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Executive Summary 
Prayer was first read to introduce proceedings of the Victorian Legislative Council in 1857, 
while the Legislative Assembly took up the procedure in 1928. Since then, the Lord’s Prayer 
has been a mainstay of each house. As Victorian society has become more multicultural and 
Victorians’ religious affiliations have broadened beyond Christianity, recent decades have 
seen more people question the practice. There has been recurrent debate in the Legislative 
Council in particular, but the 60th Parliament has seen the issue gain traction in the 
Legislative Assembly as well. 

This Research Note examines the origins of prayer in the Victorian Parliament, revisiting the 
debates that led to the Lord’s Prayer’s establishment in daily proceedings. It then looks at 
the current context of debate, given the changing state of Victoria’s religious diversity and 
the rise of people who identify as having no religion, and considers the practice of prayer in 
parliaments around Australia and the world. The paper then summarises some of the key 
debates that have shaped the conversation about prayer in parliament in recent years. 
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Introduction 
Prayer is a common staple of parliaments in Australia. The tradition of opening proceedings 
with some form of prayer has survived for decades across many iterations of standing orders 
and proposed changes. In Victoria, the Lord’s Prayer has started proceedings in the 
Legislative Council since 1857—six years after the House’s establishment—and in the 
Legislative Assembly since 1928. However, the consistency of the tradition has not always 
necessarily been reflective of unanimous support.  

Prayer was contentious at the time it was introduced in the Council, due to sectarian 
differences and other concerns, and it remains a point of contention today, with the 
percentage of society following Christian faiths steadily waning over recent decades. This 
coincides with a growing number of people who describe themselves as having no religious 
affiliation and with the rise of other non-Christian faiths within the population of Victoria.  

Even in a multifaith society, prayer before parliamentary debate is a common practice not 
just in Australia but in legislatures around the world. The United Kingdom, United States, 
Canadian and New Zealand parliaments all have prayers read at the beginning of 
proceedings in their jurisdictions, albeit through different approaches. Some Westminster-
style systems, such as South Africa and Scotland, have moved away from prayer. Australia 
has been described as ‘somewhere between tradition and innovation, and public debate on 
the subject continues to support the status quo’.1 This paper compares practice across some 
of these jurisdictions as well as those within Australia.  

Recent debates in Victoria have been prompted by motions looking to either abandon the 
practice of prayer, or else replace it with something like a moment of reflection—as has 
been implemented in the Australian Capital Territory—in a bid to be more inclusive. Interest 
in the prayer has recently risen again due to, among other developments, the government’s 
commitment prior to the 2022 election to review the procedure and recent comments by 
Pope Francis against surrogacy. For those seeking a change from Christian prayer, there is 
the weight of tradition to overcome, with heritage and inclusion some of the most common 
themes for discussion. 

This paper looks into the historical context for the adoption of the Lord’s Prayer in the 
Victorian Parliament. It then explores current practices and provides a snapshot of religious 
affiliation in the Victorian community. Beyond that, the paper summarises some of the key 
recent debates around the practice of prayer from Victoria and other jurisdictions.  

 

  

 
1 M. Lanouette (2009) ‘Prayer in the Legislature: Tradition Meets Secularization’, Canadian Parliamentary 
Review, Ottawa, Winter, p. 3. 
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1 | Adoption of prayer 
The adoption of the Lord’s Prayer in the Victorian Parliament in 1857 (Council) and 1928 
(Assembly) reflected what was at the time an overwhelmingly Christian population (among 
those who were counted). This tradition in Victoria has the United Kingdom’s Westminster 
parliamentary procedure as its antecedent. 

In the United Kingdom, a prayer has been read at the start of a sitting day in both houses of 
the UK Parliament since the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. The House of Lords procedure began 
in 1558 and become common practice by 1567,2 and the prayer is still read by a Church of 
England Bishop to this day.3 The present form of prayer in the House of Commons may date 
from around 1660 and is read by the Speaker’s Chaplain, usually the incumbent chaplain of 
St Margaret’s Westminster (the House of Commons church).4 

The reading of prayer to open parliamentary proceedings thus became a consideration for 
lawmaking bodies of British colonies.5 While the Church of England constitutes the official 
religion for the Westminster Parliament, Anglicanism lost its privileged status reasonably 
quickly when the Australian colonies were established. In 1836, New South Wales (which at 
the time included the area of what would become Victoria) passed the Church Act, which 
saw the Church of England lose its legal privileges and placed Catholic, Anglican, 
Presbyterian and (later) Methodist churches on an equal footing.6  

When the Victorian colony separated and established a Legislative Council in 1851, 
denominational disagreement initially posed difficulty for wording a prayer that would not 
offend anyone. Parliamentarians disagreed over whether prayer ought to be said in private or 
in public, whether they could be in the right mind to pray having come from their day jobs, 
and whether the prayer would be uplifting for Members’ conduct or hypocritical in the 
context of the parliamentary behaviour to follow. These tensions would be renewed when 
the Legislative Assembly was established in 1856 and a unicameral parliament matured into 
a bicameral one.  

In order to introduce the prayer, a majority of each house had to agree to a prayer being 
read. 

Legislative Council 
1851: First proceedings of the Victorian Legislative Council  
Among the first topics to be debated in the new Legislative Council in 1851 was whether the 
Council should open daily proceedings with a prayer. A debate was initiated on 14 November 

when nominee Member Alexander Dunlop7 moved a two-pronged motion:  

that the proceedings of the House be opened by prayer; and that a Committee be formed to 
draw up a form of prayer to be delivered by the Speaker.8 

The House agreed to split the motion into two questions. Debate ensued on the first 
question, regarding whether the House would agree to a prayer. Dunlop was reported in the 
Argus (which reported on the parliamentary debates until Hansard was introduced in 1856) 
as saying: 

… no Christian man would deny the obligation that laid on them of seeking the Divine 
guidance in all their actions, by prayer; more especially was it necessary at times when they 

 
2 Lanouette (2009) op. cit., p. 2; J. Ainsworth (2017) Customs and Traditions of the House of Lords, 
House of Lords Library Briefing, House of Lords Library, August, p. 18. 
3 Ainsworth (2017) op. cit., p. 18. 
4 M. Sandford (2013) Traditions and customs of the House: House of Commons Background Paper, House 
of Lords Library, p. 7. 
5 L. Beck (2023) ‘Local government prayers in Australia’, Journal for the Academic Study of Religion, 
36(1), p. 32. 
6 National Museum Australia (2023) ‘Bourke Church Act’, NMA website, 4 May. 
7 The Council was initially made up of a mixture of elected Members and nominated Members. 
8 (1851) ‘Legislative Council: Friday, November 14’, The Argus, Trove, 15 November, p. 2. 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/LLN-2017-0050/LLN-2017-0050.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06432/SN06432.pdf
https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/bourke-church-act#:~:text=The%20Church%20Act%20was%20approved,employ%20clergy%20and%20erect%20churches.
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/4781683
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were about to enter upon the consideration of matters of such vast importance as some of 
those that would be brought before them [Members of Parliament] … There might, no doubt, 
be a difference of opinion as to whether prayers should be read by a clergyman of the 
Established Church, and also when the question was one likely to interfere with the religious 
prejudices or opinions of hon. members. He thought, however, that there would be no 
difficulty in the matter, but that a form of prayer might be drawn up, that would not hurt the 
conscience of any …9 

The motion was seconded by William Rutledge (Villiers and Heytesbury),10 who stated he 
thought it ‘nothing more than a duty to which they ought all to conform’ and ‘nothing more 
than proper in a Christian community’.11  

John Fawkner (Talbot, Dalhousie and Angelsey) disagreed on several points, pointing out that 
few other people going about their professions are required to start their work with prayer. 
He added that a prayer was not read in the New South Wales Parliament (yet); that some 
may have qualms with attending prayers delivered by a member of a different church; that 
reciting prayers in private was ‘more acceptable and more Christian’; and that he had fears 
of prayer being ‘made a mere form’.12 

John O’Shanassy (City of Melbourne) claimed that the religious public was divided into the 
Church of England, Dissenters and Roman Catholics, saying that implementing a prayer 
might unnecessarily ‘disturb the harmony that ought to exist’ in the chamber.13 James 
Johnston replied that he was none of these, but also questioned whether the House was a 
suitable place for prayer, given each church had existing places of worship. He echoed 
Fawkner’s view on private prayer being preferable (citing ‘the Pharisees who prayed in 
public’) and expressed his ‘regret at the want of unanimity’.14 Johnston also said that if the 
motion were agreed to and enough Members saw fit to remain outside for the prayer’s 
duration, a quorum may not be present in order to begin proceedings. 

Nominee William Haines said the solution lay in finding a prayer to which no-one could take 
offence, but conceded that people often took offence where none was intended.15 As if to 
prove Haines’s point, William Westgarth (City of Melbourne) derided as impossible the idea of 
such a prayer, emphasising that places for prayer already existed and that ‘the bulk of the 
people considered that religion … should be confined to proper times and proper places’.16  

The Attorney-General, William Stawell, countered that religious diversity was not an issue; 
the colony was founded in religious equality, he said, and he would just as soon see a 
Roman Catholic read an agreed-upon prayer than have none at all.17 He pointed to the 
influence of Benjamin Franklin on introducing the practice to the United States despite a 
‘greater variety of religious persuasions that any other part of the world’.18 At this point, 
Dr Francis Murphy (Murray) dismissed the subject as not worth the effort, saying that religion 
had always been a source of disagreement. He concluded that prolonging the discussion was 
unnecessary, ‘as the clock reminded him that it was that time in the afternoon when 
hon. members were perhaps looking forward with anxiety to dinner’.19  

The motion was negatived with 14 voting for an introductory prayer and 13 voting no 
(divisions required a majority of two or more in order for a motion to be agreed to).20 
Reporting on the decision, the Argus took a dim view of the disagreement among the new 
Members:  

It says little indeed for the enlightenment and liberality of the age, that thirty gentlemen 
cannot once a day approach their common Creator, in a prayer in which they all could join; or 

 
9 ibid., p. 2. 
10 Electorates will be indicated in brackets after the Member’s name. 
11 (1851) op. cit., p. 2. 
12 ibid., p. 2. 
13 ibid., p. 2. 
14 ibid., p. 2. 
15 ibid., p. 2. 
16 ibid., p. 2. 
17 ibid., p. 2. 
18 ibid., p. 2. 
19 ibid., p. 2. 
20 ibid., p. 2. 
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to which, at least, they all could listen without offence. But so it is. A deliberate decision has 
been arrived at, and the first Council of Victoria has decided that in its collective capacity it 
shall remain essentially Godless.21 

1856–57: A new Legislative Council and agreement to prayer 
In late 1856 and in the setting of a new Legislative Council—now the upper house of a 
bicameral parliament established under the Victorian Constitution, passed by the previous 
Council—another close-run vote decided a motion to establish a prayer in proceedings.22 On 
28 November John Barter Bennett (South Province) moved: 

That the proceedings of this Council be opened by prayer, and that a select committee be 
appointed for the purpose of preparing the form of prayer to be used in the Council on 
it's [sic] opening each day … 23 

Bennett said he did not foresee any difficulties for reaching consensus: 

… among a body of men who all of them acknowledged the Divine authority, and even if 
Pagans were admitted into the House, he did not see the necessity of deferring on such an 
important matter to one or two proffering such opinions.24  

Nehemiah Guthridge (Central Province), in seconding the motion, said that ‘any religion was 
better than none at all’ and that he ‘would join in prayer with any man who believed in 
man’s immortality and the supremacy of the Divine Being’.25 These voices were supported by 
Donald Kennedy (South Province), who tabled petitions on 26 and 27 November from 
constituents requesting a daily prayer in the Parliament.26 Several more petitions arrived 
subsequently, Kennedy tabling two more on 4 December, together with William Roope 
(South-Western Province) tabling three, and Nehemiah Guthridge (Central Province) and John 
Hodgson (Central Province) one apiece.27 Petitioners included constituents from Presbyterian 
and Wesleyan denominations, among others.  

