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The cultural diversity of Australia embraces
many religions. Religiously determined
behaviours pose a challenge to operational
members who are expected to perform their
duties with sensitivity to the community
they serve. One of the stumbling blocks to
the delivery of culturally sensitive services is
a general lack of knowledge and awareness
of different religious behaviours. 

In an endeavour to equip operational
police and emergency services with basic
knowledge on this complex issue, the
Australasian Police Multicultural
Advisory Bureau conducted a nationwide
survey. The survey identified questions 
operational police and emergency services
have regarding religiously determined
behaviours and their impact on policing.

It needs to be recognised that multicultural-
ism, ie: the development of a cohesive and
harmonious society through the valuing
and utilisation of our rich cultural, 
linguistic and religious diversity, operates
within the framework of Australian and
States laws. 

These laws and protection apply to all
Australian citizens regardless of religious,
linguistic and cultural background. While
cross-cultural awareness is a skill needed in
today’s multicultural society, cultural 
practices that break Australian laws can
not be condoned.  

The idea for and subsequent development
of this reference are testimony to the 
partnership that exists between police,
emergency services and religious communi-
ties. It demonstrates a concerted effort to
promote acceptance and harmony within
Australian society.  

As the title of the publication suggests, this
is a practical reference for operational
police and emergency services on religious
diversity in Australia. It specifically focuses
on religions in Australia as identified by
police members and emergency services
workers: Bahá’í, Buddhist, Christian, Hindu,
Islam, Jewish, Sikh, Aboriginal & Torres
Strait Islander Spirituality. 

The information is based on the questions
generated by operational police and 
emergency services. The responses have
been developed by the respective religious 
leaders and communities. 

One cautionary note is in order; the 
publication should be used as a resource
only to assist police and emergency 
service workers to gain basic awareness
and understanding.

This publication should not be viewed as 
a definitive response to every situation.
Generalisations and stereotypes are 
counterproductive to the aim of the 
publication since individuals differ, often
greatly, even in supposedly homogeneous
social worlds. 

As such, police and emergency service 
workers are encouraged to seek further
information from either religious leaders or
other reliable sources.  

The publication is divided into several 
sub-headings with questions and answers
for easy reference. A brief overview of each
religion is also provided.

In addition, a breakdown on the numbers
of people in each of the religions in
Australia are included as a chart on 
page 83.

The first Edition of A Practical Reference to Religious Diversity for Operational
Police was produced in response to a growing trend within Australian
Police Services to deliver culturally appropriate, customer orientated 
services to all Australians. It is also the culmination of effort and 
partnership between police and religious leaders across Australia.
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Aboriginal &
Torres Strait Islander    

Spirituality
Respecting the difference 

Australia has two Indigenous peoples; Aboriginal Peoples and 
Torres Strait Islanders.

Historically and to this day, Aboriginal peoples have lived on 
mainland Australia, Tasmania and many of the continent's offshore
islands for in excess of 50,000 years. It is acknowledged that at 
first European contact there was a population of about 250,000 
to 300,000 people separated into about 250 language groups. 
The culture of individual clan groups within this context is very
diverse, but may have similar traits and threads.

Torres Strait Islanders come from the islands of the Torres Strait
between the tip of Cape York in Queensland and Papua New Guinea.
As Melanesian people, Torres Strait Islanders have a distinct and
very different culture to Aboriginal people. As Torres Strait Islanders,
they have strong seafaring and trading traditions, bound to the sea
by their customs, history and lifestyle. Recently many Torres Strait
Islanders have moved to the mainland, principally for economic 
reasons. About 80 per cent of the Torres Strait Islander population
now reside outside the Torres Strait. Torres Strait Islanders and
Aboriginal people reside on the islands of the Torres Strait and the
Northern Peninsular Area communities.

