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Roman Catholic Archbishop Raymond Roussin has issued a strong warning to parents about an agreement the Liberals signed recently with a same-sex couple to add lessons about gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered issues to the B.C. school curriculum.

In a statement this week, the Vancouver archbishop says the deal signed with gay activists Murray and Peter Corren threatens the right of parents to determine how their children will be educated and could bring "morally objectionable material" into public schools.

"There is widespread anxiety that this agreement will not only see the introduction of material that is in conflict with Catholic teaching on marriage and human sexuality at the earliest grade levels but could go so far as to restrict the abilities of parents to determine whether their children are exposed to this material," Roussin says in a letter published in The B.C. Catholic, the official newspaper of the Vancouver archdiocese.

"This would be clearly contrary to the fundamental and non-negotiable right of parents to raise their family and educate their children.

"The right of parents to determine how their children receive instruction on matters of faith and morals is a primary consideration, and anything that puts it at risk should not go unchallenged."

Roussin calls on Catholic parents to join "thousands of concerned parents and numerous organizations" in asserting their right to oversee their children's education "and keep it from being placed into the hands of unelected special-interest groups."

A lobby group called Concerned Parents of B.C. says it has gathered thousands of signatures on a petition opposing the contract, which was signed last May to resolve a long-standing human rights complaint from the Correns that was before the B.C. Human Rights Tribunal.

Peter Corren dismissed the archbishop's statement, saying the church "is continuing its homophobic diatribe against Canadian society. It's nothing more than we would expect from an organization that has victimized our society through history."

He predicted the message will go nowhere.

"It's the same old rhetoric," he said in a telephone interview. "They are so out of touch with reality that most people ignore them."

Corren accused the archbishop of playing with words -- noting, in particular, his reference to children receiving instruction about faith and morals at school.

"Faith doesn't have instruction in the B.C. public school system and I feel that we live a very moral life. Is he implying that we're immoral?" he asked.

The archbishop was not available for an interview Tuesday, but Paul Schratz, communication director for the archdiocese, said Roussin has significant concern about the issue and that's why he chose to address it in the archdiocesan newspaper -- "something he does in exceptional cases."

The six-page legal contract signed between with the Correns and the provincial government is unprecedented in B.C.

After the deal was announced in May, Attorney-General Wally Oppal said B.C. would become the first province in Canada to include teachings about sexual orientation in its kindergarten to Grade 12 curriculum.

Still, Oppal said, at the time, reaction to the deal was "a classic case of much ado about little or nothing," adding: "I mean, we're 2006 now and we're still concerned about whether or not we should be acknowledging the contributions made by homosexuals? We live in a diverse society and the diversity ought to be recognized."

The deal guarantees the Correns, one of the first same-sex couples to marry in Canada, a voice in the development of a new, optional social justice course for Grade 12 students that will include teachings about sexual orientation and gender identity. They have also been promised input into new guidelines for a review of the K-12 curriculum.
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