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Part A:

The Top Five Reasons For Not Preaching about Industrial Relations

Some preachers have referred to industrial relgtiotheir sermons but many have
not. Let me suggest the top five reasons preadmeedor avoiding any significant
reference to industrial relations proposals inrtheaching:

1. ‘It's too political an issue and therefore tomntroversial. To many people,
‘political’ means ‘controversial’ and ‘divisive’. Therefore it is best to leave such
issues alone in order to allow individuals to malp their own minds about them.
It's safer that way.’

The trouble is that the gospel affects the wholdfef Some say that Jesus stressed
the spiritual rather than earthly, political mast€iMy kingdom is not of this world’).
But what cannot be denied is that what he saiddahdltimately has implications for
the whole of life and for society (‘The Spirit dfe Lord is upon me, because he has
anointed me to bring good news to the poor’). lattbense he was political and at
times very controversial.

But controversy is not to be sought for its ownesand much can be achieved
without being divisive. In fact it is better forgachers to avoid the unfortunately well
accepted processes of polarised thinking and cotdtional debate which

characterises most public dialogue today. This @ggr emerges out of the
fundamental political division between a governmand an ‘opposition’ and is

fuelled by the need of the media for conflict amhftontation. Indeed, one of the
most important aspects of a preacher’'s contributothis subject could well be the
way they model how to engage in a mature, biblmahsideration of the issues.
Engagement without polarity is not the same as distlen or going soft on

fundamental matters of injustice. But it does meefusing to unthinkingly adopt

existing divisions as the only options.



2. ‘Its too impersonal an issue and doesn’t relat® people’s real lives.
Congregations do not like preaching which is not inediately applicable to their
personal or family life.’

The importance of the present industrial relatidebate lies in the way it draws
together so many fundamental dimensions of conteampdustralian life. It is not
just about how a wage is set, it is about the kihdociety we want to be. It deals
with important aspects of the way people are trbdtee nature of social relationships
and the significance of family life. One does navé to be an expert to appreciate
this. Any preacher can easily read the outlinehef government proposals (although
the legislation is intimidating!). A Christian viewf the proposed legislation will
require reflection on the biblical and theologipahciples which relate to at least five
broad areas of life —

. Money and economics. these deal with wages and what is fair and
appropriate reward for work done, especially conicgy the establishment of
minimum levels of remuneration.

. Time and the relationship of work to other activities: there is a
potentially significant shift in the social philqdoy of the way that time is
viewed in our society. It deals with the way spktimes and days (such as
Anzac Day and other public holidays, Sundays anduainholidays) are
treated. There is also a potential shift in thepprtion of time to be spent in
work as compared to other activities.

. Relationships between people, families and other social groups: the
legislation affects families and the ability of imdiuals to provide for
dependants. The net amount earned is importanit isitnot the only issue,
security and tenure are equally important.

. The freedom, choice and the power of the individual: especially in
relation to business. This lies at the heart ofpthidosophical debate about the
proposed legislation. There are significant diffexes of opinion about where
power lies and ought to lie. A shift towards a mimdividualised approach to
relationships between employees and employersogoged. This calls into
question the nature of power that individuals havel whether they will
benefit or find themselves disempowered by circamst or lack of innate
ability.

. The treatment of the weak, the less able and the disadvantaged: for
some this is the central issue. Given that the gJosas a bias towards those
who are disadvantaged the proposed legislation teisible to answer the
question as to whether it will provide appropriagnomic support and care
for those who are disadvantaged and whether itagiMantage or hinder those
in our society who are less able when it comesotkihg for work or
negotiating conditions.

Even if it is not possible, or thought not desiegltb give a final, overall judgment on
the value of the legislation it would be good téph€hristians discern some of the
issues involved and to begin the process of thécgtion of theological and biblical
principles to this issue and others which will aris the future.



3. ‘It's too negative and doesn’t build up individis or the congregation. It is all
right to challenge individuals about aspects of thepiritual lives but preaching on
industrial relations will not build up the individal or the congregation.’

