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Pluralism is the public recognition that different people (and peoples) have different beliefs and have the legal right to live in different ways. 

The dominant Canadian approach to religion in public life is one shaped by philosophic liberalism. At heart, this liberalism assumes that people can be defined by their individuality and freedom, that is, that people are first of all free rational individuals.  Consequently, culture, religion, race and language are merely secondary and private qualities.  They are irrelevant to the way we interact in the public square.  The basic building block of society, liberalism argues, is the individual person, stripped of cultural, linguistic and religious differences.  

Citizens for Public Justice (CPJ) was founded by justice-oriented Christians in the early 1960s.  An explicit founding principle of CPJ was the rejection of liberalism and a corresponding insistence that faith perspectives on public life and public policy should be able to be part of the public discourse.  During succeeding years, we have often made this argument in coalition -- alongside of people and organizations of other faiths, in particular Muslims and Jews.

In these coalitions, we have together often defended a principled pluralism which allows each religious community to live its faith publicly, side by side. While Canada prides itself on being a multi-cultural society, and is in fact one of the more ethnically diverse countries in the world, minorities must still argue for public room for expression of key elements of difference which allow them to be who they are.  One of those key elements is their religion.

These coalitions have been opportunities to practice our political vision, to get to know our Muslim, Jewish and other neighbours, and to learn to speak together, out of our faiths, for public justice.

A brief Canadian history: religion and liberalism
Canada’s history is understood to be marked by a fundamental divide between Catholic Quebec and a Protestant ROC (Rest of Canada).
 It is this fundamental shaping divide (which of course ignores the Native Canadian original inhabitants), and accompanying cross-cutting ethnic and provincial histories, which has defined much of Canadian politics. In addition, however, there were always counter voices from the Western provinces, often from  more evangelical or prophetic voices. They contributed another voice not only to churches, but also to politics. 

The 1960s, however, saw the “Quiet Revolution” in Quebec, which was characterized by the lessening overt role of the church in public life.  In the rest of Canada too, a more secularized, liberal individualism took over society. In addition, significantly increased immigration from non-European countries coloured the religious face of Canada.

More recently, from 1987 to 2002, the proportion of Canadians declaring that they have no religious affiliation has more than doubled from 12 per cent to 26 per cent. Those declaring themselves Protestant dropped from 32 per cent in 1987 to 20 per cent. Canada remains predominantly Roman Catholic, though, there too, we see a drop from 45 per cent to 41 per cent over the same time period. Those whose religion is “other” including Muslims, according to the census used for these figures, rose from an almost negligible amount to 13 per cent in 2000
. The city of Toronto, for example, is now  made up of more than 50 per cent visible minorities from many different countries around the globe, and many with different religions.
There is real ambivalence about the public face of religion in Canada. By government order, there was to be no reference to Jesus at the public memorial service marking a 1998 plane crash in Peggy’s Cove, Nova Scotia. There was no religious language at the official memorial service in Ottawa, Canada’s capital, mourning the events of September 11, though the Prime Minister went to his Catholic parish afterwards. Yet there was a multi-faith service when the Queen visited Canada in 2002.

The philosophical framework of liberalism which interacted with this changing place of religion has produced both positive and negative results.

First the positive:  Liberalism helps to prevent discrimination; it emphasizes the need to maximize individual freedom and choice without discrimination based on race, religion, etc.   No one should be treated "with regard to their difference" or else citizens will be treated unequally.  This is the core of the 1982 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  For example, in order to eliminate racism we must treat people without regard to their social differences.

Liberalism, accompanied by the Canadian version of multi-culturalism,  has also been positive in that it encourages more public visibility of individuals from racial minorities (e.g. in advertising and news reporting).  It also promotes support for groups that are considered "disadvantaged," and encourages action to help ameliorate conditions of disadvantaged groups or individuals.  Non-discrimination, because of an individual’s race, religion, language and so on, is clearly a positive result and needs to be upheld. 

However, there are also negative aspects to liberalism:  

Liberalism does not sufficiently recognize the depth and importance of religion, culture, race, or language for personal and social life.  It assumes that such differences are not important and can therefore be ignored.  In fact, it could be argued that it is racist in this regard -- by not acknowledging difference when appropriate and requested.

Therefore, individuals and groups that do consider culture, religion and language as primary in their lives are given only two choices:  assimilate -- that is, become part of the dominant, liberal culture, where culture, faith and language are not important; or isolate themselves, away from the rest of society.
The liberal vision was clearly articulated by Mel Smith, former constitutional advisor to the B.C. government, in his call for "one nation, indivisible, sharing a diverse past with pride, but facing a common future together, uncluttered by factional, class, ethnic or linguistic differences."

In a newspaper column, in the spring of 2000, Jeffrey Simpson of the Globe and Mail commented on the fact that one of the then Canadian Alliance political party’s leadership candidates was bringing his strong religious beliefs into the public domain.  In his view, this was not legitimate in Canada, a “secular country.” Simpson argued: “A curtain has been drawn between the religious and the secular, between the private world of religion and the public world of politics... [and] a politician who does not respect that curtain risks political retribution.”

