Religion and society
by Mark Hamilton, principal, Rockbrook Park School
- a contribution to the public debate on the place of religion in society and some ideas on how a society with religious values is better able than secularism to serve democracy. 
In recent years has become commonplace to discuss religion as if it were an outdated disposable commodity. Society has grown up, we are assured, and it no longer needs the Church – any church – to hold its hand. And for some people, even such hand-holding is seen as having had a damaging and malign influence in Irish society.

The extended ongoing coverage of past criminal behaviour by elements within the Catholic Church and the serious management deficiencies associated with this have given occasion to secularist voices to seek to push home the advantage against religious influences and the place of religion.
The place of religion in society has always been a point of argument, both for believers and non-believers. Nowadays, some people believe that modern western society is better off without any visible religion in the public square. At best, religious belief is a private matter that should be kept private. Public manifestations of religion are an infringement on the rights of those who do not share that religion and therefore are to be avoided. A more absolutist secularising position maintains that those who disagree with this secularising view are imposing their religious views on others. 

In most people’s eyes, a free and upright society is comprised of a democratic community together with a free economy. A third element, the need for a public moral culture which will control and manage the energies of the other two elements, is also vital.

Religion plays a valuable role in a democratic society. Democracy has not thrived everywhere it has been introduced. It has found good soil in Europe. It would appear to require centuries of Christian formation in ideas such as justice, the consent of the public to be governed, the limited role of state and the role of the church as a voluntary institution. It has also thrived due to a variety of historical influences, not least the church – state tension in Europe over the past two millennia
The strength of culture cannot be underestimated, and international experiences bear this out. The modern experience of exporting democracy shows that there are many cultural prerequisites for it to thrive, and there have been many more failures than successes over the past century. Free economies also have prior requirements, such, for example, as trust. And as we have seen in recent months, if trust disappears from the market then the market can easily collapse. 

Culture forms the habits of the hearts and the minds, lessening selfish tendencies and creating trustworthy citizens, setting standards by which our democracies and our markets can operate in freedom. 
One of the roles of religion is the promotion of a public moral culture. Catholicism, through its social teaching, strongly contributes to that. It stresses the inalienable dignity of the human person and the need for people to live their lives so as to contribute to the common good. It promotes the principle of free association of people and the requirement that decision making be left at lowest possible level commensurate with the common good. It recognises that a free and virtuous society depends on a deeper level of relationships than mere contracts, and thus promotes the principle of solidarity or civic friendship.
The modern state has emerged in the cradle of Christianity. A linear view of history, promoted by Christian thinking, has inspired people to seek to transform society for the better. The Catholic faith, with its views on the knowability of creation, has been a motor for the advancement of modern science. The Christian sense of the brotherhood of humanity and of the equality of all before God has contributed greatly to the freedoms we hold today. The Christian view of the human person has acted as a counterpoint to inhuman ideologies and has helped anchor human rights and the modern concept of individual freedom. The Christian understanding of freedom and the promotion of the principle of subsidiarity continues to provide a bulwark for the individual against the excesses of the state.

One of Western civilisation’s greatest atheists, Friedrich Nietzsche, pointed out that the ideas which define western civilisation are based on Christianity. Because some of these ideas seem to have taken on a life of their own, we might have the illusion that we can abandon Christianity while retaining them. This illusion, Nietzsche warned, is just that. Remove Christianity and the ideas fall too.
Some secularist voices argue that by the fact of their plurality, religions are divisive, and for this reason are the cause of wars and divisions in society. One only needs to look at many conflicts in the world today which are caused by fundamentalist religions. The only solution to this is to remove all religious influence from public life and the public square – essentially making it a private matter. 

If a variety of political parties within society are not seen as divisive or a threat to freedom, why should a variety of religious groups be seen to be?  However, by equating fundamentalism with religion secularists provide a potent argument against giving public space to religious views. There are some fundamentalists whom democrats should fear. A more benign meaning of the word, when used in a religious context, refers to someone who believes in higher, absolute truths and tries to live one’s life accordingly. Such people are likely to be good-living and God-fearing, and certainly not a threat to democracy. A more current meaning refers to a different type of person, namely those who believe that religious and moral values must be enforced in the political sphere in order to guarantee peace and order. In short, truth, as they see it, should be enforced at the expense of freedom. Such fundamentalism can be as much a product of extreme secular views as it is a product of extreme religious views.
Some of those who oppose the place of religion in the public square claim that democracy is anchored in ethical pluralism, that all outlooks on life are of equal value, that citizens may claim autonomy for any particular choices they make, and that lawmakers should respect that choice. While a believing Christian citizen might have some difficulty in accepting this claim, he or she would be quite ready to put their competing views into the public square, with the aim of helping to shape a better society. However secularists are inclined to make an additional claim, seeking to make such contributions void. Secularists ask, in the name of tolerance, that people should not base their contribution to society on their own particular understanding of the human person or of the common good. In short, ethical pluralism applies, except for those who say that there are boundaries that we must observe. This latter claim has the effect of neutralising any contribution to public debate which derives from Catholic social teaching or a Catholic world view, or indeed other coherent religious world views. The claim is also used to seek to neutralise ideas, which although firmly grounded in science, coincide with the Christian solution to particular challenges. For example, in recent months clear scientific principles and findings with regard to rights of embryos, were dismissed in court proceedings as deriving from a religious viewpoint.  
It is here that fundamentalist secularism shows its own intolerance: its view of the world, anchored in an ethical pluralism built on the shifting sands of opinion, wishes the world to accept the notion that there is no truth, and that any group which claims that there is a truth, is a threat and must not be allowed space in the public square.

Those who make such secularist claims are not consistent: tolerance it appears is only for those who hold no conviction with respect to truth. But there is a more serious difficulty in ceding to the secularist world view. Pluralism is not an absolute. A society of consistent relativists will ultimately become subject to the law of the strongest. True political dialogue presupposes that citizens take their convictions seriously because they believe them to be true. The resultant dialogue leads to a capacity for compromise, making possible a life of peace, freedom and justice. In short, real politics and true democracies come about through the acknowledgement of the rights of individuals to hold particular truths.
Rather than secularism being able to provide a public square that is safe for democracy, it would appear that it is Christianity in fact that can provide such safety. Catholic social teaching promotes the search for the truth about man. Christianity is primarily about the communication of values, not their imposition. Catholic social teaching is publicly accessible moral argument in which everyone can participate and which is then sold by persuasion, thus respecting the essential freedoms that democracy promotes. Also, public virtue is best secured form the grassroots up, and Christianity does this well.
The modern secular state functions on reason and in accord with democratic principles, including the primacy of the majority view. But reason does not always function in a comprehensive way, and the majority principle can be inappropriately swayed by powerful influences. Religion has a vital role to play in helping reason to perceive the truth of things, as well as warding off cultural amnesia. Thus the modern secular state, and not just its individual citizens, has a great need for religion if it is to function properly.
Our understanding of God can be a guiding light in understanding the creation He has left to us. Ultimately, religious influences operating independently of the State help prevent the State becoming the new God, and thus avoid the totalitarian mistakes of the last century. Not only should citizens of the modern secular state be encouraged in their religious belief but all society should value ethical-religious insights as guiding lights on the path to the future.
