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“Religion has no place in politics” proclaimed the deputy Prime Minister, Michael Cullen, as he 

mounted the platform to speak at the New Zealand Labour Party 2006 conference in Rotorua. He was 

expressing a commonly held view but one which is not only naïve, it also suggests that most of New 

Zealand’s political history has in fact been flawed, including much of that of his own Labour Party. 

The statement is naïve in that assumes that politicians, many of whom are religious, are able to 

operate with a split persona that enables them to leave the perspectives that comes from their religion 

behind when it comes to making decisions in the political arena. Religion is so intertwined in all areas 

of our lives, affecting all that we think and do, this of course is an impossibility. It is one of the 

critiques of the split world view of modernity that postmodernity has been so helpful in critiquing. 

 

Not only is it a naïve view it in fact is a distorted view of the political story of “secular” New Zealand. 

New Zealand was secular since its political inception, in the sense that there was no state church and 

therefore no particular role for the leaders of any particular church in its public institutions, in 

particular politics and education. This was the reason why it was decided that sessions of parliament 

should be commenced in prayer by the speaker rather than having a chaplain appointed to parliament. 

This practice, still continued, indicated of course that religion was seen as having a place in politics. 

Many of the politicians of the first decades were strongly involved in church life and Christian 

morality significantly shaped many of the laws that were passed by parliament. 

 

There was a period in the early decades of the twentieth century when sectarian religion became 

divisive in politics, when Prime Minister William Massey aligned himself with the fanatical 

Protestant Political Association. In some ways this had some similarities to the Religious Right today, 

except that rather than “atheistic secularism” being the enemy it was “Romanism” and people such as 

former PM Sir Joseph Ward and Bishop Liston became the target. However politicians and New 

Zealanders drew back from this kind of religious involvement and politicians continued to express 

their religious convictions in more ecumenical and inclusive terms. 

 

It is well know that British socialism grew primarily out of Methodist rather than Marxist roots. When 

the Labour party emerged in New Zealand it included many prominent churchmen among its leading 

members. Harry Holland had been a street preacher with the Salvation Army. When they came to 

power, their first Prime Minister Michael Joseph Savage reclaimed his Roman Catholicism and 

described his Government’s policies as “applied Christianity”. Victoria University Professor of 

Religious Studies, in a workshop at the same Labour Party Conference, urging Labour members to 

reclaim their Christian heritage, commented that “Savage sometimes sounds like the book of 

Leviticus.” His successor Peter Fraser was clearly shaped by his Scottish Presbyterianism and Arnold 

Nordmeyer was a practicing Presbyterian. Walter Nash was a committed Christian strongly 

identifying with the Anglican Church and often spoke of the “fatherhood of God and brotherhood of 

man.” Of later leaders Norman Kirk had a Salvation Army background, David Lange’s Methodist 

involvement continued for a significant period of his political life and despite later cynicism clearly 

significantly shaped his politics, while Helen Clark, an avowed agnostic, may well be more influenced 

in much of her outlook by her Prebyterian upbringing than she is willing to acknowledge. Sometime 

acting Prime Minister, and former Labour Party member, Jim Anderton, is unabashed in bring up his 

Catholic identity and religious beliefs. Of course the longest continuous political religious 

involvement in New Zealand has been by the Ratana Church, and that has been until recently solely 

with the Labour Party. If religion has not place in politics how come the annual Labour pilgrimage to 

Ratana. 

 

When it comes to the National Party the record is equally strong. Sydney Holland had a Methodist 

upbringing and later became Anglican while Keith Holyoake was brought up in the Open Brethren 

(which it is important to clearly distinguish from the Exclusive Brethren) later becoming Presbyterian. 



John Marshall remained significantly involved in the Presbyterian Church his whole life. Robert 

Muldoon was raised a Baptist and later spent some time in the Anglican Church while Jim Bolger was 

always reasonably open about his Catholic commitment. Bolger says he “absorbed ethics of social 

responsibility and caring for your neighbour and being concerned for the disadvantaged every Sunday 

of my life.” Both Jenny Shipley and Don Brash were children of Presbyterian ministers and of the 

current leadership Bill English’s Catholic involvement is well known. Clearly then New Zealand’s 

political life has been significantly determined by people for who religion is to a greater or lesser 

extent part of who they are. To think that all of these people, as well as countless other significant 

politicians, expressed their politics without significant input from this religious involvement, is both 

naïve and a denial of what reality has been.  

 

As the theory of secularisation, in the sense of the decline and ultimate demise of religion, gained 

momentum from the late 1960s on a religious voice became more muted and there was a clear 

reluctance to bring it into the debate. The secularist world view, expressed by people such as Cullen, 

indicated this was the way things should be. New Zealand was not unlike other western countries in 

this regard. Not only in politics, but also in other areas of public life religion was pushed to the 

margins. 

 

From the 1990s on this has begun to change. In one of the most significant treatments of 

secularisation theory, Jose Casanova in Public Religions in the Modern World describes the re-

emergence of church and religion to a more significant public role in a number of western countries. 