This liberalism, reflected by Mr. Smith and Mr. Simpson,  is incapable of accommodating the fundamental differences between groups of people in society when they choose to act out of their differences, whether Christian, Muslim, Jewish or other.  And, in fact, we cannot ignore the fact of difference in Canada.  Some very fundamental differences exist and they will not go away by imposing or arguing for a liberal model.  Canada is made up of a variety of groups which have chosen to act and live out their differences -- nations, faith groups, language groups, and others.  Failure to respect and appropriately protect such diversity will result in injustice.  At the same time, where appropriate, non-discrimination is essential if people choose to seek opportunity without regard to their race, culture, language or faith.

The core of what is needed is not the integration of minorities into the majority, or the isolation of minorities from the mainstream of society, both of which happen under liberalism, but the creation of space in society to allow different people and groups to participate in society on the basis of their own identity, should they so wish. Respect -- mutual respect -- is the attitude which creates a context for tolerance of diversity and even serious disagreement to exist.  

Vaclav Havel of the Czech Republic put it beautifully awhile back:

If the world today is not to become hopelessly enmeshed in ever more terrifying conflicts, it has only one possibility:  It must deliberately breathe the spirit of multicultural co-existence into the civilization that envelopes it.  There is no need at all for different peoples, religions and cultures, to adapt to one another.  It is enough if they accept each other as legitimate and equal partners.  They need not even understand each other.  It is enough if they respect each other, if they respect and honour each other's differences.  In any case, if mutual understanding is ever to come about anywhere, it can only happen on the terrain of mutual respect.

When Christian, Muslim and other groups work together to address their common public life, such mutual respect occurs and grows.

CPJ, with Muslim, Jewish and Christian partners created a multi-faith resource kit entitled Keeping Our Promise to Children – Realizing the Promise of Each Child.  Wahida Valiante, Vice President of the Canadian Islamic Congress, was one of the partners.  She encouraged its use in a letter to all of the mosques around Toronto: 

"The kit includes not only the Qur'anic injunctions on this issue, but also the ideas of other faiths to generate discussions, seminars, workshops, religious reflections, research findings and political statements to further the knowledge and understanding of all of us. 

"The faith-kit is designed to involve people of faith at a personal level, political level and community level in activities that would help improve the prospects for Canada's families and children. As a Muslim and as a social worker who has contributed to the development of this kit, I strongly recommend that it should be used as a springboard from which to launch discussions on the Qur'anic guidance and Prophetic traditions that deal with the social issues of poverty and justice" 
Calling faith out of the political closet
CPJ argues that, in fact, everyone does bring their faith to the public square, as well as to other areas of life:  work, school, family, the media, and so on.  If religion is understood to be one’s ultimate commitment or life orientation then it cannot be confined to private life, or particular rituals or institutions.  Ultimate commitments give meaning and direction to the whole life of a person, the institutions, and the society in which one participates.  Such ultimate commitments are also not restricted to formally recognized religions, such as Christianity and Islam.  But, Marxism, liberalism, humanism, and capitalism are also religious value systems.  All persons and institutions thus will express some ultimate conviction, even if that conviction is that religions should only be private. These commitments will shape how they tackle issues in the public square.  

CPJ’s Guidelines for Christian Political Service states :  

Religion is not limited to one area of human life. All of life is religion, whether it concerns education,  economics, labour relations, politics or any other activity. Human activities always have a religious  character, an underlying world view and commitment. Therefore, freedom of religion means that, subject to the restraints of public justice, people, communities and organizations should have the right to live out  and express their different beliefs in society, whether those beliefs are described as religious, secular,  political or conscientious. 

So, as we understand it, Canada is a country consisting of persons, communities, organizations and institutions committed to different faiths, values, views and ways of belief.  Therefore, CPJ has always sought to find ways of guarding freedom of religion and rejecting attempts to impose freedom from religion.  We have publicly argued, often in coalition, that different people in society have different beliefs and wish to live in different ways.  Government should protect and facilitate their right to do so.

Faiths or deep commitments need to be reflected in the public square; they need to be worked out in actual policies and programs which contribute to the common good.  In the debate, core values about our public life need to be shaped together.

Sometimes people of faith, especially Christians, have tended to focus too much on the personal and private expressions of faith.  These same people then bemoan the fact that their faith community’s perspectives are not respected in the public square. However, they have privatized their faith in a way that it does no public good.  And they, in fact, feel challenged when their Muslim neighbours are struggling with how to express their faith in the everyday of their lives in Canada.  Meanwhile, others like Jeffrey Simpson, who believe in a secularist approach, do not want people to express these commitments publicly, or show how they influence choices made about policy, business practices, or investments. They end up depriving public discourse of non-secular core commitments, insights and values which can help shape good public policy.