There is a perception that preaching on sociakssuia form of ‘prophetic’ preaching
that involves critiquing social situations and fgejretty negative about the world.
Some preachers stick with criticising society’sugjation of family values while a
few are prepared to engage broader matters oflgostace. But for many ‘prophetic
preaching’ is not helpful to the positive developmef congregational life and
therefore is rarely undertaken. This understandhgprophetic’ preaching as a
negative critigue has emerged as a reaction tosaryoprivatised view of the gospel.
The characterisation of Old Testament prophetok$ysengaged in social critique is
misleading because it ignores the strong covenahtaticter of what they were doing
and their strong expectation that the people of Gk the primary responsibility to
demonstrate in their corporate life the way a sgcahould live. It is important to
preach about broad matters of social and publicemnnot merely to critique what
society does but in order to emphasis the respititisk of the covenant people.
Preaching and teaching about industrial legislaigsomportant for the peopheithin
the community of faith, as well as for the widenwaunity. The church must model
appropriate relationships and values if it is tarads society’s broader issues.
Preaching about public issues should be positideemmance the life of the church as
well as of society.

4. ‘It's too difficult and has not been part of miyaining. You need to be an expert
in economics to be able to comment intelligently amopic like this. There are
people in the congregation who know more about tthan | do. And it isn’t
reasonable to spend a lot of time trying to deatmwsomething so complex when it
will soon pass out of public attention.’

It is true that few preachers have an economic&draand and such issues can be
difficult and complex — but only if one assumesttilae purpose is to provide
unchallengeable and definitive answers to all tbgues raised. The role of the
preacher can be to point in a direction rather tagiescribe in detail the destination.
You don’'t need to understand the mechanics of adngne in order to decide
whether you want to get on or not. All you neednow is the direction it is heading.
So too with the industrial relations proposaisy donot need to understand the full
detail to understand the direction it is goingtime values it espouses and something
of the techniques it will use to get there. Whatreacher should understand are the
basic values of the gospel and be able to rela #o relationships, the exercise of
power, the value of economic development and tlsgeption of the weak. Let's not
under-estimate what biblical values and theologpraiciples can bring to an issue
such as this. And don’t under-estimate the inteoéghe people in church or their
ability to continue working it through after thespicher has finished preaching.

5. ‘It's not relevant to the gospel and doesn’t a&r in the Bible. Preaching on
industrial relations won’t save anyone. It is notally a gospel issue and it doesn’t
appear in the Bible. Best to stick to the gospel.’

The dichotomy between social action and evangaksarfalse one. The evangelical
proclamation has social consequences as we callgp@mlove and repentance in all



areas of life. And our social involvement has ewaistjic consequences as we bear
witness to the transforming grace of Jesus Chtist.always wrong to preach on
issues such as industrial relations without spepiilvout Jesus. Even in the public
realm we must not allow anyone to think that weaacbur own behalf or in our own
strength. It would be wrong to artificially concelaé reason for our involvement: the
call of Jesus and the empowering of the Holy Spivihenever possible Christians
should not speak about industrial relations withspgaking about Jesus.

* * * * *

Part B:
What | would actually preach about the proposed industrial relations changes

Having said this it is only fair to ask what | wdypreach about it - as someone who,
like most preachers, is neither an economist ntabaur market expert. Trying to
discern a way through these proposals requires @ mork but if it is good enough
for me to encourage others to do it | should b@ared to say how | see the gospel as
relating to this situation. | would talk about ttilengs mentioned above and relate
them to the following.

The stated aim of the proposed industrial relationanges is enhanced economic
development through the simplification of the pressward system. It is argued that
this is best for everyone, including the lower pait the less able because it will
result in more jobs. But some commentators havétdoabout the effectiveness of
this approach. A business saving on employmensabsough a simplified system
will not necessarily employ another person. They ta&e the saving as profit or use
it in other ways. Peter Lewis, Director of the Genftor Labour Market Research,
University of Canberra points out that while reskandicates that a 10% increase in
average wages increases employment, changes tarihemum wage hardly affects
the overall employment rate as ‘the effect on Werage wage is small and, thus, the
impact on total employment and unemployment is atsall’’ Now this is where the
preacher-as-economist is in difficulty as it is §ibke for another economist to put a
contrary view. So, for the present exercise, ireotd put the government’s proposal
in the most positive light, let us initially sayathl_ewis is wrong and assume that there
will be some reasonable benefit in terms of the nuwiljebs available. At this point

I would want to relate this to passages in Gen&sisyerbs and the New Testament
which affirm that work is a good and healthy paft@od’s plan for humanity.
Government policies which maximize work opportwsti are therefore to be
encouraged.