In opposition, Thomas Power (South Province) said that there was ‘mischief in the motion’ 
and that he ‘hoped the House would dismiss the question of interfering between a man’s 
conscience and his God’.28 Matthew Hervey (Eastern Province) backed Power in expressing 
concern that the prayer, in being a compromise between various denominations, would ‘be 
mere lip·service, for hon. members could not so conveniently arrive at a fit frame of mind for 
prayer, on suddenly leaving their counting houses and places of business’.29 

Nonetheless, as the motion was put to the House, the numbers were tied, leaving the 
President to cast the deciding vote. He ultimately agreed to support the motion, sending the 
reference to what became the Prayer Committee, which comprised 15 Members.  

The committee’s initial report proposed a form of prayer, but the report was rejected by the 
House in what the Argus reported as ‘showing a marked disrespect to the committee’, 
meaning the form decided on did not even reach the chamber.30 Another committee was 
established to make an attempt. As chair, John Fawkner, now representing Central Province, 
said he would do his best to find a resolution lest he be ‘obliged to move for the reference to 

 
21 (1851) ‘No prayers’, The Argus, 18 November.  
22 Parliament of Victoria (unknown) ‘The Legislative Council: 1851–1856’, Parliament of Victoria website. 
23 J. B. Bennett (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 
28 November, p. 60. 
24 ibid., p. 61. 
25 N. Guthridge (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 
28 November, p. 61. 
26 (1856) ‘Petition: Opening the Council with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 26 November, 
p. 18; (1856) ‘Petition: Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 
27 November, p. 28. 
27 (1856) ‘Petitions: Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 
4 December, p. 58. 
28 T. Power (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 
28 November, p. 61. 
29 M. Hervey (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 
28 November, p. 62. 
30 (1851) ‘Friday, 12th December, 1856’, The Argus, 12 December, p. 4. 

https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afee6/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/argus/1851/18511118-argus-combined.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/about/history-and-heritage/people-who-shaped-parliament/legislative-council-1851-1856/
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/page/191834
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the committee of different forms of prayer ad infinitum’.31 From this second committee a 
form was agreed upon and put to the House.  

While the committees’ reports are not available, Hansard debates suggest that the form 
decided upon by the second committee and debated in the House involved both a version of 
the Lord’s Prayer and an additional preamble. Thomas McCombie (South Province) moved 
that ‘all the words before the Lord's Prayer be struck out’ in order to make it ‘as little 
objectionable as possible’.32 Dennis Keogh (North-Western Province) supported the 
amendment, saying that ‘no Jew could join in the latter clause of the prayer’.33  

James Strachan (South-Western Province) maintained his general opposition to the prayer 
as a whole, noting that the form was ‘objectionable’ to him as a Presbyterian and 
questioned the genuine demand for prayers among politicians.34 He said that ‘The Bishop had 
afforded the Members of the Assembly an opportunity of joining in prayer before the 
commencement of the business of the day’, but on one occasion only two Members had 
taken up the offer, one of whom had arrived late, which Strachan thought to be ‘nothing less 
than a solemn mockery’.35 

With the House tied 14-14 on McCombie’s amendment, the President cast a deciding vote in 
support of the amendment, shortening the form to just the Lord’s Prayer. Hansard reports 
that ‘A lengthy debate here took place; the propriety of opening the proceedings with prayer 
being again discussed’, and the motion that each day would begin with ‘the Lord’s Prayer 
simply’ was subsequently carried on a narrow majority of 15 to 13.36 The division list was not 
published, and whether Protestant or Catholic in form was not specified.  

Standing orders constitute the permanent set of rules which govern each chamber’s 
procedure, which can be varied through the introduction of sessional orders, which expire at 
the end of a parliamentary term. The Lord’s Prayer continued to be read from 1857 but did 
not enter standing orders until 1883.37 

Legislative Assembly 
1856: First prayer motion negatived 
When the Victorian Parliament re-opened with a newly minted bicameral legislature in 1856, 
petitioners urged the Legislative Assembly to start proceedings with prayer, just as they had 
for the Council.38 On 28 November 1856, Colin Campbell (Polwarth, Ripon, Hampden and 
South Grenville) moved: 

1. That it is desirable that this Assembly should commence its daily legislative proceedings 
by asking the blessing of God on its deliberations.  

2. That a committee be appointed … to consider the best mode of carrying the above 
resolution into effect and to report to the house.39 

In doing so, Campbell said, ‘What he required the house to do he wished to see done in the 
least objectionable form, and altogether disconnected from any organization or churches’.40 
In encouraging ‘the necessity of the House expressing a general reliance on the Supreme 

 
31 J. Fawkner (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 
11 December, p. 112. 
32 T. McCombie (1857) ‘The prayer question’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 4 February, p. 400. 
33 D. Keogh (1857) ‘The prayer question’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 4 February, p. 400. 
34 J. Strachan (1857) ‘The prayer question’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 4 February, p. 400. 
35 ibid., p. 400. 
36 Hansard reporters (1857) ‘The prayer question’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 4 February, 
p. 401. 
37 Legislative Council of Victoria (1883) ‘Standing rules and orders of the Legislative Council’, Legislative 
Council of Victoria, standing order 43. 
38 (1856) ‘Petitions’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 26 November, p. 27; (1856) ‘Petitions: 
Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 27 November, p. 31.  
39 C. Campbell (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
28 November, p. 33. 
40 ibid., p. 33. 

https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561211-18570107-hansard-combined.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1857/18570127-18570211-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1857/18570127-18570211-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1857/18570127-18570211-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1857/18570127-18570211-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/49b86c/contentassets/fd7ef29e54c741bda0f221b79e4c1cb6/lcstandingorders1883.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
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Being’, Campbell acknowledged a view that prayer was a matter for an individual and not a 
public forum; however, he noted that the chamber could be described as ‘a congregation of 
individuals’, meaning that the private prayer and public forums may not necessarily be 
mutually exclusive.41 

The seconder of his motion, David Moore (Melbourne), cited the prayer as an opportunity for 
the Parliament to demonstrate a desirable standard of ‘virtue and morality’.42 He stated 
from previous experience in this topic that ‘the greatest difficulty’ would be to avoid ‘all 
sectarian differences’ in the prayer’s wording.43 Moore echoed Campbell’s example of New 
Zealand, where its Legislative Assembly had been able to compromise on a form of prayer, 
as proof that sectarian differences could be overcome (see footnote).44 

There was, however, vocal opposition to both the motion's introduction and the substance of 
the motion. George Horne (Warrnambool) regretted that the debate had been brought up 
again, describing the issue of prayer as a ‘constantly rolling apple of discord’ prosecuted by 
Members who ‘assumed that those who opposed the motion did so in fear of incurring 
reproach of their fellow-men’ and stigmatising those who objected as ‘irreligious’.45  

John O’Shanassy (Kilmore), having moved from the Legislative Council to the Assembly, 
argued a similar line to Horne. He said that Campbell wanted a ‘theological discussion’, 
having introduced the motion in such terms that ‘all who did not agree with him were 
wrong’.46 Further, O’Shanassy objected to making ‘the Speaker the medium between that 
House and the Deity’ and opposed prayer in parliament on grounds of religious diversity in 
the community.47 He stated: 

If all were of one religion or one faith, then it would be all very good, and they might be bound 
to do collectively what they did in an individual capacity, but such, as they were aware, was 
not the case. They were living in a country where various religious opinions were entertained, 
but if the motion was carried it would be laying down a fundamental principle that a majority 
had a right to dictate the religion of the people.48 

An assertion that prayer could help to lift the tenor of debate was also challenged. Campbell 
had argued that Victoria ought to introduce prayer in part because the practice was in place 
in the ‘mother country’ and British colonies, but O’Shanassy countered that in the UK 
Parliament the prayer ‘had been productive of very little good effect’.49  

Renowned unionist Peter Lalor (North Grenville) conceded that he did not see inconsistency 
in Christians of different denominations joining in prayer, but ultimately opposed prayer in 
Parliament on the basis that he held a low opinion of the conduct of Members. In his view, 
he did not want to besmirch the words of prayer by association with the work of Parliament, 
because ‘the manner in which prayer would be received in that House would but bring 
contempt on Almighty God’.50 Frederick Sargood (St Kilda) was similarly blunt, saying the 
idea of ‘a country comprising Protestants and Roman Catholics, Jews, Infidels, and Israelites 

 
41 ibid., p. 33. 
42 D. Moore (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
28 November, p. 34. 
43 ibid., p. 34 
44 In 1854 there were concerns in the first session of the New Zealand Parliament about whether a 
prayer should be read, but the House ultimately found that the prayer was a common feature 
elsewhere. A factsheet states, ‘Speaker Charles Clifford (himself a Catholic) declared that the first 
clergyman who could be found, whatever his denomination, should be invited into the House to say the 
prayer. He had quietly arranged for his Anglican reverend friend to wait outside the House … Later a 
committee drew up a suitable form of prayer which was adopted by the House’. (NZ Parliamentary 
Library (2010) The business of Parliament in history, NZ Parliamentary Service, June, p. 3) 
45 G. Horne (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
28 November, p. 34. 
46 J. O’Shanassy (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
28 November, p. 34. 
47 ibid., p. 34. 
48 ibid., p. 34. 
49 ibid., p. 35. 
50 P. Lalor (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
28 November, p. 36. 

https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.nz/media/2210/the-business-of-parliament-in-history.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
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uniting in one form of prayer’ was ‘so absurd … that he was surprised the honourable 
member had not the good taste to refrain from introducing’ the subject.51  

Having observed the arguments to this point, Thomas Embling (Collingwood) agreed with 
Campbell’s intention ‘in the abstract’ but thought the motion ‘impracticable’.52 However, in a 
conciliatory mood, he saw that ‘The best way of disposing of the question’ was ‘that they 
should agree to give the honourable member his committee’, believing that the committee 
wouldn’t agree to a form and ‘the subject would in this way fall to the ground’.53 In any case, 
the motion—to both introduce the prayer and establish the committee—was negatived, 26 
noes to 21 ayes. 