Ethnically and culturally, Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait
Islander peoples are distinct peoples. Although the term 'Indigenous
Australians' is often used, it does not reflect or respect this ethnic
and cultural difference. To respect this difference, the term
Aboriginal Peoples and Torres Strait Islander Peoples should be 
used rather than Indigenous. 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Spirituality

This is a very complex subject in that it involves Spirituality pre colonisation,
after colonisation and the resulting evolving mix. It is important to realise 
that contemporary Aboriginal Peoples and Torres Strait Islander Peoples have 
largely been influenced by Christian doctrines introduced by the British
colonisers and missionaries. Spirituality permeates all aspects of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander life and many have embraced different aspects of
Christianity as well as other doctrines such as Buddhism, Islam etc.

Pre Colonisation

Pre colonisation, the long term biological isolation of Aboriginal peoples and
Torres Strait Islander peoples from other races has meant that Aborigines are
neither racially nor culturally closely related to other people. The roots of 
contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander spirituality lie in a variety 
of traditions and experiences. 

First and foremost are the various stories, ceremonies, values and structures
which sustained Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
throughout their long period of relatively unchallenged occupation of the 
continent. (Edwards 1994)

As noted previously there were approximately 250 different language groups
evident with different cultural beliefs. Because of the dynamic nature of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, there were and continue to be,
differences between the groups. It is not possible to speak of one "Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Religion" as there were many. There are, however,
shared cultural traits, economic and ceremonial dealings, and a customary 
system of land-tenure law.

Land was and is central to spiritual/religious life, as is clearly demonstrated
within the concept of The Dreaming (or for example, what the Pitjautjatara
term Jtukurpa – the law).

An Overview
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"The Dreaming" is a concept that is not easily translated into the non-
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander way of understanding. It has a three way
set of relationships; between human beings themselves; between human
beings and nature; and between human beings and their deities. 

It was manifested through mythical beings that could transform from human
form to other forms. Their actions shaped the land and the environment as we
know it. They were responsible for "the creation", some creating humans and
other species and others introducing particular social order. They continue to
live eternally in spirit form and influence the actions of human beings. When
they transformed, they became the rocks, trees, animals etc. 

They also left tangible expressions of themselves throughout the country, as
spiritual essence, and these became sacred places sanctifying the land. There
are many different stories making up "The Dreamtime" explaining how the
environment as we know it was formed and there are many aspects that are
secret and or sacred that are only passed on to the person entitled to have
that knowledge. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art, dance, song and ceremony are 
manifestations of The Dreaming and relates to the symbolism and celebration
of life. The Law passed on inter-generationally encompasses all things in the
environment, including land, seas, waterways, flora, fauna, humans, sun,
moon, constellations, etc. 

The realm of Spiritual existence is not divorced from the material world, but
embedded in it. People and nature are one, whereas in Western thought these
are separated.

The animate beings of The Dreaming are Ancestral Beings that are eternally
present. Their spirits are passed on to their descendants, such as the shark,
kangaroo, honey ant, snake, yam ... and hundreds of others which have
become totems within the diverse groups across the continent, and are 
viewed as uncles, aunts, grandparents, parents etc.

The concept of the Dreaming, therefore, represents not only spirituality, but
cosmology in that it defines the nature and structure of the universe, and the
place of beings within the cosmos.

6



Post Colonisation

Into this environment where all aspects of life were enveloped in a specific 
spirituality, came Europeans with certain ideas about religion, based on their
understanding of Christian religion, God, the church and ministers or priests, and
a way of life such as the Judeo Christian Work Ethic and a Christian is what they
view as being civilised according to European Standards.

While the government viewed Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples as only less than human, Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islander
peoples were perceived to be 'primitive', atheistic, pagan, immoral - 'wretches'
who required 'saving'. The first school in the colony of New South Wales was
established for the purpose of 'civilising and Christianising' Aborigines. This 
objective was later instituted by the establishment of missions of various 
denominations.

On the reserves and missions, Aborigines from various areas were forced to leave
their own country, and to live in close proximity with a number of groups.
Neither the practice of traditional Ceremonies nor the use of traditional languages
was permitted. The only explanation for the inappropriateness of these official
actions is that they were based on the perception that all Aborigines comprised
one homogeneous group; the ceremonies were pagan rituals; and that traditional
languages were not 'legitimate' forms of communication. The importance of
'country' or specific areas of land was not taken into consideration.

