It's about pluralism: The DORA debate: In favour 

By Michael Coren 

The Knights of Columbus is hardly a nest of buzzing political activism. In fact moral conservatives often criticize the group for not doing enough to speak out on issues of life and sexuality. They are a Roman Catholic fraternity, founded in the 19th century principally to help impoverished widows of Catholic men, often immigrants, who had lost their lives or had become crippled while working in appalling conditions. 

Today they spend their time raising money for the poor and marginalized. They form an important part of a massive Christian charity network, without which the social services of this country would collapse almost overnight. Working in soup kitchens and financing drop-in centres were the central work of the Knights in Port Coquitlam, B.C. Until, that is, they found themselves accused of being un-Canadian bigots. 

In 2003 they discovered that their hall had been rented by a lesbian couple to celebrate their wedding. But as Catholics the Knights followed Catholic teaching and the Church opposes same-sex marriage. They offered to find another hall for the couple, pay for its rental and also for new invitations to be printed: Sorry for the bother and all that and I'm sure you understand. 

Not quite. The couple in question decided to take their oppressors to the provincial Human Rights Commission, who ruled last year that the women should be compensated for "undue hardship." Representatives of the complainants said that the punishment was too mild and that they intended to appeal the ruling. 

Which only goes to prove that those silly old Neanderthals who oppose gay marriage are being fanatical when they say that their rights are being questioned. No need for a Defence of Religions Act when religion is already protected under the Charter. Problem is, any claim that religion is already thus defended under the Charter or any other existing Canadian legislation is simply ill-informed or blatantly dishonest. 

Scott Brockie, a printer in Ontario, found this to his cost when he refused to accept work from a gay organization. As a Christian, he said, he could not reconcile his faith with the contents of the material he was being asked to reproduce. He had gay clients. It was the nature of the work and not the sexuality of the customer that gave him pause. 

There were any number of other printers who were only too happy to take the contract, and Mr. Brockie said he would fully understand if a gay man refused to print material from a Christian organization opposed to homosexuality. No matter. He was fined $5000 by the Human Rights Commission and had to pay $40,000 in legal costs. 

The fact is that no priest, rabbi or imam is going to be forced at bayonet-point to perform a gay wedding. That, however, has never really been the issue. As one of the leaders of the gay community said to me on television, "We'd never demand that someone conduct a ceremony, but if they oppose the law I do think we should question their charitable status." 

The campaign to challenge the tax exemption of faith groups is already underway. It may fail, but it will cost a huge amount of money for religious groups to defend their position -- money that would otherwise be directed towards charity. All people of faith are requesting, in a Defence of Religions Act or something similar, is a shadow of the protection for their beliefs that Canadian homosexuals currently enjoy for their lifestyle. 

At heart it's about pluralism and coexistence, two virtues that are repeatedly trumpeted by many of the very people who, paradoxically, seem so opposed to any formal protection of religion and who want to punish religions by hitting them in the pocket book when they don't abide by the gay agenda. 

Gay men and women will always be able to find a minister to marry them and a hall in which to celebrate. The sensible, moderate and multicultural balance to this is legislation allowing serious Christians, Orthodox Jews, practising Muslims and many others the right to place a civil and civilized wall around their theology and property, so as to preserve their heartfelt beliefs. 

If Canadian values are to mean anything more than sound-bite morality we have to give dignity and security to those whose religion demands dissent from the secularization of society. That dignity and security are being eroded, in spite of protections that were written into the Charter. If Canadians believe in religious freedom, then a DORA is one way to express that belief. This will hurt nobody and is fair, just and, well, Canadian. 
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