
Prayer important link to historic principles 
 

Progressive Party MP Matt Robson's proposal to abolish the prayer that opens 

each sitting of Parliament is wrong, writes EWEN McQUEEN, because our 

Judaeo-Christian heritage is central to democracy.  
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MATT ROBSON has suggested that the prayer which opens 

Parliament each sitting day should be abolished. Apparently, 

the prayer is no longer appropriate because, according to 

some MPs, we are a secular society. However, most New 

Zealanders don't seem to realise this. A clear majority of 

them happily described themselves as belonging to one of 

the main Christian denominations at the last census. This is 

hardly a stunning endorsement of secularism.  

 

Not only this, but the system of parliamentary democracy 

itself has its foundations in our Christian heritage. This is evident when one looks at the 

Western nations that nurtured democracy. The Judaeo-Christian world view has played a 

pivotal role in forming social values and institutions in these nations. As a result, great 

progress has been achieved, including the recognition of basic human rights, the growth of 

political freedom and the establishment of democratic institutions such as our Parliament.  

 

In contrast, cultures underpinned by the world views of other religions have not given rise 

naturally to such institutions. Where democracy occurs in these cultures, it tends to be a 

colonial hybrid, often struggling just to maintain its existence. Alternatively, where the 

atheistic world view of Marxism-Leninism has been imposed on a society, democracy - if it 

existed - has invariably been snuffed out. 

  

In looking for the reason behind the close association of Christianity with the progress of 

democracy, one does not have to go far. Christianity has provided two foundational 

ethical principles on which democracy has been established.  

 



The first of these is the fundamental value and equality of all human beings. It was the 

apostle Paul who wrote in the first century AD: "There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor 

free, male or female, for you are all one in Christ." Of course, Paul was simply enunciating 

a principle which had been part of the Judaic outlook for centuries - that all individuals 

were created in the image of God. 

  

In Judaic society, all individuals, including widows, orphans, and even non-Jews, were to 

be treated fairly on the basis of this principle.  

 

By promoting the value and equality of all human beings, the Judaeo-Christian world view 

has for centuries been a civilising influence. Nowhere is this clearer than on the issue of 

racial equality. William Wilberforce battled for 20 years to have the slave trade abolished 

when human beings were merely a cargo shipped from Africa to America. Later, Abraham 

Lincoln led his country through a civil war to the Emancipation Proclamation that ended 

American slavery. Martin Luther King followed a century later with the struggle for full civil 

rights. 

  

All of these men were Christians, committed to 

establishing one of the foundational principles of 

their faith as a reality in the world in which they 

lived.  

 

In the area of the equality of the sexes, our own 

country provides the example. Kate Sheppard, of 

the Women's Christian Temperance Union, 

dedicated her life to having the dignity and value of 

women recognised and protected. Her legacy for 

the women of New Zealand was the most basic of 

democratic rights: the vote.  

 

The second major principle that the Judaeo-Christian world view has provided as an 

underpinning to democracy, is that of the accountability of all human authority to a higher 

authority. This principle has been crucial in restraining the corrupt aspirations of many 

tyrants. It was the driving force behind the enactment of the Magna Carta in 13th-century 

Britain. This charter of human rights resulted from the struggle between the church and 

the monarchy over where the boundaries fell for the authority of the king. The document 

itself contains many references almost straight out of the Bible and was a watershed for 
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the cause of liberty. No longer could monarchs do as they pleased. They were bound by a 

higher law.  

 

About 400 years later, a group of Christians pioneered a new order on the other side of 

the Atlantic. The Pilgrim Fathers, as they became known, arrived on the American coast in 

1620 on board the Mayflower. Before leaving the ship, they prayed together for God's 

help to create a country whose citizens were 

free and where governments would be 

accountable to a set of unchanging moral 

principles. The colony they founded became 

the cradle of the United States of America, 

perhaps the world's greatest democracy. 

Built into its constitution are the same 

principles which helped establish 

parliamentary government in Britain: the 

equal and inestimable value of all individuals 

and the accountability of the State to a 

higher authority.  

 

Given the huge influence that Christianity 

has had in promoting the cause of liberty 

and democracy, it is deeply ironic that some of our MPs now seem so intent on severing 

all links with our Judaeo-Christian heritage.  

 

The real concern is that the key ethical principles that founded democracy in the past, are 

just as important to sustain it going forward. If we want to continue to enjoy the freedoms 

we have, we would do well to maintain our links with those principles. Even better would 

be to maintain our links with the One who established them. Perhaps prayer might a good 

idea after all.  

 
 
Ewen McQueen 
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