Getting Equal Discussion

Thursday 7th September 2006

Facilitated by Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland
The feeling was that there are much larger issues for the Christian community than this one but that a number of serious concerns and questions need addressed and principles protected. The Community needs to act wisely for a number of reasons listed below.
Issues Raised at the Briefing/Discussion Session
1. There is a basic lack of understanding of the Christian faith by government.
2. Government insistence that faith has nothing to do with lifestyle may lead to much bigger problems in more important issues.
3. For example we don’t expect all our volunteers to preach but we do expect them to live out biblical principles
Children/Young people/Schools. 

4. The implications raised by these proposals for young people who are staying away at youth camps.
5.  We should possibly be saying that the Children’s Act must supersede this one.  
6. The views of children/young people in schools which conflict with these proposals be may not be given equal respect.
7.  Schools need to be very sure of their policies.
8. We may need to clarify with the government the nature of the rights that churches currently have in school( transferor rights on Boards of Governors.)

Public Affairs

WE NEED OUR OWN ASSEMBLY BACK IN ACTION
9. We need to encourage Christians who are in politics to speak up.
10. There is a need to mobilise Christians who work in the public sector.
Funding 
11. The implications  for churches and faith based projects when funding is received from outside bodies(i.e ELBs)
12. Recent research from Youthnet has revealed that 80% of youthwork done within the community is done by church/FBO. 
13. Who has ownership of Gift Aided monies?
Inequality of Government. 
14. Government are encouraging us to accept diversity yet becoming more prescriptive itself.
15.  In certain institutions (the Police service was cited) concessions have been made to officers of a certain sexual orientation that were denied to others.
16. What about other faith groups should we say that we have concerns for those of minority faith groups? Should we show solidarity with those who may not have an opportunity to have their voice heard?
Potential Questions to raise

· Why has this document been given this specific title when it appears to church/faith based projects that it promotes a hierarchy of equality ?(i.e points 6 and 15)
· Why has the time frame for consultation been so inadequate?
· Why does it look that access has appeared to have been designed so as to exclude interested parties? (i.e points 2,8 and12)
· Is the government trying to privatise our belief?
· Is government trying to define theology?(points 1,2 and 3)
· How can we ensure that the views of children/young people in schools which conflict with these proposals be given equal respect?(points 1,3 and 15)
· What is the government’s understanding of the nature of transferor rights of churches in schools. How have they taken these into consideration?
· How much of this bill is being driven by the European Parliament?
Possible further implications/actions for the church/faith groups

· We need to keep a close observation on the implications of these proposals for schools (the freedom of speech of pupils expressing opposite views.)
· We need to re examine how well we are preparing our church kids to “always be ready to explain the hope we have” and to have all the biblical information and application they need for classroom discussions.

· The government is already hearing that they are viewed as trying to define theology therefore how we make our case is very important-we should neither get sidetracked nor leave ourselves open. Our Christian message is LOVE.

· There are very real concerns that churches are increasingly becoming more vulnerable to someone or a group who may wish to test the law in a particular area.
· We need to make a clear distinction that the church needs to safeguard control over who our leaders are more than who comes to our activities. Churches don’t exclude ‘providees’.
· There is a danger that valuable organisations/ programmes will shut rather than walk through the potential minefields opening up