However, even if more jobs are created there idoubt that the economic lever that
is being pulled in order to assist businesses devielthe lever which affects, that is,
puts in question, a significant number of the exgstvorking conditions and benefits
of employees. The government’s own example of yBi#l instructive. Under the new
laws, to get a job as a retail worker Billy hassign an individual contract that
removes his rights to public holidays, rest bredi@uses, annual leave loadings,
allowances, penalty rates, overtime and shift logsli Conditions which other retail
workers in the same business retain. The defenteisfs that Billy would prefer to
have a job. The implied assumption is that he abably a young teenager starting
out in his working life. However, ‘Billy’ could qte easily be ‘William’, a 36 year old



father of two who has worked in a hardware sho@Rfbyears which has now closed
down and he is looking for a new job in a largeich@rdware and home products
store.

The proposed ‘simplification’ affects workers’ eowonic situation (their pay), their
social stability (by potentially affecting job tene) and their relationships and
lifestyle (through changes to their ability to catworking times). Most employers
will assume that ‘simplified’ actually means ‘reéuat. Unless they are reduced there
would be little advantage in proceeding. If | wasgthing on this | would note that
according to Jesus economic issues are not the onlgven the most important,
issues of life. And therefore the effects of thdustrial relations proposals on other
dimensions of life must be carefully watched. Oellationship with God and our
relationships with others come ahead of our ratatips with possessions.

The terminology used in the proposals is significafihe stress is on the
‘simplification’ of the numerous awards and pieoésegislation which control wages
and conditions. Now, it is undoubtedly the casé tha present system is complex
and that there are serious problems for employes®ine regards. There seems to be
no need to doubt that there are situations whereemvand employers of small
businesses in particular are significantly disadiwged. But one could ‘simplify’ the
situation in other ways, such as by consolidatiraykers on a reduced number of
awards with better conditions for all. It hardlyedls to be said though, that thisat

the aim of this proposal. ‘Simplification’ is a engmism for a large scale ‘reduction’
of rights and benefits.

So, the present system is not perfect and it cobeldargued that the system needs
changing and there is nothing sacrosanct abouprtheent format. But what is also
clear is that the re-structuring proposed hereoisaimed at immediately protecting
the workers or enhancing their lives or their lielathips. And even when it is argued
that theultimate aim of the present proposal is to enhance the livedkefvorker it is
clear that themethodology used involves a reduction in benefits of those \ahe
unskilled and low paid and who have the least baigg power in their relationships
with employers. The claimed benefit to some disathged people is obtained
through further disadvantage to other disadvantggeapleand through potentially
significant changes to social structures which haeé been the focus of public
discussion. In relating this to biblical principlesvould note that the weakest and
least advantaged members of a society are thewames Jesus calls us to serve the
most. His own life was an example of this.

In the light of this and the principles outlinedbab | conclude that the proposals lack
consistency with the best biblical and theologipehciples. That is what | would
clearly say in my preaching. But then | would bkiag what the implications are for
our life together as ahurch as well as for our broader social life. How do asa
church demonstrate those values and issues not@yl aibove? By placing the matter
in a broader context which includes the church whith assumes that the listeners
are to test what is said and by exposing my owsaiag to public scrutiny the worst
excesses of dogmatism and divisiveness can be evaidiile clearly relating the
gospel to the current situation.



This approach is not only informed by gospel ppies but also by two other
convictions. The first is that it is wrong to assuthat the only alternatives in this
public debate are to accept or reject the propohifortunately, the present highly
polarized political atmosphere is not conducivethe introduction of alternatives.
But it would be too accepting of a highly adverahpolitical system to assume that
there are no alternatives.

Secondly, it would be wrong to assume that a johllatosts is better than no job.
Indeed, it is wrong to assume that a job necegdailes a person or a family out of
poverty. In developed countries such as the USfethee many millions of ‘working
poor’. This is tragic and unacceptable and it wdadda regressive social step to allow
this to develop in the Australian economy. Althoutje USA, the most powerful
economy in the world, is sometimes held up as amgiar of labour market reform it
has developed many inequalities. Having just lif@dsix months in Kentucky, one
of America’s poorest states, as | have done, onaataemain unaware of the huge
disparity there is in that country. It is obseryabhd statistically far less equitable
than Australia. Under their ‘Fair Labor Standardst’Ahe minimum adult wage of
$5.15 per hour has not changed in eight years. &omt James Galbraith says the
USA is actually an example ‘of full employment amked by accepting poverty’, an
approach which ought never be acceptable and wigst be resisted in our own
country. When considering the Australian propodals our own ‘Fair Pay and
Conditions Standard Commission’ we must not acdeggidvantage to the least able
as an appropriate price for economic growth.
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