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INTRODUCTION

ACCESS ministries would like to thank the Australian Human Rights Commission for the opportunity to contribute to the Freedom of Religion and Belief in the 21st Century Project.

 
 
ACCESS ministries has a long and proud history of service in government schools across Victoria. Formerly known as The Council for Christian Education in Schools, ACCESS ministries is a Christian inter-denominational organization that commenced ministry in 1945, building on the foundations of the Joint Board of Christian Education.  ACCESS ministries is charged with the responsibility of providing Christian religious education (CRE) and Chaplaincy services in government schools in Victoria, under the provision of the Education Act 2006.

ACCESS ministries is overseen by twelve nominating Christian churches, representatives of whom comprise our Council and our Board. 
These 12 churches are

(a)
The Anglican Church of Australia, Province of Victoria

(b)
The Uniting Church in Australia, Synod of Victoria and Tasmania

(c)
Presbyterian Church of Victoria

(d)
Baptist Union of Victoria

(e)
The Conference of Churches of Christ in Victoria and Tasmania

(f)
Lutheran Church of Australia, Victorian District (including Tasmania)

(g)
The Salvation Army, Property Trust of Victoria

(h)
The Christian Reformed Churches of Australia

(i)
Assemblies of God Victoria (now Australian Christian Churches)

(j)
CRC Churches International

(k)
Wesleyan Methodist Church of Australia

(l)
Christian Brethren Assemblies

In our capacity as both the preferred Victorian provider of Chaplaincy services to Government schools, and the provider of Christian Special Religious Instruction (known as Christian religious education, CRE) in government schools across Victoria, ACCESS ministries sees our role as being integral to the wellbeing and educational development of students and their families throughout Victoria. 
ACCESS ministries is mindful of the special place we occupy in government schools in Victoria.  We work cooperatively with schools to ensure that the contributions of our chaplains and our CRE programs are a valuable, complementary addition to the lives of students and their families. 

THE DISCUSSION PAPER
In responding to the discussion paper, we have focussed our attention on those areas we believe are germane to the work of ACCESS ministries.

1  Evaluation of 1998 HREOC Report on Article 18: Freedom of 
Religion and Belief
We believe that the United Nations Universal Declaration on Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, including ICCPR 18 in its entirety, must be the basis of any Religious Freedom Act (RFA) enacted in Australia.
The freedom of religion and belief is regarded as fundamental by many Australians. We believe that this freedom relates to the individual and communal right to belief and all this entails (including worship, freedom to share these beliefs with others, and the freedom to participate in public discussions). 
Whilst discrimination on the basis of religion or belief should be unlawful in Australia, we believe that faith based organizations should continue to have the protection of exceptions and exemptions provisions, including but not restricted to, the selection and employment of staff. This will allow for organizations such as ours (which exists because of our desire to serve others – a desire that is motivated by our Christian faith) to continue to work in ways consistent with our ethics and values.
2  Religion and the State – the Constitution, roles and 

Responsibilities
The involvement of all members of a community, irrespective of their religious or non-religious beliefs has been an important part of the successful functioning of Australian society.

ACCESS ministries supports the distinction between government and religion (often referred to as “the separation of Church and State”) but sees that this does not preclude faith based organizations from entering into partnerships with governments for the provision of services, nor from participating in dialogue with, or service to government institutions such as schools and hospitals.
3  Religion and the State - practice and expression
Faith based services have a long history of good work in Australian society. 

The receipt of government funding for the provision of community services by any organization should in no way, explicitly or implicitly, restrict any organization, faith based or otherwise from participating in public dialogue on issues of policy surrounding their clients.

The work of ACCESS ministries is supported financially not only through our donors, but also from both State and Federal government grants.

5  The interface of religious, political and cultural aspirations 
ACCESS ministries work in schools is one which is approved by government legislation and supported by school communities.

ACCESS ministries totally supports the provision of religious instruction in government schools by all faith providers; our report to the Victorian Department of Education provides data regarding all Religious Instruction across the state, not only that of the Christian faith. 

The ACCESS ministries CRE program currently provides teaching to over 130,000 students in government schools in Victoria. The program teaches students the Christian faith, bringing out the values which are central to and consistent with Australian society. This program seeks to teach students, not proselytize.  At any time, parents have the right to withdraw their children from this program.  
Our chaplains provide support and care to all students and families in their schools, not merely those of the Christian faith. The enthusiastic response of schools to the opportunity to employ a chaplain is indicative of the diverse and inclusive work of chaplains across the school communities.

The question of the role of “religious voices” being heard in policy debates seems to assume that people of religious faith will always have a single view that may or may not be consistent with “others” in policy debates of the nation.  ACCESS ministries currently has around 3500 volunteer CRE teachers, and 214 chaplains in 285 schools; all these people are members of their own communities with their own views and voices, which should be heard. 

ACCESS ministries, as an organization connected with and serving school communities, may from time to time choose to voice a concern or interest in policies raised in the public domain.  We maintain that this is entirely appropriate, indeed part of our service to our school communities for such an organization as ours to be part of such public policy debates.
ACCESS ministries values the freedom we have in Australia to celebrate the Christian traditions which form part of our cultural heritage.

8  Additional areas of concern or interest
The importance of public dialogue in matters of faith should not be underestimated. Such debate is to be encouraged, not stifled. 
It is interesting to note that many people of religious faith do not regard as offensive another’s right to proclaim a faith different from their own. 

Indeed, an understanding of the similarities and differences between faiths, without “smoothing out” the clear distinctives allows for true understanding and hence dialogue among people of all faith traditions, or of none.