1928: Agreement to prayer in the Legislative Assembly 
While the Legislative Council continued with the tradition of Lord’s Prayer from its 
introduction in 1857, the Legislative Assembly continued without one for over 70 years. The 
issue was raised multiple times, with attempts to discuss prayer in the lower house being 
shut down in 1866 and 1871.54 In objecting to the 1866 motion (moved by John Rout Hopkins, 
Member for South Grant) Peter Snodgrass (South Gippsland) referenced the ‘hurried manner’ 
and ‘the absence of solemnity’ in the Legislative Council’s prayer reading,55 a procedure 
Francis Longmore (Ripon and Hampden) thought to be more formality than prayer.56 

By 1928, however, the terms of engagement over prayer in Parliament had changed. Members 
had acquired party affiliations, and Victoria was now part of a federated Australia. On 
4 October, Lieutenant-Colonel George Knox, the newly elected Nationalist Member for Upper 
Yarra,57 moved: 

That in the opinion of this House the Speaker on taking the chair each day should read the 
Lord’s Prayer.58 

Knox noted the UK practice of a chaplain reading the prayer in advance of the House of 
Commons sitting, and likewise prayers preceding business in the Australian Parliament since 
1901 and the Victorian Legislative Council since 1857, together with procedures in other 
states. Knox was confident in his motion and had the Christian majority to back it. He 
referred to two Members who had objected on the grounds that a Speaker might one day be 
nominated who did not believe in the Lord's Prayer’s teachings, rendering ‘repetition by such 
a man … contrary to the spirit of the prayer’.59 In response he asserted, ‘That day will never 
come in the history of this Parliament’.60  

Knox was also not alone in his family in believing it an important mission, with his father, 
William Knox, having been the one to introduce the practice to the Australian Parliament.61 
According to Knox junior, the prayer had thereafter continued ‘for 28 years without any 
adverse criticism’.62 He also had the support of the Premier at the time, Edmond Hogan 
(Labor, Warrenheip and Grenville).  

 
51 F. Sargood (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
28 November, p. 36. 
52 T. Embling (1856) ‘Opening the proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
28 November, p. 36. 
53 ibid., p. 36. 
54 J.R. Hopkins (1866) ‘Opening proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
14 February, p. 38; J.R. Hopkins (1871) ‘Prayer’, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 May, p. 71. 
55 P. Snodgrass (1866) ‘Opening proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
15 February, p. 38. 
56 F. Longmore (1866) ‘Opening proceedings with prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 
15 February, p. 38. 
57 From now on in the paper, a Member’s party and electorate will be contained in brackets after first 
mention of their name. 
58 G. Knox (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, p. 2047. 
59 ibid., p. 2047. 
60 ibid., p. 2047. 
61 ibid., p. 2047; D. Wheeler (1983) ‘William Knox’, Australian Dictionary of Biography. 
62 Knox (1928) op. cit., p. 2047. 

https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1856/18561121-18561210-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4b01e2/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1871/18710425-18710516-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/492eae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1871/18710425-18710516-hansard-combined.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1866/18660212-18660220-hansard-combined.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1866/18660212-18660220-hansard-combined.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/knox-william-6994
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In a change from earlier debates, interdenominational concerns had now apparently been 
supplanted by a truce, with Knox saying: 

My motion has the approval of all the churches in Victoria and in the Commonwealth of 
Australia. My father said to the late Archbishop Carr, ‘Have I your authority, as the spiritual 
head of the great Roman Catholic Church, to propose that the Lord's Prayer should be said 
daily in Parliament.’ That eminent prelate unequivocably and openly gave his approval to the 
proposal. The head of every religious denomination agrees with that sentiment.63 

However, the motion did attract criticism over the lack of detail about the wording to be 
used in the prayer. George Michael Prendergast (Labor, Footscray) indicated Knox’s father 
had simply moved in 1901 that ‘a prayer’ be read in the House of Representatives, while here 
the younger Knox had asked for the ‘Lord’s Prayer’ without stipulating which version, 
whether Protestant or Roman Catholic. He stated: 

One version begins :— “Our Father who art in heaven,” and another, “Our Father which art in 
heaven.” These two versions, I submit, present different view-points of religion. At the end of 
each version there is also a substantial difference in the wording.64 

Members in favour of the motion came from across the political spectrum. William 
McPherson (Nationalist, Hawthorn) seconded the motion, spruiking the Lord’s Prayer’s broad 
appeal by saying, ‘No other prayer has been translated into so many languages as the Lord’s 
Prayer has been’.65 William Brownbill (Labor, Geelong) noted that it had been done elsewhere 
and that the Victorian Assembly should do likewise, provided it was invoked in suitable 
‘reverence’.66 William McKenzie (Labor, Wonthaggi) also echoed debates from decades past 
when he said the ‘inspiring words’ of the prayer being repeated each sitting commencement 
‘would not do any harm’.67 

Opposition was couched in arguments recycled from previous debates. One was the 
perception that public displays of prayer were a form of sacrilege. Many of these objections 
came from Melbourne’s inner suburbs. Maurice Blackburn (Labor, Clifton Hill) recited 
Christian scripture to assert this rationale for opposing a public show of prayer: 

But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to 
thy Father which is in secret; and thy Father, which seeth in secret, shall reward thee openly. 
But when ye pray, use not vain repetitions as the heathen do: for they think that they shall be 
heard for their much speaking.68 

James Jewell (Labor, Brunswick) estimated that about 95 per cent of Victoria recited the 
prayer twice daily, but he did not agree with the Lord’s Prayer—‘the most sacred thing that 
we can say between ourselves and our God’—being recited daily in Parliament.69 He said a 
daily prayer in the chamber would be putting ‘the Lord's Prayer on a butcher’s block’ to be 
‘chopped up’ through its presence ‘just as a formality’.70 Jewell thought the Lord’s Prayer 
‘should be said in a place of worship or in a man’s home’.71 

John Cain (Labor, Northcote) was more adamantly against prayer in parliament. As a 
Christian himself, he had no problem with Christian worship itself but had ‘no respect for the 
man who simply mouths Christian principles and never acts up to them. There is too much 

 
63 ibid., p. 2048. 
64 G.M. Prendergast (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, 
p. 2055. 
65 W. McPherson (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, 
p. 2048. 
66 W. Brownbill (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, 
p. 2049. 
67 W. McKenzie (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, 
p. 2050. 
68 M. Blackburn (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, 
p. 2049. 
69 J. Jewell (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, p. 2048. 
70 ibid., p. 2048. 
71 ibid., p. 2048. 

https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
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of that in society to-day’.72 Cain cited a present ‘industrial upheaval’73 and the lack of 
‘Christian spirit’ in the Australian Government’s handling of it as proof enough not only that 
displays of prayer in any parliament were ineffective in improving conduct in accordance 
with Christian principles but that politics and religion should not mix.74 

Knox interjected that the prayer would have a ‘Christianizing effect upon the House’, but 
Cain retorted that he did not agree.75 Further, Cain noted the scarcity of attendance at 
religious places of worship and felt that the preferred manner of worship was being hijacked 
by a pious few. ‘Those people who desire to avail themselves of religious consolation,’ he 
stated, ‘have ample opportunities at their command’.76 

Wilfrid Kent-Hughes (Nationalist, Kew) would not concede that the dealings of the House 
were un-Christian-like, but felt that a prayer would demonstrate the common ground held 
between opposing sides. He also argued that while parliamentary behaviour may seem 
combative, Parliament remained a place of Christian values: 

I have seen members fighting each other politically, like Kilkenny cats, on the floor of this 
House, and five minutes later talking outside of the Chamber as affably as any other group of 
men might do elsewhere. We have differences of opinion; we have different views on 
principles and fundamentals in politics; and although we may disagree very strongly on those 
principles, there is no reason why we should disagree personally as we come into contact 
with each other outside of this Chamber. Political warfare is a special type of warfare. The 
game of politics is governed by peculiar rules and traditions, and we play it out according to 
those rules, without any unchristian feelings towards one another.77 

Kent-Hughes even went so far as to say, ‘This is not the time nor the place to discuss 
matters of ethics and religious belief’.78 

Reg Pollard (Labor, Bulla and Dalhousie) was opposed to Kent-Hughes downplaying the 
motion’s religious significance. On the contrary, he insisted that the motion would intrude on 
the rights of the individual and accused the Government of putting itself on a pedestal and 
masking bad deeds with hypocrisy.79 Further, he posed the question: 

Why inflict upon those who do not believe that it is necessary here, and who would resent it, 
something which other members can recite in the privacy of their rooms in this building or in 
their own residences?80 

Those opposed and in favour of the prayer were equally represented among the debate 
participants (six speakers apiece), with Frank Keane (Labor, Coburg) rounding out the debate 
by decrying the use of prayer to justify political ends and condemning what he called ‘too 
much “churchianity” and too little Christianity in the world’.81  

Despite this, however, the motion was eventually passed, 18 ayes to 11 noes, and the Lord’s 
Prayer was instated. The version to be used was not specified. 

  

 
72 J. Cain (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer ‘, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, p. 2050. 
73 Days earlier on 1 October the Nationalist Federal Government’s Transport Workers Act 1928 had come 
into force, requiring all waterfront workers to hold a federal licence (also known as a ‘dog collar’ at the 
time), a measure bitterly opposed by unions such as the Wharf Labourers’ Union. The Argus reported 
that the Australian Council of Trade Unions had directed union members not to apply for a licence. As 
a result of union strikes volunteer labourers were sourced locally and from overseas to fill demand, 
leading to violence between union members and volunteer labourers and extended dispute. ((1928) 
‘Strike Violence’, The Argus, 29 September, p. 19.; J. Dawson (2014) ‘The Dog Collar Act’, Port Melbourne 
Historical and Preservation Society website, 30 October)  
74 ibid., p. 2050. 
75 ibid., p. 2051. 
76 ibid., p. 2051. 
77 W. Kent-Hughes (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, 
p. 2053. 
78 ibid., p. 2053. 
79 R. Pollard (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October. 
80 ibid., p. 2054. 
81 F. Keane (1928) ‘Reading of Lord’s Prayer’, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Assembly, 4 October, p. 2056. 

https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/3959771
https://www.pmhps.org.au/2014/10/the-dog-collar-act/
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4afdae/globalassets/hansard-historical-documents/sessional/1928/19281002-19281010-hansard-combined2.pdf
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2 | Current context 

Victorian practice 
Procedures in both houses of Victorian Parliament begin with the Lord’s Prayer. The Lord’s 
Prayer was originally, according to Christian gospel, delivered by Jesus Christ to his disciples 
as an example of how to pray and has been described as ‘the model prayer’ for Christians 
communicating with God.82 Being based in Christian scripture, it is recognised across 
denominations.  

