaching out to others. He added, "It could be someone you really disagree with…”86 One does
not need to abandon one’s principles to acknowledge the rights of others, to reach out to them, to
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make it clear that they are accepted. The Christian voice, like the Christian gospel, should be one
of love and compassion for others.
What can we learn from those who disagree with us? None of us are infallible and there are
sometimes more than one morally defensible view. We need to weigh our convictions against the
competing arguments of others and be open to the possibility of learning from them. We may not
change our view, but we may gain a better understanding of those we might otherwise be
tempted to dismiss as people devoid of conscience and even find some rapport with them.
Are we are really addressing the right issues? In a world in which human rights are being denied,
democracy is being undermined, children are dying and climate change is threatening
unimaginable disaster, should the moral debate really be focussed on issues of sexuality? Should
we not see ourselves as called to defend the poor, the oppressed and the vulnerable? Earlier
Christians were often ardent supporters of human rights. Why do we have so little to say about
their erosion?
And if I may end with a last question: do our public voices really echo that of the Galilean
carpenter we seek to follow? Jesus was not the doyen of the respectable middle class. He ate with
prostitutes and other disreputable people and he offended religious leaders. He said he came to
set at liberty those who were oppressed and he preached a gospel of forgiveness and
reconciliation. He offered unconditional love and acceptance and he held out hope for those in
despair. If we follow him, albeit with faltering steps, we should surely advocate for the poor, the
sick, the abused and others who are suffering, not reduce his gospel of sacrificial compassion to a
heartless moralism.
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