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Church, state, religion, and pluralism

OPINION/ There is a great deal of difference between extending special privilege to one particular church and treating all churches equally.

by John Valk

mbedded in the Canadian

and American Constitu

tions is the notion of sepa-
ration of church and state. The
state is to give no special privilege
to any one institutional church.
According to Mr. Jamie van Raalte
(Opinion, 5 Feb.) this is a good
thing. I agree.

There is, however, a great deal of
difference between extending spe-
cial privilege to one particular
church and treating all churches
equally. Furthermore, there is a
great deal of difference between
not wishing to extend special privi-
leges to any one religious group,
and ignoring or purposely exclud-
ing all religions or religious con-
siderations. That the Student Un-
ion wishes to avoid extending spe-
cial privilege to any one religious
groupis praiseworthy. Thatitseeks
to ignore or purposely exclude all
is not. Tounderstand the difference
we need to be fully aware of the
meaning of religion and secular-
ism.

Many who argue for the separa-
tion of church and state sometimes
confuse church and religion. There
is, however, a great deal of differ-
ence between the two. They are not
synonymous. No doubt religion is
expressed in the institutional
church, but there is also much reli-
gionexpressed outside of it. Church
attenders are not the only people
who are religious.

According to Webster’'s New
International Dictionary religion is
defined as “that which one holds to
be of ultimate importance.” Isit not

correct to assume then that every-
one holds “something” to be of
ultimate importance? For some
(many?) this may be God. But for
others it may be the car they fancy,
the beer they consume, the sports
they (vicariously) participatein, the
material goods they seek, or the
power for which they strive. What-
ever consumes our time, energy
and money quickly reveals what is
of ultimate importance in our lives.
Everyone is religious, even the
“couch potato.”

Secularism, on the other hand, is
defined as “a view or way of life or
any particular matter based on the
premise that religion and religious
considerations should be ignored
or purposely excluded.” Secular-
ism acknowledges that people may
havereligious beliefs, but these are
to remain private and may notenter
the public forum.

There are, no doubt, those who
feel that religious beliefs are “a
very personal and private decision
or commitment in which govern-
ment has no business.” I agree.
Government has no business forc-
ing any particular religious belief
on its citizens. That includes secu-
lar beliefs. But to what extentis this
not being done? Does our public
educational system not (unwit-
tingly) teach that religion is private
and not important in the public
realm? Is the Student Union per-
petuating this secular notion by
excluding religious groups from
those which it funds? Is it then not
itself adopting a certain religious
position?

Canada is not a homogeneous
society. Canadians no longer share
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a common belief; people hold dif-
ferent convictions about life and
truth. Canada is a pluralistic soci-
ety. Simply put, pluralism is a rec-
ognition that different people have
different beliefs and wish to live in
different ways. Governments are
to protect and facilitate their hu-
man right to do so. People’s rights
and the public interest are threat-
ened when governments promote
one view or way of life (secular-
ism) and discourage others. Forc-
ing, or subtly educating, all people
to adopt a secular outlook, that is,
keep their ultimate concerns pri-
vate, violates democratic freedom.

There are many who assert, my-
self included, that religious beliefs
or ultimate concerns ¢annot be ex-
cluded, evenif attempted. What we
feel to be of ultimate importance
constantly impinges on our deci-
sion making. One cannot check

Amnesty International
Youth/Campus Network

these concerns at the door when
entering the public forum.

When the Student Union makes
decisions regarding the distribu-
tion of funds entrusted to it by stu-
dents, it invariably decides what is
of importance to student life at uni-
versity. But why is not religion or
religious groups important? Why
is what they do of a nature so sig-
nificantly different (or detrimen-
tal?) that they do not merit fund-
ing? And remember, it is not diffi-
cult to adopt policy guidelines to
ensure that what is done with funds
results in constructive, positive and
life-affirming activities. That, I
would assume, isdone with all other
groups.

The responsibility of the state is
toensure that justice prevails within
itsborders and that all citizens have
equal opportunity to pursue their
economic, social and spiritual well-

being. The Preamble to our Cana-
dian Constitution includes an im-
portant reference: “We affirm that
our country is founded upon princi-
ples that acknowledge the su-
premacy of God. ...We recognize
that we remain free only when free-
domis founded on respect for moral
and spiritual values.”

