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Exam solutions

Question 11 (5 marks)

Explain the role of the ecumenical movement and/or interfaith dialogue as religious responses to growing secularism. Include examples in your answer.
a. Ecumenical Movement and growing secularism

Although it is true that more and more Australians are becoming less religious and replacing traditional religious views with other world views, the Ecumenical movement does provide a response to this movement towards secularism. It provides opportunities for Christian adherents, faced with growing globalisation and changes in social values and attitudes, to discuss issues of peace and injustice, increase understanding and work together to effect social change in a way that is perceived to be more relevant and contemporary.

While there have been a number of ecumenical initiatives in Australia, including the Christian Research Association and the National Church Life Survey, the formation of the Uniting Church in Australia (in 1977) and the emergence of the National Council of Churches in Australia (in 1994) have probably been the most significant developments. These movements assist adherents to move beyond simply living out their own particular beliefs and combine with others of like but different viewpoints to work towards the betterment of society in general.

b. Interfaith Dialogue and growing secularism.

Since World War II, Australia’s population has grown and become more diverse and Australians have become more secular in nature. Secularists believe that people are comfortable without the reference to God in their lives. There are a number of reasons for the increase in secularism in Australia; these include increasing pluralism i.e. the acceptance of all religions as equal; individualism and materialism – spirituality may be overlooked when power, looks, possessions and fame are offered instead. 

However, the population has also become much more diverse in religious practice and tradition. Interfaith Dialogue provides the opportunity to maintain open dialogue in this multicultural and multi-faith society. Those who initiate interfaith dialogue and events seek to find peace and harmony among Australia’s diverse population in the hope that this will also contribute to world peace and harmony. Examples of this dialogue include: visits by the Dalai Lama, the World Council on Religion and Peace which emerged in Australia in 1995, Interfaith Relations of the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference, the Abrahamic Conferences organised by the Islamic Affinity Intercultural Foundation, Columban Centre for Christian-Muslim Relations, NSW Jewish Board of Deputies, Sydney Catholic Archdiocese and the Uniting Church Synod of NSW/ACT. All of these examples endeavour to bring about peace and harmony.
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