However, as constitutional expert Luke Beck writes, the Lord’s Prayer is not a generically 
Christian utterance but has two versions in common usage, one Protestant and one Catholic. 
The line ‘For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever and ever’—and 
variations of it—appearing in the King James Bible, is used only in the Protestant version.83 In 
the current Victorian parliamentary standing orders, neither house prescribes the exact 
words or denominational version of the prayer, but the version traditionally used is 
Protestant, but with slight variations in wording and grammar in each chamber (Table 1).84  

In the Legislative Assembly, the Lord’s Prayer is required under an ongoing resolution agreed 
to in 1928.85 In the Legislative Council, under standing order 4.02, the Lord’s Prayer must be 
read by the President when a quorum is present; it may also be read prior to the opening of 
a new parliament and at a regional sitting.86  

In neither house are provisions made for other forms of prayer, as has been implemented in 
the ACT. Attendance is optional. Changes to these procedures can be proposed by any 
Member and can be made official through the agreement of the house to amend standing 
orders or through temporary sessional orders. 

Table 1: Current prayers in the Victorian Parliament87 

Legislative Assembly Legislative Council 

Our Father in heaven,  

Hallowed be your Name,  

Your kingdom come,  

Your will be done  

On earth as in heaven.  

Give us today our daily bread,  

Forgive us our sins  

As we forgive those who sin against us.  

Lead us not into temptation,  

But deliver us from evil.  

For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours 
now and for ever. Amen. 

Source: Procedure Office (LA) 

Our Father, who art in heaven,  

Hallowed be thy Name.  

Thy Kingdom come. 

Thy will be done on earth,  

As it is in heaven.  

Give us this day our daily bread.  

And forgive us our trespasses,  

As we forgive those who trespass against us.   

And lead us not into temptation,  

But deliver us from evil.  

For thine is the kingdom, The power, and the glory, 
For ever and ever. Amen. 

Source: Chamber Support Office (LC) 

 
82 D. Freeman & D. Corbett (2019) Amen: a history of prayers in Parliament, Sydney, PM Glynn Institute, 
pp. 11–12.  
83 L. Beck (2012) ‘Prayers in Parliament and the Constitution’, Constitutional Critique blog post, 
University of Sydney website. 
84 S. Pennicuik (2016) ‘Procedure Committee: Reference’, Debates, Legislative Council, Victoria, p. 1378. 
85 Legislative Assembly of Victoria (2024) Standing orders, Legislative Assembly of Victoria, ongoing 
resolutions (p. 134). 
86 Legislative Council of Victoria (2022) Standing orders, Legislative Council of Victoria, standing 
orders 1.01(10), 4.02 & 4.05(1) (pp. 1, 11–12). 
87 L. Moran, Manager of Procedure Office (2024) email, 1 March; A. Burt, Manager of Chamber Support 
Office (2024) email, 1 March. 

https://conreform.sydney.edu.au/2012/08/prayers-in-parliament-and-the-constitution/
https://hansard.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/daily-hansard/Council_2016/Council_Daily_Extract_Wednesday_23_March_2016_from_Book_5.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/48ced6/contentassets/72028c068a5a471fa8b7af3d47393b8b/assembly-standing-orders-january-2024.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4ae23b/contentassets/e8f90d0357454466a6cb966defccdca7/lc-standing-orders---2022.pdf
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In both houses the prayer precedes the Acknowledgement of Country. The Acknowledgement 
was introduced to Legislative Assembly opening proceedings on Tuesdays via an ongoing 
resolution in December 2015 and became a daily practice from August 2019.88 In the 
Legislative Council, the Acknowledgement was read by discretion of President Bruce Atkinson 
from 9 February 2016 and repeated weekly in the 58th Parliament; from the opening of the 
59th Parliament, President Shaun Leane repeated the Acknowledgment daily.89 For the 
60th Parliament it was agreed to as a daily procedure in standing orders by resolution of the 
House in September 2022.90 

Religious diversity 
The landscape of religious belief in Australia now is decidedly different to what it was in 
1857 and 1928, when denominations of Christianity made up the majority of the population. 
The Victorian Parliament’s adoption of the Lord’s Prayer, while divisive at the time of 
inclusion in each house, was thus reflective of the religious climate.  

At the time of the 1928 Assembly debates, contemporary statistics taken from the national 
1921 Census indicated that 97 per cent of Victorians (excluding ‘full-blooded’ Aboriginal 
Australians, who were recorded separately) were Christian in some form. About 39 per cent 
of the population came under the Church of England, while 21 per cent were Catholic or 
Roman Catholic.91 Only 196 Aboriginal Victorians were surveyed and the majority of these 
respondents (175) were reportedly Christian, 109 with the Church of England and 40 
Presbyterian.92 

The trend away from Christian worship is a relatively recent phenomenon, driven largely by 
generation alpha, generation Z and millennials.93 Even as recently as 1971, 86.2 per cent of 
the country was of Christian faith, down to 43.9 per cent in 2021 (Graph 1).94 In Victoria the 
percentage of the population following a Christian denomination has halved from 85.1 per 
cent in 1971 to 40.9 per cent in 2021.95  

In 2021, 20.5 per cent of Victorians described themselves as Catholic, while only 6.5 per cent 
of Victorians describe their faith as Anglican.96 The highest concentrations of Catholicism 
were in Niddrie (43.8 per cent) and Sydenham (36.3 per cent).97 The highest concentration of 
Anglicans was in Mornington (13.6 per cent).98 

State, territory and national populations have been altered by numerous waves of migration 
across the past two centuries but particularly since the 1950s, in turn altering the cultural 
make-up of Australian society.99 Non-Christian religions, including many polytheistic 
religions, make up a significant and increasing proportion of the Victorian population, 
comprising 13.1 per cent in 2021. Concentrations of certain faiths in certain electorates mean 
minority faiths nationally may be majority faiths locally. Victoria’s religious diversity has 
grown to include faiths such as: 

 
88 N. Hutchins, Minister for Aboriginal Affairs (2015) 'Acknowledgement of Country', Debates, Victoria, 
Legislative Assembly, 9 December, p. 5422; Legislative Assembly of Victoria (2022) op. cit., ongoing 
resolutions (p. 134). 
89 A. Burt, Manager of Chamber Support Office (2024) email, 7 March. 
90 J. Symes, Leader of the Government (2022) 'Business of the House, Standing orders', Debates, 
Victoria, Legislative Council, 20 September, pp. 3447–48. 
91 C. Wickens, Commonwealth Statistician (1921) ‘Part VI.—Religions’, Census of the Commonwealth of 
Australia, Melbourne, Government Printer, pp. 353–54. 
92 ibid., p. 864.  
93 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) ‘Religious affiliation in Australia’, ABS website. 
94 ibid. 
95 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) ‘Snapshot of Victoria’, ABS website, 28 June. 
96 C. Triscari & M. Aroozoo (2024) ‘Census Rankings’, Parliamentary Library & Information Service 
Sharepoint site.. 
97 ibid. 
98 ibid. 
99 The Australian Government Treasury & Department of Home Affairs (2018) Shaping a nation: 
population growth and immigration over time, Canberra, Australian Government Treasury & Department 
of Home Affairs, p. 17. 

https://hansard.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/daily-hansard/Assembly_2015/Assembly_Daily_Extract_Wednesday_9_December_2015_from_Book_19.pdf
https://hansard.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/daily-hansard/Council_2022/Legislative_Council_2022-09-20.pdf
https://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/free.nsf/0/F71203E9C651751CCA2578390015AB47/$File/1921%20Census%20-%20Volume%20I%20-%20Part%20VI%20Religions.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/religious-affiliation-australia
https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/snapshot-vic-2021#:~:text=In%202016%2C%20Christian%20affiliation%20was,affiliation%20was%2039.3%25%20in%202021.
https://parliamentofvictoria.sharepoint.com/sites/Library/SitePages/Census-Rankings.aspx
https://population.gov.au/sites/population.gov.au/files/2021-09/shaping_nation.pdf
https://population.gov.au/sites/population.gov.au/files/2021-09/shaping_nation.pdf
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• Islam: 4.2 per cent across Victoria, with the highest concentrations in Broadmeadows 
(28.2 per cent) and Greenvale (28.0 per cent) 

• Hinduism: 3.3 per cent, with the highest concentration in Tarneit (15.1 per cent) 
• Buddhism: 3.1 per cent, with the highest concentration in St Albans (15.2 per cent)  
• Sikhism: 1.4 per cent, with the highest concentration in Kalkallo (11.0 per cent)  
• Judaism: 0.7 per cent, with the highest concentration in Caulfield (28.6 per cent).100 

Comparatively, there is a growing cohort of people describing themselves as following ‘no 
religion’, a portion of society which has almost reached parity with Christianity. The 2021 
Census data for religious affiliation in Victoria indicate that the percentage of people with 
‘no religion’ has risen in inverse relation to the amount of people subscribing to a form of 
Christianity (Graph 1). As of 2021, 38.8 per cent of Victorians answered ‘No religion’ in the 
Census, with electorates varying widely—as high as 60.9 per cent (Brunswick) and as low as 
13.3 per cent (Greenvale).101  

For electorate statistics with regard to religious affiliation, please consult the Parliamentary 
Library’s Census Rankings. 

Graph 1: Religious affiliation in Victoria (% of population), 1971 to 2021—Christian, non-
Christian and no religion 

 

Table data sources: ABS Census of Population and Housing 1971–2021; ABS Tablebuilder. 

  

 
100 Triscari & Aroozoo (2024) op. cit. 
101 ibid. 
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Graph 2: Religious affiliation in Victoria (% of population), 1971 to 2021—individual faiths 

 

Table data sources: ABS Census of Population and Housing 1971–2021; ABS Tablebuilder. 

Other jurisdictions 
Within Australia, prayer is a common feature of parliamentary procedures. Australian 
jurisdictions differ in the ways in which they conduct prayers in parliament, with some more 
prescriptive about the words uttered than others. Most parliaments also now include an 
Acknowledgement of Country in their daily proceedings, creating some variation in whether 
prayers are said before or after the Acknowledgement.  