Following the 'protectionist' era of the late nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries,
and the ensuing assimilationist' era, government policies concerning Aborigines
began to change. There had been several movements initiated by both non-
Aboriginal and Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people since the 
1920s which had drawn attention to Aborigines' lack of rights and privileges. 

These, together with the post-World War II international focus on the United
Nations' Declaration on Human Rights, no doubt influenced the drafting of the
Commonwealth Electoral Act 1962, which bestowed federal voting rights on
Aborigines. Then in 1967 a federal referendum enabled Aborigines to be included
in the national census, and Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people
view this as the time when they were started to be considered as being human. 
A new government direction of self-determination for Aborigines was introduced
in the early 1970s.
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The self-determination policy paved the way for Aborigines to assert their rights,
identities and cultures. It brought certain freedoms and expressions of rights to
traditional lands; both of which strengthened the revival and survival of cultures
and languages.

Gradually it became evident that despite the imposition of Christian doctrines,
and despite the bans placed on customary practices and use of traditional 
languages, much of the 'old ways' had been preserved. Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander spirituality - that is, the concept of The Dreaming incorporating
Ancestral Beings - did not disappear completely. During the last twenty years or
so, Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people have been free to openly
demonstrate and discuss aspects of spirituality.

What are the Indigenous festivals celebrated in Australia?

Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people involved in mainstream 
religions celebrate those festivals that are important to that particular doctrine.
However, there are other festivals celebrated that are seen as important to the
survival of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Culture. Many local groups and
communities have their own festivals usually involving song, dance, ceremony
and often sport.

There are a number of festivals that have become national events such as;
Stompin’ Ground, Yeperenye Dreaming, Barunga Festival, Laura Festival, NARLA
Knock Out, Survival, Coming of the Light, CROC Eisteddfod and one of the most
important NAIDOC, and Reconciliation Week.

Are worship times important to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders?

Many Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people are very religious/
spiritual in the mainstream religions and therefore regularly attend places of
worship.

If from a traditional background, the local customs take precedent, which are
many and varied, although, Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples do not celebrate a comparative holy day such as Christmas, Easter,
Yomm Kippor, Ramadan, etc. within the context of their traditional religion.
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Are there any protocols in the handling of the deceased?

If a member of the main stream churches, and the majority of Aboriginal Peoples
and Torres Strait Islander peoples are, they follow normal customs of that doctrine
with perhaps some local customs’ influence.

In traditional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander societies death often involves an
elaborate series of ritual and ceremony. According to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander beliefs, the body must be reunited with the land from which it originated,
so the burial is of particular importance.

After death, a spirit is torn between wishing to return to the spirit world and
wanting to stay with its kin. The time after death is a time of great danger for the
living, who need to carry out a range of activities to ward off that danger. These
activities seem designed to avoid the risk of calling back the spirit, to weaken the
spirit's desire to stay, and to carefully oversee the process of the body gradually
breaking down and returning to the earth. Immediately after death a household,
sometimes a whole camp, may change its location. There may instead, or addi-
tionally, be rituals to clean house and belongings - smoking for example. Many
even refuse to remain living in the house of a deceased person, especially if that
person had died in the house.

Sometimes belongings are buried with the body. In many places the dead 
person's name cannot be mentioned for some period of time or until a member
of a later generation is given the same name. For this period a substitute name
may be used, such as Kumanji which is a replacement name for the deceased
person. This term is mainly used in central Australia and the top end of South
Australia. There may be ceremonies and procedures involving the whole body,
and then, after varying periods, there may be different procedures, leading to
final disposal, involving the bones.

The area in which death and burial has occurred is often significant in assessing
rights and duties of kin in that area. In some areas it was thought that when
Europeans, with their white skins, first arrived, they were the dead returning.

Death and Related Issues
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This is an extremely sensitive time for both traditional and contemporary
Aborigines, as it is for any other race of people, and sensitivity should be 
paramount during this time. Through the kinship system, many are obligated to
attend such ceremonies as ‘funerals’.  With funerals many non-Aboriginal people
and non-Torres Strait Islander people do not consider distant relations such as
second or third cousins as members of their nuclear family, whereas, within the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kinship structure, distant and remote relations
may be members of the nuclear family unit. Therefore, the individual is obligated
to attend funerals and may suffer punishment such as spearing for non-attendance.