We live in a time when faith-based points of view are trying to find their place in our public life. Historical Christian church communities in Canada have re-energized their theological reflections on the meaning of doing justice and seeking jubilee.  Immigrant faith communities, new to Canada in the last couple decades, like many Muslims, are feeling the pinch of a secular culture which jars with their religious commitments. Aboriginal peoples are rediscovering their spirituality and articulating its meaning for everyday life and for their political and land claims. This is something to be encouraged as a matter of public justice. 

Of course, in the midst of bringing these deepest commitments out of the closet, we must ensure that they are not used as fighting tools.  Too often the temptation for people of faith, including those with a secular faith, is to try to impose a sense of "just us" not "justice."  We try to use the government to impose a particular religious point of view to the exclusion of others. In that way, faith commitments lose credibility and no longer enrich the common good.

Faith commitments and faith communities -- Christian, Muslim, Jewish and others -- must engage each other in the public square to help shape the common good.  They need to influence the shaping of public values which can be the basis of policies contributing to the well-being of all and the integrity of creation.  This open and respectful wrestling around core commitments should be the hallmark of democracy in a pluralistic country like Canada.

As a Member of Parliament and United Church minister,  Bill Blaikie says, “We must always seek to avoid the twin evils of a faith divorced from politics, or a politics divorced from faith.  Only a life in which the two of them are constantly interacting with each other is a faith which takes God’s love for the world seriously.” 

CPJ and Inter-faith Coalitions
CPJ itself arose out of and has been shaped by the Christian tradition.  Our public policy work is informed by the biblical values of love, justice and respect for creation. For over 40 years, CPJ has played an important national role in linking faith and public policy issues. In doing so, we have developed strong working relationships across the whole range of Christian denominations, from conservative evangelical through “mainline” and Roman Catholic. But we have also developed mutually beneficial, active partnership relationships with members of other faith communities, including most importantly the Muslim and Jewish communities.

CPJ draws support, insight and values from this variety of faith communities, and in turn provides public policy education to faith communities.  At the same time, CPJ functions as a catalyst for faith communities to become involved in the public policy process.  We often do so in coalitions, partnering with a variety of groupings around us, with whom, on particular issues, we can make common cause. These coalitions can take on many forms.  They can be intra-faith or ecumenical coalitions, such as those between Christian churches.  They can also be inter-faith among groups of different religious traditions.  Sometimes they are based on a particular policy and may additionally have support from groups which may or may not be faith based.

Conclusion
Governments and constitutions can create conditions where values of tolerance and mutual respect – a genuine pluralism – can flourish, but we as citizens can practice making that pluralism work ourselves. CPJ’s work in multi-faith coalitions has been one expression of trying to make our principles real.  This includes rejecting liberalism and calling for a principled pluralism which seeks to create true justice for the diversity we experience in our society.  

Canadian citizens can practise mutual respect in our relationships with neighbours who are Muslim, Jewish, Hindu or Sikh, as well as in our response to Quebeckers and Aboriginal people who fear the loss of their cultures, languages or spiritual life and who are seeking to strengthen them politically and economically. Our personal and communal attitudes towards "the other" can be genuinely respectful, or to use more religious language, can reflect our love for our neighbours.  This can strengthen our call for government and other sectors of society to do the same.

Let me close with a few words from Chief Gary Potts of the Teme-Augama Anishnabe in Northern Ontario:

I remember once coming across an old white pine that had fallen in the forest.  In its decayed roots a young birch and a young black spruce were growing, healthy and strong.  The pine was returning to the earth, and two totally different species were growing out of the common earth that was forming.  And none was offended in the least by the presence of the others because their own identities were intact..

And with a few words from recently retired Archbishop Michael G. Peers, Primate of the Anglican Church of Canada (1986-2004).

Religious communities and leaders are called to stand down from the certainties that bring us into conflict with one another, and to embrace the conversation by which together we might serve the common good. Such a conversion, among people of faith, is a necessary condition for renewing our public contribution to the life of our society. If we cannot assure our fellow citizens that our discourse is not toxic with the hostility that has too often characterized it in the past, we will not be granted a hearing for the deep and holy wisdom entrusted to our care. ....

The public witness of religious faith needs to shift its main emphasis from the prescriptive practice of advocacy to practices of describing the world, in the public square, in ways that call into question the narrow vision of human life and human economy that dominates contemporary political imagination. Religions, narrative, poetic and legal traditions shaped over thousands of years, create opportunities for human imagination –– of the peaceable kingdom (Isaiah), of economic justice (Amos), of compassionate concern for the poor (Ruth, Leviticus), of the end of death's ultimate power (the resurrection narratives). They open up new ground for what we mean when we say “human”, and because they offer witness that has stood the test of time, they belong in the public life of our country as we consider commitments and actions that will contribute to the common good.

CPJ has learned much about, from and with our partnerships with our Muslim, Jewish and other neighbours as we learn to speak together, out of our faiths, for public justice.  As partners, we also have not wanted to take our faiths off before we enter the public sphere.  And we each wear our own faiths, but we walk in partnership.
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