All parliaments bar the ACT Legislative Assembly incorporate a Christian prayer into the 
start of a sitting day. While Victoria only includes the Lord’s Prayer, many legislatures opt to 
also read a parliamentary prayer, specific to that jurisdiction, such as the one New South 
Wales uses in its Legislative Assembly: 

Almighty God, we ask for your blessing upon this Parliament. Direct and prosper our 
deliberations to the true welfare of Australia and the people of New South Wales. Amen.102 

ACT procedure, following a 1995 amendment to standing orders, says that Members may 
‘stand in silence and pray or reflect on our responsibilities to the people of the Australian 
Capital Territory’.103 This practice still recognises the right to prayer, with the mover of the 
1995 change to standing orders, Wayne Berry, indicating ‘that some sort of prayer could be 

 
102 Legislative Assembly of New South Wales (2023) Consolidated standing and sessional orders and 
resolutions of the house, Parliament of NSW website, February, SO 39 (p. 12). 
103 Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory (2023) Standing orders and continuing 
resolutions of the Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory as at 9 October 2023, ACT 
Legislative Assembly website, October, SO 30 (pp. 15–16). 
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https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/la/houseprocedures/standingorders/Documents/Consolidated%20Standing%20and%20Sessional%20Orders%20August%202023.PDF
https://www.parliament.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/2296992/Standing-Orders-as-at-9-October-2023.pdf
https://www.parliament.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/2296992/Standing-Orders-as-at-9-October-2023.pdf
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conducted by members’.104 Another notable recent change occurred in October 2022, when 
the Federal Senate agreed to add an invitation from the President to Members to ‘pray or 
reflect in your own way’ while the prayers are being read.105  

Prayer is also a widespread phenomenon in local government council meetings, having come 
into prominence in the mid-20th century after a push by the Municipal Association of 
Victoria (MAV) to help Australia ‘become more Christian’.106 A 2021 study found that over half 
of Victoria’s local councils—42 out of 79—still incorporated prayer into their proceedings, the 
majority (39) specifying a Christian prayer.107 Of the three that didn’t specify a Christian 
prayer, Greater Dandenong City Council’s prayer custom incorporated Christian, Sikh and 
Jewish faiths, while Northern Grampians and Wyndham’s were not specific to any faith.108 As 
of 2024, a ABC report indicates that the number of councils starting their proceedings with 
prayers has dropped to 29.109 President of the MAV, Cr David Clark, praised the educational 
role of multiple faiths being represented in prayer practices and said that the role of faith in 
society was ‘quite different in 2024 than it was in 1996’.110 However, he said it was up to each 
council to decide on their own practice.111 

Further variety is apparent in overseas parliaments. A study from the Irish Parliament’s 
Oireachtas Library and Research Service finds that ‘there is a clear division between 
practices in continental European parliaments, which do not have any prayers, and 
parliaments in the Westminster tradition … which do’.112 In the UK, tradition has remained 
much as it did in previous centuries, though absence does not warrant a fine (as it did in 
1606).113 In both houses, Members still face the wall behind them for the prayer’s duration 
due to the historical difficulty of kneeling while wearing a sword, an item once common but 
now no longer permitted in the chamber.114 

The United States Senate and House of Representatives have retained prayers read by the 
house chaplains, with the occasional invitation of guest chaplains of various faiths.115 Prayers 
have been read since the first Continental Congress in 1774,116 but these practices have faced 
constitutional challenges. In 1983 a Supreme Court judge’s ruling found that legislative 
chaplains were ‘deeply embedded in the history and tradition of this country’, had ‘become 
part of the fabric of our society’ and coexisted with ‘the principles of disestablishment and 
religious freedom’.117 This has since been used to dismiss challenges to the use of prayer in 
American legislative settings.118 

The Scottish and Northern Irish parliaments, both devolved parliaments under the umbrella 
of the UK, have opted in different ways to sidestep the English precedent of a house 
chaplain reading a prayer to begin proceedings. Since its inception in 1998, Northern Ireland 
Assembly has prescribed in standing orders two minutes of silence to allow for prayer or 

 
104 W. Berry (1995) ‘Standing orders 30 and 74 – Prayer and routine of business: Amendments’, Debates, 
Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory, 1 June, p. 695. 
105 L. Richards (2023) Prayers in Parliament: a chronology, Research Paper Series 2022–23, Australian 
Parliamentary Library, p. 25. 
106 Beck (2023) op. cit., pp. 32–33. 
107 ibid., p. 40. 
108 ibid., p. 54. 
109 O. Sanders & M. Neal (2024) ‘Pressure grows on Victorian councils to ditch opening prayer amid 
claims of human rights violation’, ABC News, 5 March.  
110 ibid. 
111 ibid. 
112 Oireachtas Library & Research Service (2016) Prayers in plenary and other religious services in 
Parliaments, L&RS Note, Dublin, Houses of the Oireachtas, p. 1. 
113 Ainsworth (2017) op. cit., p. 18. 
114 ibid., p. 18; House of Commons Information Office (2010) Some Traditions of the House, House of 
Commons Information Office Factsheet G7, Westminster, UK Parliament, August.  
115 Congressional Research Service (2011) House and Senate Chaplains: An Overview, United States 
Senate website, 26 May. 
116 ibid., p. 1 
117 ibid., pp. 4–5. 
118 ibid., p. 5. 

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/library/prspub/9053281/upload_binary/9053281.pdf
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-03-05/vic-councils-face-pressure-opening-prayer-human-rights-violation/103516516
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-03-05/vic-councils-face-pressure-opening-prayer-human-rights-violation/103516516
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2016/2016-05-10_l-rs-note-prayers-in-plenary-and-other-religious-services-in-parliaments_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2016/2016-05-10_l-rs-note-prayers-in-plenary-and-other-religious-services-in-parliaments_en.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/commons-information-office/g07.pdf
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41807
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reflection.119 The Scottish Parliament has opted for a ‘Time for Reflection’ (TFR) at the start 
of the week since its inception in 1999,120 intending for the new parliament to be ‘socially and 
politically inclusive’.121 The TFR is a ‘short narrative’ delivered by a different community 
member or member of a religious order that relates ‘to personal experience or current 
affairs’ or consists of ‘prayers/readings from appropriate texts’.122  

Table 2 provides a summary of the procedures undertaken in parliaments around Australia, 
including: whether prayers are read; the order in which they are read in relation to 
acknowledgements of country; whether specific words are prescribed; and whether other 
forms of prayer or reflection are invited. 

Table 3 provides a summary of prayer provisions in selected international jurisdictions.  

  

 
119 Northern Ireland Assembly (2022) Northern Ireland Assembly Standing Orders as amended 22 March 
2022, Belfast, Northern Ireland Assembly, updated 22 March, standing order 8; John Alderdice, Initial 
Presiding Officer (1998) ‘Opening proceedings’, Official Report, Belfast, Northern Ireland Assembly, 
14 September. 
120 N. Bonney (2013) ‘Proportional Prayers: Time for Reflection in the Scottish Parliament’, Parliamentary 
Affairs, 66, doi:10.1093/pa/gss006 (pp. 816–833), p. 1. 
121 ibid., p. 818. 
122 ibid., p. 822.  

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/standing-orders/standing-orders-as-amended-march2022.pdf
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/standing-orders/standing-orders-as-amended-march2022.pdf
https://archive.niassembly.gov.uk/record/reports/980914.htm
https://web.p.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=2&sid=0b26ac8c-e1d1-4928-8097-87c22d700455%40redis
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Table 2: Prayer provisions in Australian state and federal jurisdictions 

 Chamber 

Prayers 
read by 

presiding 
officer 

Before or after 
Acknowledgement 

of Country 

Words 
prescribed 

Invitation for 
other forms of 

prayer or 
reflection 

Victoria 

Legislative 
Assembly 

Yes Before 
Lord’s Prayer 

(Ongoing 
resolution)123 

No 

Legislative 
Council 

Yes Before 
Lord’s Prayer 
(SO 4.02)124 

No 

Australia 

House of 
Representatives 

Yes (but not 
in the 

Federation 
Chamber, 

the second 
meeting 

room of the 
House)125 

After 

Parliamentary 
prayer and 

Lord’s Prayer 
(SO 38)126 

No 

Senate Yes After 

Parliamentary 
prayer and 

Lord’s Prayer 
(SO 50)127 

Yes128 

New South 
Wales 

Legislative 
Assembly 

Yes Before 
Parliamentary 

prayer 
(SO 39)129 

No 

Legislative 
Council 

Yes Before 

Parliamentary 
prayer and 

Lord’s Prayer 
(SO 30)130 

No 

Queensland 
Legislative 
Assembly 

Yes Before 
None 

prescribed in 
orders131 

No 

South 
Australia 

House of 
Assembly 

Yes Before 

Parliamentary 
prayer and 

Lord’s Prayer 
(SO 39)132 

No 

Legislative 
Council 

Yes Before 

Parliamentary 
prayer and 

Lord’s Prayer 
(SO 51)133 

No 

 
123 Legislative Assembly of Victoria (2024) op. cit., ongoing resolutions (p. 134). 
124 Legislative Council of Victoria (2022) op. cit., standing order 4.02 (See also SOs 1.01(10) & 4.05(1)).  
125 Parliamentary Education Office (date unknown) ‘Why is the Lord's Prayer read at the beginning of 
each day in the House of Representatives and Senate if Australia is a secular nation?’, Parliamentary 
Education Office website. 
126 Australian House of Representatives (2022) Standing orders, Canberra, Parliament of Australia, 
August, SO 38 (p. 30). 
127 Australian Senate (2022) Standing orders and other orders of the Senate, Canberra, Parliament of 
Australia, October, SO 50 (p. 42). 
128 The President is instructed to introduce the prayer with the following words: ‘Senators, I invite you, 
as I read the prayer, to pray or reflect in your own way on your responsibilities to the people of 
Australia and to future generations’. (Senate Table Office (2022) op. cit., p. 42) 
129 Legislative Assembly of New South Wales (2023) op. cit., SO 39 (p. 12). 
130 Legislative Council of New South Wales (2023) Standing rules and orders, Parliament of NSW, August, 
SO 30 (p. 9). 
131 Legislative Assembly of Queensland (2024) Standing rules and orders of the Legislative Assembly, 
Queensland Parliament, 13 February; Legislative Assembly of Queensland (2024) Sessional orders of the 
Legislative Assembly 57th Parliament (First Session), Brisbane, Queensland Parliament, March. 
132 House of Assembly of South Australia (2018) Standing orders for regulating the public business of the 
House of Assembly, together with the joint standing orders of the houses, Parliament of South Australia, 
SO 39 (p. 11). 
133 Legislative Council of South Australia (2022) Standing orders of the Legislative Council relating to 
public business together with the joint standing orders agreed to by both houses, Parliament of South 
Australia, SO 51 (p. 11). 

https://peo.gov.au/understand-our-parliament/your-questions-on-notice/questions/why-is-the-lords-prayer-read-at-the-beginning-of-each-day-in-the-house-of-representatives-and-senate-if-australia-is-a-secular-nation#:~:text=At%20the%20beginning%20of%20each%20sitting%20day%20in%20the%20Senate,meeting%20room%20of%20the%20House.
https://peo.gov.au/understand-our-parliament/your-questions-on-notice/questions/why-is-the-lords-prayer-read-at-the-beginning-of-each-day-in-the-house-of-representatives-and-senate-if-australia-is-a-secular-nation#:~:text=At%20the%20beginning%20of%20each%20sitting%20day%20in%20the%20Senate,meeting%20room%20of%20the%20House.
https://www.aph.gov.au/-/media/05_About_Parliament/53_HoR/532_PPP/Standing_Orders/full_SOs_2Aug2022.pdf?la=en&hash=BA91EBD8C1F70B57CFD582E4473843EE85115753
https://www.aph.gov.au/-/media/05_About_Parliament/52_Sen/523_PPP/Standing_Orders_2015/StandingOrders.pdf?la=en&hash=75F2B003C45F5A0EF18B48F3574599693EFF1452
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/lc/rules/Documents/Legislative%20Council%20Standing%20rules%20and%20orders%20-%202023.pdf
https://documents.parliament.qld.gov.au/assembly/procedures/StandingRules&Orders.pdf
https://documents.parliament.qld.gov.au/assembly/procedures/SessionalOrders.pdf
https://documents.parliament.qld.gov.au/assembly/procedures/SessionalOrders.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj2k8r0l7mEAxWBTmwGHRCDAhYQFnoECBMQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.parliament.sa.gov.au%2F-%2Fmedia%2FProject%2FParliament%2FDocuments%2FHouse-of-Assembly%2FStanding-Orders-2018-Final.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0C_CDh85I6_SXPopER1Pku&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj2k8r0l7mEAxWBTmwGHRCDAhYQFnoECBMQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.parliament.sa.gov.au%2F-%2Fmedia%2FProject%2FParliament%2FDocuments%2FHouse-of-Assembly%2FStanding-Orders-2018-Final.pdf&usg=AOvVaw0C_CDh85I6_SXPopER1Pku&opi=89978449
https://www.parliament.sa.gov.au/-/media/Project/Parliament/Documents/Legislative-Council/Standing-Orders-2022.pdf
https://www.parliament.sa.gov.au/-/media/Project/Parliament/Documents/Legislative-Council/Standing-Orders-2022.pdf
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Chamber 