Are autopsies permitted?

Usually no, but Aboriginal Peoples and Torres Strait Islander peoples are
required to conform to the Australian Law, and therefore despite the frequent
request of a member of the immediate family of the deceased or representa-
tive of that person, the dispensation of an autopsy can only occur if the 
coroner is satisfied that the manner and cause of the death are sufficiently 
disclosed. In some States and Territories it is mandatory for an autopsy.

What is the role of the family and status of women in Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander spirituality?

Family and culture are vital to the identity as Aboriginal Peoples and Torres
Strait Islander peoples. The law/lore links individuals and families intricately
with the land and each other, and from an early age the children are taught
according to the law/lore about the different obligations, rights and responsi-
bilities. They have to care for a wide network of ‘close’ and ‘distant’ kin.

Indigenous communities have strong family values that are rarely endorsed or
understood by government authorities. Children are not just the concern of
the biological parents, but the entire community. Therefore, the raising, care,
education and discipline of children are the responsibility of everyone - male,
female, young and old. 

10
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Given there are a great range of family structures there is no single concept 
of family that can readily be applied. However, families tend to be larger 
than other Australian families, both because they contain more children and
because of the recognition of the importance of extended family relationships.
There are overlapping and intersecting extended family relationships which
are economically, socially and culturally linked. 

These relationships determine day-to-day activities, the living arrangements,
movements between households of the extended families, and shape the
course of the future. 

Previous government policies of removal and separation of children from 
families, communities and culture have had a devastating impact on the 
family structure which has resulted in the erosion of the distinct and unique
cultures and demonstrated a complete disregard for the inherent rights of
Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

These policies have had a negative and compounding effect on the overall
well-being of Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

Stolen Generation children were not only emotionally deprived, but also
deprived of learning the social and cultural responsibilities of parenting, 
knowing the importance of family, the responsibilities of belonging to their
community, traditions and customary law practices.

The parents and family members whose children were stolen also suffered as
they could not fulfil their roles, obligations and responsibilities within the 
kinship system. The effects of separation from the primary carer, from the
extended families and from the communities continue to resound throughout
the current generations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families. 

This intergenerational effect on Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders
today manifests itself in the disproportionate number of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander communities and people experiencing socially dysfunctional
problems in many ways.

The role of women in the family unit is vital, in providing cohesion to the
whole family. While traditionally it is seen that women have a subservient 
role to men, women have their own importance in women’s rituals and 
ceremonies to nurture the children and the land. 

11
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In some communities it is the women that are taking the dominant role in
leading the charge against domestic violence in communities, usually 
attributed to alcohol and substance abuse problems. Generally the status of
women is low and the well publicised issues of family violence problems are of
such concern as to merit a whole of government approach to attempt to
improve this situation.

Are there any restrictions on police and emergency services workers
speaking with children?

The normal protocols of having a parent or guardian present when speaking to
children should be exercised.

Are there any restrictions regarding physical contact when approach is
made?

The normal protocols of approaching any non-Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander
person must apply and gender sensitivities should be applied rigorously.

What is the view on providing blood samples, body fluids and other
specimens for investigative purposes?

Once again normal protocols should apply and a person should not be forced to
provide samples for testing purpose. There is concern that in taking specimens,
they could be used for sorcery and other spiritual mischief that could endanger
the wellbeing of that person. Similarly with photography, traditional people may
view the taking of an image in a similar manner to other forms of sorcery. 

Physical Contact and other Sensitivities
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Are there any dates of spiritual significance when police and 
emergency services workers should not approach an individual for 
an interview or to attend court hearings?

If the Aboriginal person and/or Torres Strait Islander person follows one of the
mainstream religions, the significant dates applying to that doctrine should be
recognised as holy days.

In the case of traditional people, ceremonial times should be respected and these
will vary throughout different regions. Some of the important ceremonies could
be initiation, birth, death, burials, mourning periods, women’s meetings and 
cultural ceremonies in general.

What is the role of spiritual leaders?