“Religious traditions throughout the world are refusing to accept the marginal and privatised role 

which theories of modernity as well as theories of secularization had reserved for them.”
1
 This can be 

observed in New Zealand. As the market reforms of the late 80s and early 90s rolled on and cutbacks 

were made in welfare provisions, alarmed Christians began to express concern about the impact of 

these reforms on the poor. In 1993 the leaders of ten church issued a pre-election Social Justice 

Statement indicating their unease at the effects of neoliberal economic policies, saying “we hope to 

discover how New Zealand can become a more just and caring society.” Before the 1996 general 

election, 148 well known church members, including bishops, heads of the Baptist, Presbyterian and 

Methodist churches, academics and lay people, encouraged all Christian voters to ask candidates 

‘what they plan to do about poverty if elected’. In late 1998 the Anglican Church organised a Hikoi of 

Hope, a protest march to parliament to demand government action to reduce poverty. The leader of 

the opposition at the time, Helen Clark, realised the potential political gain to be made by identifying 

with the march. A year later it became a factor in the Labour party election victory. The new 

government agreed to meet regularly with church leaders and out of this came an investigation of 

problems faced by voluntary and community organisations in interfacing with government. This 

political involvement, as well as the religious identity of the politicians noted above, has mainly been 

from those in mainline Christian churches. 

 

At the other end of the religious spectrum, the conservative stance had been that the church should not 

be involved in politics and focussed on personal piety. There were exceptions such as the Baptist J K 

Archer who was both President of the Baptist Union and President of the Labour Party. However from 

the mid 80s on they came to believe that the state (in particular the Lange Labour government) was 

failing to maintain certain moral stances, such as the sanction of the criminal law against male 

homosexual acts, and felt forced to act. Out of this emerged a plethora of conservative groups with 

links to similar organisations of the religious right in the US. Ultimately as MMP allowed the 

formation of new political parties it led to the Christian Heritage Party and other Christian political 

parties including currently United Future and Destiny. Viv Grigg in a recent University of Auckland 

PhD claims “The evangelical mindset in New Zealand includes a perception of disempowerment, a 

sense of shock at the rapid breakdown of social structure, a quiet rage at their sense of the loss of 

legitimacy and morality of the established church, then anger at the ‘benign’ governments.”
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 It is the 

expression of this sense of rage that led to the involvement of the Exclusive Brethren in the 2006 

election, which is the context in which Cullen’s remark was made and also in which Paul Morris 

made his call to the Labour party to reown its Christian heritage and not allow the religious voice in 

the political to belong exclusively to the conservatives. 



 

Another factor in the re-emergence of a religious voice in the public square, including politics, has 

been immigration patterns. Those of other faiths, who make a significant proportion of new 

immigrants, do not see religion in the privatised way that ‘modern’ western societies have. This is 

particularly so of Muslims. Religion is concerned with all of life. This of course is also true of Maori 

religion. Hence from these groups religious issues have increasingly made their way to public 

attention. I have noted over the past few years an increasing amount of coverage being given to 

religious issues in all of our media. It was quite staggering in the last three months of last year how 

much religion and politics was commented on the media, including such surprising regular columnists 

as Chris Trotter and Rosemary MacLeod. It was interesting to note that despite Cullen’s comment 

both Prime Minister Helen Clark and party President Mike Williams responded positively to Paul 

Morris’s call to the Labour Party to rediscover a religious voice. A number of analyses of the US 

election results last year suggested that a significant factor in the Democratic victory was the decision 

of more moderate religious voices to become actively involved and not allow the religious voice to 

belong to the religious right in support of the Republican Party. Democratic Party Presidential 

hopeful, Senator Barack Obama says that “To say that men and women should not inject their 

personally morality in to public policy debates is a practical absurdity.” It is clear globally, as well as 

in western societies such as New Zealand, that rather than declining in its public significance religion 

is actually gaining in its saliency. Politics is not exempt from this. 

 

I would want to argue that it is important for the health of society that religion does in fact play a part 

in politics. It always has in our history, which is why our law is largely based on the Christian 

religious tradition. Even further Winston Peters argues that “our system of government in large 

measure is a result of the Christian ethic.” The issue is not whether religion should be involved in 

politics or not, but how it should be involved. Most of us would agree that the secrecy and seeming 

hypocrisy of the Exclusive Brethren involvement is not a healthy way and would also recoil from 

some of the demagogic ways of other such as Brian Tamaki or the self righteous judgmentalism of 

Graham Capill. We need to recognise that we no longer live in Christendom and therefore can no 

longer seek to impose our “particular” world view and values on all, which is what many 

conservatives would like to do. Whether we like it or not we live in a multicultural and plural society 

and need to learn how to operate in that reality. We cannot expect all to agree with all of our beliefs 

and the values that come from those. That does not mean we remove religious perspectives from 

discussion of issues of economics, morality, education, healthcare of whatever but rather that we 

contribute to the discussion alongside other with different perspectives seeking to work together for 

the creation of a healthy, just and caring society. As we do that we often discover the goals we have 

may have more in common than we had thought. It seems to me the Presbyterian tradition, with its 

vision of the church existing, not just as a lifeboat to rescue people from an evil world as a sectarian 

view would see it, but rather having a critical role in creating a good civil society, has much to offer.  
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