Prayers 
read by 

presiding 
officer 

Before or after 
Acknowledgement 

of Country 

Words 
prescribed 

Invitation for 
other forms of 

prayer or 
reflection 

Western 
Australia 

Legislative 
Assembly 

Yes After 

Parliamentary 
prayer and 

Lord’s 
Prayer134 

No 

Legislative 
Council 

Yes After 

Legislative 
Council prayer 

and Lord’s 
Prayer 

(resolution of 
the House)135 

No 

Tasmania 

House of 
Assembly 

Yes After 

Parliamentary 
prayer and 

Lord’s Prayer 
(SO 22)136 

Yes137 

Legislative 
Council 

Yes After 

Parliamentary 
prayer and 

Lord’s Prayer 
(resolution of 
the House)138 

No 

Australian 
Capital 

Territory 

Legislative 
Assembly 

No Not applicable 
Not 

applicable 
Yes139 

Northern 
Territory 

Legislative 
Assembly 

Yes Before 

Parliamentary 
prayer and 

Lord’s Prayer 
(SO 7)140 

No 

 

 

  

 
134 Richards (2023) op. cit., p. 28. 
135 ibid., p. 28. 
136 House of Assembly of Tasmania (2017) House of Assembly standing & sessional orders and rules, 
Parliament of Tasmania, SO 22 (p. 31). 
137 The Speaker introduces prayers with the following words: ‘I now invite Members to join me in reciting 
the Lord’s Prayer or to stand in silence and pray or reflect on their responsibilities to the people of 
Tasmania’. (House of Assembly of Tasmania (2017) op. cit., p. 31) 
138 Richards (2023) op. cit., p. 27; Legislative Council of Tasmania (2010) Standing orders, Parliament of 
Tasmania, SO 28 (p. 9); L. Hiscutt (2021) ‘Motion: Prayers’, Debates, Legislative Council of Tasmania, 
22 June, p. 16.  
139 Following the Acknowledgement of Country, the Speaker will say: ‘Members, at the beginning of this 
sitting of the Assembly, I would ask you to stand in silence and pray or reflect on our responsibilities to 
the people of the Australian Capital Territory’. (Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory 
(2023) op. cit., p. 16) 
140 Legislative Assembly of the Northern Territory (2021) Sessional orders and orders of continuing effect, 
NT Legislative Assembly, sessional order 5 (p. 5). 

https://www.parliament.tas.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0022/15079/SOs-Sessionals-October-2023.pdf
https://www.parliament.tas.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0022/15079/SOs-Sessionals-October-2023.pdf
https://parliament.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/1052064/14th-Assembly-Sessional-Orders-and-Orders-of-Continuing-Effect-as-adopted-by-the-Assembly-on-22-September-2021.pdf
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Table 3: Prayer provisions in international jurisdictions 

 
Chamber 

Prayers 
(read by) 

Words 
prescribed 

Invitation for other forms of 
prayer or reflection141 

United 
Kingdom 

(Westminster) 

House of 
Commons 

Yes (Speaker’s 
Chaplain) 

Yes142 
No 

House of Lords 
Yes (Senior Bishop or 

Lord Spiritual) 
Yes143 

Northern 
Ireland 

Northern 
Ireland 

Assembly 
No No 

A period of two  
minutes’ silent prayer or 

contemplation144 

Scotland 
Scottish 

Parliament 
No No 

A ‘Time for Reflection’ delivered 
by speakers which reflect the 
balance of beliefs in Scotland 
according to Census data, with 
speaker nominations made to 

the Presiding Officer by Members 
or by faith representatives 

directly145 

United States 

House of 
Representatives 

Yes (Chaplain of the 
House) 

No146 
Guest chaplains may be invited 
to address the House and have 

come from many faiths147 

Senate 
Yes (Senate 
Chaplain) 

No148 
Guest chaplains may be invited 

to address the Senate and 
have come from many faiths149 

European 
Parliament 

Plenary No 
Not 

applicable 
No 

South Africa 

National 
Assembly 

No No An opportunity for silent  
prayer or meditation150 

National 
Council of 
Provinces 

No No An opportunity for silent 
prayer or meditation151 

Canada 
House of 
Commons 

Yes (Speaker) Yes152 
A moment of silence for 

private reflection or 
meditation153 

Senate Yes (Speaker) Yes154 No 

New Zealand 
House of 

Representatives 
Yes (Speaker) No155 No 

 
141 Not including mechanisms outside the chamber, including prayer rooms. 
142 UK Parliament (date unknown) ‘Prayers’, UK Parliament website (accessed 20 February 2024). 
143 UK Parliament (2023) ‘Appendix I: Prayers for the Parliament’, Companion to the standing orders and 
guide to the proceedings of the House of Lords, UK Parliament website. 
144 Northern Ireland Assembly (2022) op. cit., SO 8. 
145 Bonney (2013) op. cit.; SPICe (2023) Contributors to Time for Reflection: Session 6, Fact Sheet, 
Scottish Parliament website, 15 March.  
146 United States House of Representatives (2021) Rules of the House of Representatives: one hundred 
seventeenth congress, Washington D.C., US Congress, February, Rule II, Clause 5 ‘Chaplain’ (p. 3). 
147 Congressional Research Service (2011) op. cit. 
148 United States Senate (2013) ‘Standing rules of the Senate’, Washington D.C., US Congress, November, 
Rule IV, Clause 1(a) ‘Commencement of daily sessions’ (p. 3). 
149 Congressional Research Service (2011) op. cit. 
150 National Assembly of the Republic of South Africa (2016) Rules of the National Assembly, ninth 
edition, Cape Town, Parliament of the Republic of South Africa, May, Rule 46 (p. 52).  
151 National Council of Provinces (Republic of South Africa) (2008) Rules of the National Council of 
Provinces, ninth edition, Cape Town, Parliament of the Republic of South Africa, March, Rule 24 (p. 21). 
152 Bosc, M. & A. Gagnon (eds) (2017) ‘Chapter 10: The Daily Program’, House of Commons Procedure and 
Practice, 3rd edition, House of Commons Canada website. 
153 ibid.  
154 Senate of Canada (2013) ‘Chapter Four: Order of business’, Companion to the rules of the Senate of 
Canada, second edition, Ottawa, Parliament of Canada, November, rule 4-1 (p. 55). 
155 New Zealand Parliament (2023) ‘Chapter 2: Sittings of the House’, Speakers’ Rulings 2023, New 
Zealand Parliament website, ruling 16/4. 

https://www.parliament.uk/about/how/business/prayers/
https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/publications-records/house-of-lords-publications/rules-guides-for-business/companion-to-standing-orders/companion-to-the-standing-orders-2022.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/publications-records/house-of-lords-publications/rules-guides-for-business/companion-to-standing-orders/companion-to-the-standing-orders-2022.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/spice/factsheets/parliamentary-business/contributors-to-time-for-reflection-session-6-updated-15-march-2023.pdf
https://rules.house.gov/sites/republicans.rules118.house.gov/files/117-House-Rules-Clerk.pdf
https://rules.house.gov/sites/republicans.rules118.house.gov/files/117-House-Rules-Clerk.pdf
https://www.rules.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/CDOC-113sdoc18.pdf
https://www.parliament.gov.za/storage/app/media/Rules/NA/2016-09-28_NA_RULES.pdf
https://www.parliament.gov.za/storage/app/media/Rules/NCOP/Rules_of_NCOP_9th_edition.pdf
https://www.parliament.gov.za/storage/app/media/Rules/NCOP/Rules_of_NCOP_9th_edition.pdf
https://www.ourcommons.ca/procedure/procedure-and-practice-3/ch_10_1-e.html
https://sencanada.ca/media/106242/companion-rules-senate-2nd-nov13-e.pdf
https://sencanada.ca/media/106242/companion-rules-senate-2nd-nov13-e.pdf
https://www.parliament.nz/en/pb/parliamentary-rules/speakers-rulings-2023-by-chapter/chapter-2-sittings-of-the-house/


 
Prayer in parliamentary proceedings 

21 

 

3 | Recent debates 
Today, the place of the Lord’s Prayer in the Victorian Parliament is couched in a broader 
debate about the merits of prayer in parliamentary procedure in parliaments around 
Australia and the world. This chapter looks at some of the recent debates that have shaped 
the conversation. 

Common arguments for and against change 
In 2018 a federal Senate Committee inquiry into a proposal to replace prayers with an 
invitation to prayer or reflection highlighted the key points of current debate.156 The inquiry 
received over 800 submissions, illustrating the diversity of views and arguments involved in 
current debate, spanning those in favour and those in opposition to changing the tradition of 
prayer in parliamentary settings. 

