
Submission by the ACT Humanist Society 
To the Senate Inquiry into:  

The proposal to replace the Parliamentary prayer with an 
invitation to prayer or reflection 

The ACT Humanist Society supports: 

(a) the following proposed amendments to standing order 50: 

(i) omit the heading, substitute, “50 Prayer or reflection and acknowledgement of 
country”, and 

(ii) in the first paragraph, omit all words after “following”, substitute: “invitation to prayer 
or reflection: Senators, let us, in silence, pray or reflect upon our responsibilities to all 
people of Australia, and to future generations” 

Humanism 
 
The ACT Humanist Society aims to promote, educate and advocate in relation to Humanism. 
Humanism is a democratic and ethical life stance that affirms that human beings have the 
right and responsibility to give meaning and shape to their own lives. Humanism stands for 
the building of a more humane society through an ethical framework based on human and 
other natural values in a spirit of reason and free inquiry through human capabilities. 
Humanism is not theistic, and it does not accept supernatural views of reality. 

Position on Parliamentary prayers 
 
We believe that the practice of Parliamentary prayers provides unnecessary privileges for 
religious expression and promulgation of beliefs in our culturally diverse society.  
 
Under Australian law, the freedom to manifest religious beliefs can be subject to limitations 
in order to protect the fundamental rights and freedoms of others and we believe that 
people’s fundamental rights and freedoms should not be restricted in the name of religion. 
 
Sectarian prayers are inconsistent with the diversity of beliefs of the Australian community 
that MPs are elected to represent. The 2016 Australian Bureau of Statistics Census reported 
that we are a very religiously diverse nation, with 30% stating they have no religious beliefs. 
We believe in the separation of church and state, and that Australians have the right to live 
in a secular society, following any or no religion as they see fit. It is not appropriate for 
government proceedings to be called to order in the name of a God that a significant 
proportion of the population do not believe exists.  
 
The current prayers refer to MPs as “servants of a Christian God”.  Federal parliament 
should not endorse or promote a particular religion. This excludes and devalues those that 
do not belong to that religion. 
 



Current prayers may breach the Constitution's requirement of separation of church and state 
in regards to not "imposing any religious observance". 

Relevant principles  
Humanism is rational, and ethical. We believe in democracy and human rights. Humanism 
affirms the worth, dignity and autonomy of the individual and the right of every human being 
to the greatest possible freedom compatible with the rights of others. We value personal 
liberty, but insist that it be combined with social responsibility. Humanists have strongly held 
ethical principles and values for living and we espouse the following principles in relation to 
this matter: 
 

1. Freedom of Religious Belief 
Everyone has the right to hold any beliefs (religious or otherwise) and teach those 
beliefs within their community or to others who wish to listen. 
 

2. Freedom of Religious Practice within the law 
Everyone has the right to practice their religion as they see fit, so long as they stay 
within secular law and do not impinge on the rights of others. Religious laws must be 
subordinate to Australian Law. 
 

3. Freedom from Religious Imposition 
Nobody may impose their religious practices or beliefs on others without their 
consent. 
 

4. Freedom from Religious Discrimination 
Nobody may discriminate against another person on the basis of that person’s 
religion and conversely, nobody may use their own religious beliefs as an excuse for 
discriminating against others. 
 

5. Equality of Religions 
Every religion should be treated equally under Australian law and governance. 

Conclusion 
The opening prayer of Parliament contravenes the principles of freedom from religious 
imposition and equality of religions. 
 
The proposed amendments to standing order 50 should be made in order to align the 
standing order with constitutional requirements, with principles of religious freedom and 
equality and with the secular basis of Australian democracy. 
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