“Moral and spiritual values” dg
impact the public forum. Witness
the controversies surrounding abor-
tion, gambling, pornography, etc.
But whose values win the day?
Governments should noteveragain
embrace one particular view of life.
The secular belief, that religion
belongs solely in the private realm,
is unfortunately gaining much
ground. The more that happens, the
more we relinquish our freedom. Is
the Student Union, in its reluctance
to fund religious groups, unwit-
tingly heading in that direction?

Human rights abuses

MANDATES/ They are based on the principles of human rights proclaimed by the UN and other

intergovernmental bodies.

by Kourosh Mohseni

In the next four articles we will
look at the four major Policy Man-
dates of Amnesty International.
This week I would like to define the
concept of “Prisoner of Con-
science”.

Amnesty International works to
prevent the violation of human
rights. One of it’s main roles is the
human rights education. Here we
are dealing with four major human
rights violations happening in al-
most every country in the world.

Amnesty works to:

1. Free all prisoners of con-
science. People who are detained
anywhere for their beliefs or be-
cause of their ethnic origin, sex,
colour or language who have not
used or advocated violence;

2. Ensure fair and prompt tri-
als for political prisoners;

3. Abolish the death penalty,
torture and other cruel treatment of
prisoners;

4. Endtheextrajudicial execu-
tions and “disappearances”.

The main theme of these man-
dates are based on the principles of
human rights proclaimed by United
Nations and other intergovernmen-
tal bodies. Though these interna-
tional standards define the rights of
individuals on one hand and the
obligations of governments to their
citizens on the other hand, we still
live in a world that human rights is
extremely under attack by most
countries. Amnesty is one of the
organizations that acts like “Am-
nesty is watching the big brother!”
There are a lot of governments or
institutions in the world that have
dedicated themselves to crush the
human spirit. Through the 4 major

principles presented above, Am-
nesty ensures that all around the
world there are enough Al mem-
bers to watch the governments and
to ensure that their citizens are pro-
tected by the human rights stand-
ards enforced by international law.
As amended by the 20th Interna-
tional Council, met in Yokohama,
Japan (31 August - 7 September
1991); AMNESTY INTERNA-
TIONAL adopts its first mandate:

“To promote awareness of and
adherence to the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights and other
internationally recognized Human

Rights instruments, and the indi-
visibility and interdependence of
all human rights and freedoms;
To oppose grave violations of
the rights of every person freely to
hold and to express his or her con-
victions and to be free from dis-
crimination by reason of ethnic ori-
gin, sex, color or language, and of
the right of every person to physi-
cal and mental integrity, and in
particular to oppose by all appro-
priate means irrespective of politi-
cal considerations: 1. The impris-
onment, detention or other physi-
cal restrictions imposed on any
person of his or her political, reli-

gious or other conscientiously held
beliefs or by reason of his or her
ethnic origin, sex, color or language,
provided that he or she has not used
or advocated violence (hereinafter
referred to as ‘PRISONERS OF
CONSCIENCE’; AMNESTY IN-
TERNATIONAL shall work to-
wards the release of and shall pro-
vide assistance to prisoners of con-
science.”

Now the question is what meth-
ods does Amnesty use to enforce
this mandate. The explanation for
defending the rights of the prisoner
of conscience, one who had not
advocated violence is based on a
statement prepared by a sub-com-
mittee established by its Interna-
tional Council in Vienna in 1973.
The sub-committee was asked to
consider the question of violence
within Amnesty International’s
statute. Amnesty International,
however neither encourages nor
supports violence, what so ever.
Amnesty International does not have
contradictory resolutions like some
other human rights organizations that
meanwhile protecting one human soci-
ety from violently invaded by another,
enforcing its human rights principles
using harsh militarism to stop the
abuses. Such unresolved antagonistic
contradiction does not apply to Am-
nesty International. One should always
remember that Amnesty Internation-
al’s activities, determined by the spe-
cific nature of its objectives, contribu-
tion to human rights, a fact recognized
by the Nobel Committee in 1977 when
it awarded Amnesty International the
first prize for peace.

Amnesty International, Group YC
405 has general meetings every 3 weeks
in campus. Our meetings are open to
the public. Everybody is welcome. The
next meeting will be held in room #26
SUB on Sunday, February 14th at 7:.00
pm.