Those in favour of change—which include such stakeholders as the Council of Humanist 
Societies, the Rationalist Society of Australia, the National Secular Society and 
constitutional law expert Luke Beck, among others—raised a number of arguments. The 
following arguments mentioned in the inquiry’s report are often cited as reasons for 
opposing prayer in parliaments: 

• Australia is a secular nation and should have a clear separation of church and state; 
• modern society is both multicultural and religiously diverse, and an invitation to 

prayer and reflection is more inclusive than the status quo; 
• there is a significant and growing cohort of Australians with no religious affiliation; 
• a Christian prayer’s presence in parliament in the absence of other religions infringes 

on human rights, including freedom of religion and freedom from discrimination; 
• a tradition should not be retained at the expense of excluding people; 
• a prayer, when said by those who do not believe it, may be hypocritical.157 

Those in favour of retaining the prayer are similarly diverse in their arguments, with the 
following among those outlined in the report: 

• the Lord’s Prayer’s is a part of a parliament’s heritage and tradition, and is a 
reflection of Christianity’s contribution to Australia’s systems of government; 

• Christianity is the dominant religious affiliation in the community; 
• the removal of prayer may cause division; 
• the prayer encourages Members, through being answerable to a higher power, to be 

altruistic and care for others’ welfare; 
• an invitation to reflection is, by comparison, ‘insipid’ and ‘weak’.158 

The report did not recommend change, but provided a suggestion that a preamble to the 
prayer might invite Members to ‘pray or reflect in your own way’.159  

Further debate in the Australian Parliament 
There have been calls for the prayer to be removed since the 1990s. In 1997 Bob Brown 
(Australian Greens, Tasmania) unsuccessfully attempted to have the prayer (both the 
parliamentary prayer and the Lord’s Prayer) replaced in the Federal Senate by a moment of 
silence. At the time the matter was sent to a committee, and the committee reported back: 

It is clear that many senators who join in the prayer regard its retention as important, but 
among those who do not join in the prayer there does not appear to be a strong view that its 
proposed abolition is a significant question which should occupy the time of the Senate.160 

 
156 Senate Standing Committee on Procedure (2018) Proposal to replace the parliamentary prayer, final 
report, Canberra, The Committee, September, p. 2. 
157 ibid., p. 3. 
158 ibid., p. 3. 
159 ibid., p. 5. 
160 ibid., p. 4. 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Procedure/Parliamentaryprayer/~/media/Committees/proc_ctte/reports/2018/Parliamentaryprayer/Second_Report/c01.pdf
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In 2008, in the wake of the National Apology to the Stolen Generations, then Speaker of the 
federal House of Representatives Harry Jenkins stated that a public debate was warranted 
over whether the prayer should be rewritten or replaced. He met resistance from both Prime 
Minister Kevin Rudd (Labor, Griffith) and Leader of the Opposition Malcolm Turnbull (Liberal, 
Wentworth), together with several others, and the matter did not progress.161 Periodic calls 
for change have subsequently come from the Greens.162 In 2022 Senate President Sue Lines, 
an atheist and chair of the Procedure Committee at the time of the 2018 prayer inquiry, also 
indicated she did not want to continue reading the prayer in that House.163 

1995: Agreement to introduce a moment of reflection in 
Legislative Assembly of the Australian Capital Territory 
A commonly cited model by those advocating for a change to prayer in parliaments is the 
ACT’s procedure. The ACT is the only Australian jurisdiction to implement a notable change 
away from the Christian prayer. In 1995, the Legislative Assembly amended its standing 
orders to replace the original Christian prayer read by the Speaker with a silent moment of 
reflection or prayer through the following motion, moved by Wayne Berry (Labor, 
Ginninderra), then the Deputy Leader of the Opposition: 

That the following amendments be made to the standing orders: 

(1) standing order 30, omit all words after “shall be read:”, substitute the following words: 
“Members, at the beginning of this sitting of the Assembly, I would ask you to stand in 
silence and pray or reflect on our responsibilities to the people of the Australian Capital 
Territory.”; and 

(2) standing order 74, after “Prayer”, insert “or reflection”.164 

The motion was moved following a parliamentary committee report, which found that ‘the 
existing prayer … did not reflect the spirituality of the community generally’.165 Berry cited the 
different make-up of Australian society in comparison to ‘the one that existed when there 
was a state religion’ and noted that the revision reflected ‘the change in the structure of our 
society’.166 

Much of the support for the motion referenced the right to freedom of religion. Kerrie Tucker 
(Greens, Molonglo) cited the irrelevance of traditions to those who do not believe in them, 
saying she thought those Members in support of prayer were ‘intent on disallowing others 
who may not share their beliefs the right to reflect on what is important to them’.167 Andrew 
Whitecross (Labor, Brindabella) agreed, saying that people should not be discouraged from 
standing for Parliament due to an impression that a person of one faith may ‘somehow have 
greater rights to participate or greater status in the community than people with other 
personal beliefs’.168 

A number of Members objected to the motion. Illustrative of several community and church 
views was the speech by Gregory Cornwell (Liberal, Molonglo), then the Speaker of the House 
but speaking from the floor. He quoted from a joint statement by the Catholic Church, the 
Anglican Church and the Uniting Church in the ACT, which suggested the prayer be retained 
with the addition of a ‘period of silent reflection’.169 The Salvation Army submitted that the 
‘land is steeped in Judaic Christian tradition’ and that the prayer was ‘not offensive’ for 

 
161 AAP staff (2008) ‘Govt, Opposition united in prayer stance’, ABC News, 26 October. 
162 J. Ireland (2014) ‘Time to scrap Lord's Prayer in Parliament: Greens’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 
14 January. 
163 Richards (2023) op. cit., p. 2. 
164 Berry (1995) op. cit., p. 695. 
165 ibid., p. 695. 
166 ibid., p. 696. 
167 K. Tucker (1995) ‘Standing orders 30 and 74 – Prayer and routine of business: Amendments’, Debates, 
Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory, 1 June, p. 699. 
168 A. Whitecross (1995) ‘Standing orders 30 and 74 – Prayer and routine of business: Amendments’, 
Debates, Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory, 1 June, p. 710. 
169 G. Cornwell (1995) ‘Standing orders 30 and 74 – Prayer and routine of business: Amendments’, 
Debates, Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory, 1 June, p. 697. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2008-10-26/govt-opposition-united-in-prayer-stance/182222
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/time-to-scrap-lords-prayer-in-parliament-greens-20140114-30src.html
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Islamic or Jewish people.170 The Church of St Andrew found that to address ‘Almighty God’ is 
‘acceptable to all major religions’.171 Whether the prayer was exclusively Christian was a 
point of contention, with some Members echoing the view that it accounted for other 
monotheistic religions, and others disagreeing and indicating it was ‘distinctly Christian’.172  

The president of the ACT’s Ethnic Communities Council advocated for keeping the prayer, 
saying that ‘the minority should not dictate what the majority within a multicultural [society] 
espouse. As it is for those who oppose or deny religious expression there is opportunity to 
remain silent’. 173 However, the pastor of the Holy Cross Lutheran Church in ACT was of a 
different opinion, submitting that a presumption of Christian faith among parliamentarians 
was no longer a reasonable expectation and that they saw no reason ‘why this proposal 
should not meet with approval’.174 

The motion was narrowly passed after extensive debate, 8 ayes to 7 noes, with Labor and 
the Greens voting aye and Liberals voting no. 

Constitutionality 
Constitutional law academics have scrutinised the issue of prayer in the Federal Parliament 
with regard to Australia’s constitutional separation of church and state, which Michael 
Hogan describes as: 

… a unique mixture of elements derived from a British Constitution and tradition of law, from 
a superimposed American principle of separation, and from the evolving pattern of Australian 
federalism and judicial interpretation.175 

Section 116 of the Australian Constitution states:  

The Commonwealth shall not make any law for establishing any religion, or for imposing any 
religious observance, or for prohibiting the free exercise of any religion, and no religious test 
shall be required as a qualification for any office or public trust under the Commonwealth.176 

This may provide some avenues for challenge to the prayer in the Australian Parliament, 
though whether a standing order could be considered a law is unclear;177 it is difficult to say 
with surety due to the fact that the High Court has never ruled on this issue.178 Professor 
Gonzalo Villalta Puig suggests that, among other reasons for a court challenge being difficult, 
‘the right to freedom of religion under s 116 does not apply to the standing orders that 
require the Speaker and President to read prayers on taking the chair’.179  

Regarding Victoria, Puig says that the High Court has interpreted section 116 ‘as a regulator 
of Commonwealth legislative power rather than as a guarantee of an individual civil right’.180 
Puig further justifies a narrow interpretation of the Constitution’s applicability to state 
legislatures due to the fact that it ‘does not apply to the States even though it is in Ch V 
(The States) of the Constitution’.181   

Unlike the Australian Constitution, Victoria’s Constitution does not include freedom of 
religion provisions preventing the creation of laws that advocate for a particular religion. 
There are, however, provisions in the Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities 
Act 2006 relating to freedom of thought, conscience, religion and belief (section 14) as well 
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as recognition and equality before the law (section 8).182 Charter compatibility on the grounds 
of section 8 has been raised in the context of local government prayer procedures183 and in 
the Parliament (see ‘2016: Greens reference to Procedure Committee’) but has not been 
formally tested. 

Recurrent debate in the Victorian Parliament 
There have been several debates in the Victorian Parliament on its tradition of reciting the 
Lord’s Prayer, along with further calls for this tradition to be altered. In the same year the 
ACT enacted its revised procedure, Carole Marple (Labor, Altona), stated in the House that 
the Lord’s Prayer must be ‘reconsidered’ given the multicultural nature of society. She 
suggested ‘a statement which expresses human spirituality for all of us in various ways and 
which may be accepted by members of our society across the board’, saying that she would 
prefer ‘time for quiet meditation’ for Members to reflect on their parliamentary duties.184 

On 26 May 2000, in advance of an invitation to Aboriginal Elders from the Council for 
Aboriginal Recognition to attend the floor of the House for Reconciliation Week, then Premier 
Steve Bracks (Labor, Williamstown) successfully moved that, on the day the Elders attended, 
the Legislative Assembly would allow ‘elders to give a traditional Aboriginal welcome in lieu 
of the Speaker reading the Lord’s Prayer’.185 There were some opposed to this, with Lorraine 
Elliott (Liberal, Mooroolbark) saying: ‘If we do not honour and observe our own traditions, we 
are less likely to honour and observe those of others’.186 On the day in question, the Lord’s 
Prayer was not read prior to the ceremony—which included Elders’ speeches for 
Reconciliation Week—but it was read following a suspension of the House and prior to the 
resumption of business.187 

Since that time, the issue has been raised mostly in the Legislative Council. In 2008 Sue 
Pennicuik (Greens, Southern Metropolitan) broached the topic of abandoning the prayer in a 
Members statement following Harry Jenkins’s suggestion that the prayer in the federal 
House of Representatives be replaced by an Acknowledgement of Country.188 The issue was 
again raised in 2014 when the Legislative Council considered an amendment to standing 
orders to allow a local religious leader to deliver the prayer at a regional sitting of 
Parliament. While David Davis (Liberal, Southern Metropolitan) said the gesture would 
recognise ‘the heritage of the chamber and the heritage of our community’,189 Pennicuik 
signalled that, in addition to the Greens’ existing concerns over parliamentary prayer, having 
a religious leader deliver a prayer to the Council would be ‘not appropriate’ in the context of 
preserving a separation between church and state.190  

2016: Greens reference to Procedure Committee 
Ms Pennicuik again raised the issue in 2016, proposing a reference to the Procedure 
Committee to find a ‘suitable alternative to the daily prayer’.191 In doing so, she asked that 
the committee ‘look at alternatives that already occur in other parliaments in Australia and 
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across the world which would better reflect our multicultural community in Victoria’.192 
Pennicuik suggested a number of examples of alternative procedures around the world, 
including: 

• a rotation of prayers from multiple faiths 
• a moment of silence for prayer or reflection 
• voluntary attendance of prayers only on special occasions 
• no provision for prayer at all.  

