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IT’S TIME TO END PARLIAMENTARY PRAYERS 
August 9, 2022 
Ian Bushfield, Executive Director 

We call on Members of Parliament to direct the Standing Committee on Procedure and House 
Affairs to amend Standing Orders 30(1) and 30(2) to replace the daily prayers with a moment of 
silence and/or an indigenous land acknowledgement. 

SUMMARY 
Canada has become an increasingly diverse, multicultural and secular country. The practice of 
starting sittings of the House of Commons with a prayer, which began 145 years ago, fails to 
reflect those changes. It violates the spirit of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms and excludes 
nonreligious Members. 

Updating the Standing Orders affords the House the opportunity to rectify these injustices and 
show a collective commitment to reconciliation by acknowledging the traditional territories of 
the House of Commons and the constituencies of its members. 
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CONCERNS ABOUT PARLIAMENTARY PRAYERS ARE NOT NEW 
During the recent Opposition Motion debate over the prayers, several Members claimed that 
they had never heard the issue raised in the House, nor had it been raised by their constituents.1 
While they may not have heard the debate, even a cursory review shows the prayers have been 
the subject of controversy since their introduction. 

During the initial debates in 1877 over the introduction of daily prayers at House of Commons, 
multiple MPs questioned the practice. Alfred Hutchinson Dymond (York North, Liberal) and John 
Beverley Robinson (West Toronto, Conservative) both suggested a moment of reflection 
instead, with the latter expressing concern “that the reading of prayers would degenerate into 
mere lip service.”2 Former BC Premier and then MP for Victoria, Amor de Cosmos (Liberal) 
presented arguments that we would echo to this very day, saying “The Province of British 
Columbia had one of the best school systems on the continent, a non-sectarian school system, 
under which the Bible was not allowed to be read in the public schools, lest it should interfere 
with the prejudices of Catholics or Jews.”3 He continued, “There was no more necessity to have 
prayers in this House to do the legislation of the country than to have prayers in dry goods 
stores in Toronto to sell goods.”4 

While it’s not the place of this brief to complete a full historical analysis of debates around the 
prayer, the issue has been discussed in the House or at Committee in at least 1944, 1957, 1976, 
1978, 1983 and 1985.5 The prayer was changed without any debate by Speaker Sauvé in the 
early 1980s, and again in 1994 following formal recommendations from the Standing 
Committee on Procedure and House Affairs. Since then, it has been mentioned by MPs or raised 
as an issue in at least 2019 and 2021.6 

The issue of legislative prayers has also been raised numerous times at provincial and 
municipal levels, particularly in recent years, often generating significant media attention. 

The BC Humanist Association has long expressed its opposition to parliamentary prayers. 
Members of our society first began meeting in 1983 and in 1989 our president wrote to our 
province’s Education Minister and Leader of the Opposition to call for the end of prayers in 
British Columbia public schools.7 This followed a victory by parents and students in the Ontario 

 
1 See eg Canada. Parliament. House of Commons Debates. 44th Parl, 1st Sess, Vol 151, No 068 at 5031 (10 
May 2022) (Lamoureux). 
2 Ibid (Robinson). 
3 Ibid (de Cosmos). 
4 Ibid. 
5 Bosc, M., & Gandon, A. (2017). Chapter 10: The Daily Program. In House of Commons Procedure and 
Practice, Third Edition. 
6 Canada. Parliament. House of Commons Debates. 42nd Parl, 1st Sess, Vol 148, No 432 at 28997 (12 June 
2019) (Gill) and Canada. Parliament. House of Commons Debates. 43rd Parl, 2nd Sess, Vol 150, No 116 at 
8301 (11 June 2021) (Gill) 
7 Bushfield, I. (2019, May 1). Our role in ending bible readings in BC Schools. Retrieved June 1, 2022, from 
https://www.bchumanist.ca/our_role_in_ending_bible_readings_in_bc_schools  

https://www.bchumanist.ca/our_role_in_ending_bible_readings_in_bc_schools
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Court of Appeal in 1988 when it found the recitation of the Lord’s Prayer in public schools 
violated the Charter.8 In 1992, we filed a complaint with the BC Ombudsman’s Office and 
Speaker over the provincial Legislature’s practice of beginning sessions with a daily prayer.9  