In echoing Pennicuik’s view of prayer as exclusionary, Fiona Patten (Australian Sex 
Party/Reason, Northern Metropolitan) highlighted that Victoria contained followers of 
135 religious faiths and that the reading of the Lord’s Prayer in Parliament was 
discriminatory under section 8(2) of the Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities 
Act 2006, ‘Recognition and equality before the law’. She said it discriminated ‘against anyone 
who is non-religious’ and ‘people who do not have the same religion’, and that this 
demonstrated ‘some are more equal than others in this place, and they seem to be of the 
Christian club’.193 

There was some dispute over the level of public demand for change. Mary Wooldridge 
(Liberal, Eastern Metropolitan), then Leader of the Opposition in the Council, cited Malcolm 
Turnbull’s 2008 comments about the prayer being ‘a non-partisan reaffirmation of our 
commitment to the common good’ and said she had fielded no ‘representations from 
Victorians’ for an end to the Lord’s Prayer in Parliament.194 On the contrary, Patten indicated 
that people were supportive of a change to a procedure they are ‘generally surprised’ to 
learn still exists.195 Pennicuik ultimately said, ‘People are not clamouring for it or making 
demands, but … most people that I have spoken to agree not necessarily on what should 
happen but that there should be a discussion about an alternative which could be more 
inclusive’.196 

Gavin Jennings (Labor, South-Eastern Metropolitan), then the Leader of the Government in 
the Legislative Council, advised caution in advancing change in such a way that would be 
‘confronting’ to some parts of the community, particularly those of the Christian faith.197 
While not a practising Christian himself, he said that the prayer has ‘a value system that 
underpins it that I have a regard for’.198 Dr Rachel Carling-Jenkins (Democratic Labour 
Party/Australian Conservatives Party/Independent, Western Metropolitan) picked up on this 
to acknowledge prayer’s appeal in representing a values system that is ‘deep, meaningful 
and respectful irrespective of faith’.199  

Tradition was a common theme of discussion. Carling-Jenkins also raised the prayer’s 
representation of the Judaeo-Christian values underpinning the parliament’s creation,200 
while Wooldridge cited ‘Victorians’ connection to the Westminster system’.201 Pennicuik 
posited that while the prayer ‘may be traditional it is no longer representative or reflective of 
the general community in Victoria’.202 Patten raised examples of traditions that have been 
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changed or abandoned for the better, saying that heritage that is exclusive to one religion 
was not ‘a heritage that we want to take forward’.203  

The motion was negatived without division and the reference lost. 

2019: Legislative Council Procedure Committee report into 
commencement of sitting day proceedings  
Prayer was again debated in the 59th Parliament when President Shaun Leane referred the 
matter of sitting day commencement proceedings to the Legislative Council Procedure 
Committee.204 A public inquiry was not undertaken, in part due to the large volume of 
responses to the 2018 Senate inquiry and the limited resources available to deal with a 
comparable workload.205 Wendy Lovell (Liberal, Northern Victoria), the Deputy President, 
tabled a report on 26 November 2019, along with a minority report from Liberal committee 
members. 

Lovell reiterated the Liberal Party’s view that the prayer was an important reflection of 
‘Victoria’s Judaeo-Christian heritage but also the principles and traditions of our 
Westminster parliamentary democracy’.206 Then Leader of the Opposition, David Davis called 
the debate around changing procedure on prayer ‘an ongoing attack on our history’.207 

On the other hand, Fiona Patten advocated for ‘a secular, silent reflection at the beginning 
of the day’,208 while Minister for Roads Jaala Pulford noted that ‘this question of how 
40 people start their day three times a week, 16 weeks a year’ was ‘an enduring question’.209 
She raised procedures operating in other jurisdictions as options to consider—the ACT, 
Scotland and Northern Ireland—and found it ‘unusual and indeed exclusive that one faith be 
preferred over others’.210 

2021: Fiona Patten’s motion to amend sessional orders 
On 4 August 2021, Fiona Patten moved to amend Legislative Council sessional orders to 
replace the Lord’s Prayer until the end of the parliamentary session. Orders would be 
amended to invite Members to ‘stand in silence and pray or reflect on their responsibilities 
to the people of Victoria’211—echoing a similar invitation in the ACT Parliament. Patten 
reiterated many of the points she made in debates in 2016 and 2019, saying that while 
tradition was important and that her proposal was ‘pro-religion and thus pro-Christianity’, 
the inclusion of ‘one religion’s prayer has become divisive and disrespectful but also 
discordant to our society’.212 In her advocacy, Patten cited the support of a coalition of 
community leaders who had cosigned a letter to support her push. Signatories included 
representatives from the Victorian Council of Churches, the Jewish Community Council of 
Victoria, the Ethnic Communities Council of Victoria, UNESCO and Catholic priest and 
community activist Father Bob Maguire.213  

There were also differing views on public sentiment. Patten and Greens leader Dr Samantha 
Ratnam (Northern Metropolitan) found community support for change. Conversely, Craig 
Ondarchie (Liberal, Northern Metropolitan) and Melina Bath (Nationals, Eastern Victoria) 
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found support for retaining the prayer. The Leader of the Government in the Legislative 
Council, Jaclyn Symes (Labor, Northern Victoria), said, ‘Frankly I actually think the vast 
majority of Victorians probably could not care less about this issue, but some people feel 
strongly one way or the other’.214 Many contributions questioned the topic’s urgency, given 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic at the time. 

Ondarchie, Bernie Finn (Liberal, Western Metropolitan) and Jeff Bourman (Shooters, Fishers 
and Farmers Party, Eastern Victoria) all indicated that the sentiment of the prayer was 
something to be valued. Finn questioned ‘why we would want to remove a prayer or any 
form of words that promotes love, peace and forgiveness’ before labelling the proposed 
change as ‘anti-family’, ‘anti-faith’ and ‘anti-freedom’.215 Ondarchie questioned why Patten 
was ‘trying to change the parliamentary procedure for an element of the parliamentary day 
that she is not even here for’, noting the voluntary aspect of prayer attendance.216 Bourman 
summed up his interpretation of the prayer as not strictly for Christians but about being ‘a 
good person’.217 

Patten ultimately found support from the Greens, Rod Barton (Transport Matters Party, 
Eastern Metropolitan) and Andy Meddick (Animal Justice Party, Western Victoria)—who 
moved an amendment to the motion seeking to have the Acknowledgement of Country read 
first218—and drew some favourable comments from Liberal Democrats Tim Quilty (Northern 
Victoria) and David Limbrick (South-Eastern Metropolitan). Limbrick posed the ‘inverse’ 
scenario: ‘If there was no prayer and we were voting to insert the Lord’s Prayer into our day, 
would that be appropriate? Ultimately I came to the conclusion that it would not be’.219 He 
did not support a secular prayer but would support a moment of silence. Patten’s motion 
was opposed by Liberals and Nationals, as well as Bourman and Dr Catherine Cumming 
(Independent, Western Metropolitan).  

Further debate on the motion was deferred and the question never resolved. The 
Government made a qualified commitment for the next parliament, with Symes saying a 
Labor government would ‘commit to workshopping a replacement model that is purpose-fit 
for Victoria’, but also ‘that the model should be consistent across both houses of Parliament 
and not just the Legislative Council’.220 The commitment was confirmed later by then Premier 
Daniel Andrews, but he added at the time, ‘Far from being at the top of my list, this is not 
even on my list’.221  

There have been no official developments on this commitment at the time of publication. 

Ongoing debate and the trend of abstention 
It is a growing practice for Members across both houses to wait until the prayer has been 
finished before entering the chamber. Dr Ratnam in 2021 described the Greens’ abstention in 
both chambers as a ‘longstanding practice’.222 Pennicuik indicated in 2016 that she and 
former Greens leader Greg Barber (Northern Metropolitan) had been doing so for five years to 
that point,223 and had recently been joined by another Greens MP, Colleen Hartland (Western 
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Metropolitan), who said at the time that the Parliament needed ‘a prayer that takes in all 
faiths, a reflection or a welcome to country’.224  

Members of other parties have also done so, particularly in the Legislative Council, with 
other Members including Fiona Patten and Candy Broad (Labor, Northern Victoria).225 
Pennicuik indicated in 2016 that, at that time, ‘at least seven’ Members of the Council were 
in the habit of abstaining from prayer participation.226 President Shaun Leane indicated in 
2019 that he accommodated this in the following manner without being compelled by 
standing orders to do so: 

I have decided to sit down after the Lord’s Prayer and obviously let some people find their 
way into the chamber, and then I choose to stand to do the acknowledgement of the 
traditional owners of the land. If any members feel that they would like to join me in that, 
they should feel free.227 

The issue of prayer has persisted into the 60th Parliament. Its place as the Legislative 
Council’s first procedure of the day (that is, prior to the Acknowledgement of Country) was 
made official in the standing orders agreed to in September 2022, a status quo David Davis 
indicated the coalition would be keen to preserve.228  

The government’s stated commitment to reviewing the Lord’s Prayer’s place in Parliament 
has also been raised by the Greens and Legalise Cannabis Victoria. In February 2023, Premier 
Andrews indicated that a parliamentary committee may be an option for finding a 
replacement for the prayer and ensuring it is ‘more reflective of the fact there are many 
different faiths across our Victorian community’.229 David Ettershank (Legalise Cannabis 
Victoria, Western Metropolitan) raised a question without notice on prayer in March 2023, 
prompting Jaclyn Symes to respond that it was not a matter for government but for both 
chambers to reach a resolution on. However, she did indicate that she would ‘stand by that 
commitment’.230 

Recent comments from Pope Francis describing surrogate motherhood as ‘deplorable’ have 
elevated the issue among some Labor Members in the Legislative Assembly.231 In protest, two 
Labor MPs—Dylan Wight (Tarneit) and Paul Edbrooke (Frankston)—stated that they would no 
longer participate in the daily prayer.232 In the first week of the 2024 parliamentary year, four 
additional Labor Members abstained from entering the LA chamber until the prayer had 
been read: Jordan Crugnale (Bass), Mathew Hilakari (Point Cook), Paul Mercurio (Hastings) 
and Michaela Settle (Eureka).233 In the context of calls for change, Premier Jacinta Allan 
(Labor, Bendigo East) acknowledged that Victoria’s cultural diversity ought to be reflected in 
parliamentary practices but said in January 2024, ‘These are matters that are decided by 
the parliament itself and we need to be having those broader cross-party discussions’.234 
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4 | Conclusion 
The use of prayer in parliamentary settings remains a contentious issue. It has been the 
subject of recurring debate across Victorian parliaments since the 1990s, with arguments 
ranging from its heritage value to claims of exclusivity. However, it has been a particularly 
common debate since 2016—first in the Legislative Council and now in the Legislative 
Assembly. Support for the tradition has become well established over the years. However, 
there have been indications that the Victorian Government is willing to look at alternatives 
to the Lord’s Prayer in the current Parliament with the cooperation of both houses. Prayer 
procedures vary widely in parliaments around the world, providing options for how procedure 
could be amended in Victoria. Further, Pope Francis’s comments on surrogacy have only 
fuelled debate on prayer’s suitability in a modern legislative body. As a result, the Lord’s 
Prayer’s place in the Victorian Parliament promises to be a topic of ongoing discussion. 
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