In September 2019, we released our seminal report House of Prayers, which analyzed over 870 
prayers said by MLAs in the BC Legislature from 2003-2019. We explicitly called for the abolition 
of daily prayers in that report.10 Following the publication of our report, MLAs unanimously 
endorsed a motion to rename the practice to “prayers and reflections.”11 Outside British 
Columbia, legislative prayers were challenged in Ontario in 2001,12 and Nova Scotia recently 
amended its procedures to replaces prayers with a moment of silent reflection.13 

In 2020, Humanist Canada called for the abolition of “the practice of reciting prayers” in the 
proceedings of federal and provincial legislatures.14 Previously, members of Humanist Canada 
signed a petition calling for the removal of the refence to the supremacy of God in the preamble 
of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms that was tabled in the House of Commons in 1999.15 

And most recently, Members would have been able to read an article in the Fall 2021 issue of 
Canadian Parliamentary Review that discussed how prayers that open daily sessions of the 
Legislative Assembly of British Columbia exclude and discriminate.16 

Simply put, debates over legislative prayers – whether in the House of Commons, provincial 
legislatures, municipal councils or in public schools – have been common since they were first 
introduced. 

 
8 Zylberberg v. Sudbury Board of Education, 1988 CanLII 189 (ON CA) 
9 Hardie, G. (1992, May 24). Correspondence with Brent Parfitt, Acting Ombudsman and Hardie, G. (1992, 
September 4). Correspondence with Hon Joan M Sawicki, Speaker. 
10 Phelps Bondaroff, T., Bushfield, I., Marshall, K., Prasad, R., & Laurence, N. (2019). “House of Prayers: An 
Analysis of Prayers in the Legislative Assembly of British Columbia, 2003-2019.” BC Humanist 
Association. Available at https://www.bchumanist.ca/house_of_prayers_report  
11 BC Humanist Association (2019, November 28). “Prayers replaced by ‘prayers and reflections’ in BC 
Legislature.” Available at 
https://www.bchumanist.ca/prayers_and_reflections_to_begin_every_sitting_of_bc_legislature   
12 Ontario (Speaker of the Legislative Assembly) v. Ontario (Human Rights Commission) (2001), 54 O.R. 
(3d) 595 (C.A.), (Human Rights Commission 2001). 
13 Phelps Bondaroff, T.; Prasad, R.; Laurence, N.; Darveau-Morin, A.; Bushfield, I. & Thom, A. (2021, 
December). “Legislative prayer across Canada,” 2nd ed. BC Humanist Association. 
14 Humanist Canada. (2020, October 1). “Position statement on prayer in government proceedings.” 
Available at https://www.humanistcanada.ca/position-statement-on-prayer-in-government-proceedings/  
15 Canada. Parliament. House of Commons Debates. 36th Parl, 1st Sess, Vol 135, No 240 at 15957 (8 June 
1999) (Robinson). 
16 Phelps Bondaroff, T., Bushfield, I., Marshall, K.E., Prasad, R., and Laurence, N. (2021). “Thoughts on 
Prayers: An Analysis of Prayers in the Legislative Assembly of British Columbia, 2003-2019.” Canadian 
Parliamentary Review. Vol 44. No 3. P 12-18.  

https://www.bchumanist.ca/house_of_prayers_report
https://www.bchumanist.ca/prayers_and_reflections_to_begin_every_sitting_of_bc_legislature
https://www.humanistcanada.ca/position-statement-on-prayer-in-government-proceedings/
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PRAYERS AS A VIOLATION OF RELIGIOUS NEUTRALITY 
In Mouvement laïque québécois v Saguenay (City), the Supreme Court of Canada unanimously 
found that prayers at municipal council meetings breached the state’s duty of religious 
neutrality.17 Specifically, the majority found that state-led prayer undermined the duty of 
religious neutrality and discriminated against atheists’ freedom of conscience and religion; 
these arguments hold equally for the daily prayer said in the House of Commons. 

As Justice Gascon wrote, ending the practice of prayers “does not amount to taking a stand in 
favour of atheism or agnosticism.”18 Rather, “true neutrality presupposes abstention, but it does 
not amount to a stand favouring one view over another. No such inference can be drawn from 
the state’s silence.”19 Further, even a non-denominational prayer “is nonetheless a religious 
practice” and “even if a religious practice engaged in by the state is ‘inclusive’, it may 
nevertheless exclude non-believers.”20 

PRESENCE OF ATHEISTS IN THE HOUSE OF COMMONS 
Public prayers discriminate against atheists and the non-religious. Justice Gascon wrote in 
Saguenay that “[a]lthough non-believers could also participate, the price for doing so was 
isolation, exclusion and stigmatization.”21 That price is what led Alain Simoneau to the Supreme 
Court of Canada, and it’s the price that non-believing MPs face at the start of each day’s sitting. 

In 1877, Then Leader of the Official Opposition, Sir John A MacDonald claimed that Canada was 
“a Christian country” and members were “supposed to be Christians themselves;” however, 
there has never been a religious test for public office in Canada.22 In fact, one of the initial 
challenges raised when prayer was introduced in the House of Commons was the potential 
offence to the large number of Catholic MPs. Today, that diversity has only increased. 

During the recent Opposition Day debates, several MPs admitted to being non-religious. Notably 
Randall Garrison (Esquimalt-Saanich-Sooke, NDP) stated that “As a non-religious person, I 
believe I have only been in the House twice for that prayer: One time was after the shootings of 
2014, to show unity, and the other time was actually by accident.”23 Exclusion of non-religious 
MPs is not just a hypothetical concern but a real act of discrimination that occurs every day the 
prayer is read. 

 
17 Mouvement laïque québécois v. Saguenay (City), 2015 SCC 16, [2015] 2 S.C.R. 3 
18 Ibid at para 133. 
19 Ibid at para 134. 
20 Ibid at para 137. 
21 Mouvement laïque québécois v. Saguenay (City), 2015 SCC 16, [2015] 2 S.C.R. 3 at para 120. 
22 Ibid at 27. (Sir John A MacDonald). 
23 Canada. Parliament. House of Commons Debate. 44th Parl, 1st Sess, Vol 151, No 068 at 5047 (10 May 
2022) (Garrison). 
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THE NEED FOR A LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
Acknowledgements of Indigenous territory have become common practice in institutions 
across what is now called Canada. The Legislative Assembly of Manitoba began providing land 
acknowledgements at the beginning of each sitting in November 2021.24 While the Legislative 
Assembly of British Columbia does not generally begin with a territorial acknowledgement, 
Deputy Speaker Spencer Chandra Herbert began the March 23, 2020 sitting with one.25 A 
Talking Stick is also present in the Chamber as a reminder of reconciliation.26 Since 2010, the 
Australian House of Representatives begins each day with the Speaker reading an 
acknowledgement of the Ngunnawal and Ngambri people of the Canberra area.27 

The practice is even common among Government of Canada events. The Canada School of 
Public Service has produced multiple learning tools on the practice.28 The Prime Minister even 
regularly begins speeches with acknowledgements.29 Acknowledgements are seen as a 
component to the ongoing process of reconciliation, though they are only a starting place. It 
therefore borders on hypocrisy for the House of Commons to be so out of step with the practice 
of the Government it professes to have confidence in. Rectifying this oversight seems the least 
MPs can do to start decolonizing their own practices. 

To that end, we recommend that the Standing Committee on Procedure and House Affairs, work 
with Indigenous communities across the country, to devise protocols and a process to include 
an Indigenous territorial acknowledgement to replace the daily prayer. This could take the form 
of a standard statement read by the speaker or perhaps each Member could be afforded the 
opportunity to bring greetings from the territory or territories their constituency shares. 

 
24 Legislative Assembly of Manitoba. (n.d.). Land Acknowledgement. Retrieved July 20, 2022, from 
https://www.gov.mb.ca/legislature/about/land_acknowledgement.html  
25 Legislative Assembly of British Columbia (2020, March 23). “Official Report of Debates of the 
Legislative Assembly (Hansard).” 41st Parl, 5th Sess, No 326 at 11635 (Deputy Speaker). 
26 Legislative Assembly of British Columbia. (n.d.). The Talking Stick. Retrieved July 20, 2022, from 
https://www.leg.bc.ca/dyl/Pages/Talking-Stick.aspx 
27 Elder, D.R. (Ed.). (2018). Acknowledgement of country and Prayers. In House of Representatives 
Practice, 7th ed., p. 253, Department of the House of Representatives. Retrieved July 20, 2022, from  
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/House_of_Representatives/Powers_practice_and_procedure/
Practice7/HTML/Chapter8/Acknowledgement_of_country_and_Prayers   
28 Canada School of Public Service. (2022, May 31) Territorial Acknowledgement. Retrieved July 20, 2022 
from https://www.csps-efpc.gc.ca/video/territorial-acknowledgement-eng.aspx and Canada School of 
Public Service. (2020, August 17). Learning Insights: Acknowledging Indigenous Traditional Territory. 
Retrieved July 20, 2022, from https://www.csps-efpc.gc.ca/tools/blogs/insights/indigenous-territory-
eng.aspx  
29 See for example Prime Minister of Canada. (2021, September 29). Prime Minister’s remarks at an event 
for the first National Day for Truth and Reconciliation. Retrieved July 20, 2022, from 
https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/speeches/2021/09/29/prime-ministers-remarks-event-first-national-day-truth-
and-reconciliation and Prime Minister of Canada. (2021, December 9). Prime Minister’s Remarks at the 
Special Chiefs Assembly of the Assembly of First Nations. Retrieved July 20, 2022, from 
https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/speeches/2021/12/09/prime-ministers-remarks-special-chiefs-assembly-
assembly-first-nations  

https://www.gov.mb.ca/legislature/about/land_acknowledgement.html
https://www.leg.bc.ca/dyl/Pages/Talking-Stick.aspx
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/House_of_Representatives/Powers_practice_and_procedure/Practice7/HTML/Chapter8/Acknowledgement_of_country_and_Prayers
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/House_of_Representatives/Powers_practice_and_procedure/Practice7/HTML/Chapter8/Acknowledgement_of_country_and_Prayers
https://www.csps-efpc.gc.ca/video/territorial-acknowledgement-eng.aspx
https://www.csps-efpc.gc.ca/tools/blogs/insights/indigenous-territory-eng.aspx
https://www.csps-efpc.gc.ca/tools/blogs/insights/indigenous-territory-eng.aspx
https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/speeches/2021/09/29/prime-ministers-remarks-event-first-national-day-truth-and-reconciliation
https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/speeches/2021/09/29/prime-ministers-remarks-event-first-national-day-truth-and-reconciliation
https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/speeches/2021/12/09/prime-ministers-remarks-special-chiefs-assembly-assembly-first-nations
https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/speeches/2021/12/09/prime-ministers-remarks-special-chiefs-assembly-assembly-first-nations
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CONCLUSION 
Legislative prayers are a legacy of Canada’s colonial and Christian supremacist past. As we 
recognize the increasing pluralistic diversity of this country and the importance of reconciliation, 
it’s time to end these outdated practices. Doing so will show respect for the values enshrined in 
the Charter of Rights and Freedoms and will better reflect the diversity of beliefs present in the 
House of Commons today. The move to amend the Standing Orders also affords Members to 
chance to reflect on what, if any, more inclusive practices they might adopt, such as a moment 
of silence or territorial acknowledgement or greeting. 
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