Spiritual leaders are Elders with specific detailed knowledge of the culture for 
that group of people, taught by other elders over a number of years in a degree
based system of secret sacred knowledge, passed on inter-generationally. 

Their role is to guide people in the right way of culture, teach initiates the 
knowledge they are entitled to learn, arbitrate disputes and in consultation with
other elders make decisions on customary law and cultural matters, including
punishment of miscreants.

How should police and emergency services workers approach sacred
sites?

Sites can be classified in various ways, with a distinction first between the
sacred and the non-sacred. Sacred places can be divided into those which are
secret-sacred (eg ones which are dangerous or may be visited only by the
fully initiated) and others which, while sacred by virtue of having mythical
significance, are not secret. 

Non-secret sites can all be called sacred because the entire country is believed
to have been formed by ancestral spirit beings during the Dreaming. 

This differentiation highlights the difficulty of applying a general term from an
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture to other non-Aboriginal cultures. 

Religious Practices and Policing
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The Land Rights Act does not define "sacred-ness", but it penalises entry to
sacred sites except by Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people in
accordance with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tradition. Popular usage
and the media ignore the variety of sites and to suggest they are all places to
be avoided, when in  fact, though some places of significance to Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people are subject to restrictions, others are not. 

Anyone visiting a sacred site should get permission from the local elders or 
traditional owners and respect the significance of the site.

Are there particular spiritual requirements when taking an oath in a
court of law for Aboriginal/Torres Strait islanders?

An appropriate oath should be used in the case of the person not being a
Christian. Many Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people may need an
interpreter as English may not be a first or even second language.

In the case of a dispute or involving another member of the same family, the
proximity and spacing may need to be taken into account.

Titles of Spiritual Leaders?

There are many names for spiritual leaders in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Community and the following are examples. 

Wandjinna, Goong, Spirit, Quinkin, God, Allah, Jesus Christ, White Light, Jehovah,
Elder, Old Man, Au God.
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The Bahá’í Faith is a comparatively new religion, originating in the
1840s in Persia (now Iran). It has over five million followers world-
wide who come from virtually every cultural, racial, social and 
religious background on earth.

In Australia there are about twelve thousand Bahá’ís who come from
over 90 different national backgrounds. A substantial minority come
from Iran, having fled from persecution there since the revolution of
1979.

Bahá’ís follow the teachings of Baha’u’llah (1817 - 1892), who is
regarded as the most recent in a line of messengers from God that
stretches back beyond recorded time and includes Abraham, Moses,
Krishna, Buddha, Zoroaster, Christ and Muhammad.

Bahá’ís believe in the oneness of God, the oneness of religion, and 
the oneness of humanity. Humanity is one single race and the day 
has come for its unification in a global society. Principles vital to the
achievement of a united world including the abandonment of all
forms of prejudice, elimination of extremes of wealth and poverty, 
the necessity of universal education, and encouragement of high
moral standards in personal life.

Bahá’ís are encouraged to play a full part in the life of society and 
to maintain high standards of personal conduct.

Bahá’í Faith
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What are the Bahá’í festivals celebrated in Australia?
26 February Ayyam-i-ha, the Intercalary Days reserved for charity, gift giving 
- 1 March and festivities
2 - 20 March Bahá’í fasting month, Bahá’ís over the age of 15 do not eat or 

drink from sunrise to sunset
21 March* Naw-Ruz, the Bahá’í new year
21 April* Festival of Ridivan, commemorates Baha’u’llah’s public declaration 
- 2 May of His mission in the Garden of Ridvan in Baghdad in 1863. 

Baha’u’allah was the founder of the Bahá’í Faith. The first, ninth 
and twelfth days (21 April, 29 April and 2 May) are regarded as
particularly holy, and work is suspended on these days.

23 May* Declaration of the Bab, commemorates the Bab’s declaration of
His mission in 1844. The Bab was the forerunner of Baha’u’llah.

29 May* Ascension of Baha’u’llah, marks the passing of Baha’u’llah in 1892
9 July* Martyrdom of the Bab, commemorates the execution of the Bab 

in Tabriz in 1850
20 October* Birth of the Bab
12 November* Birth of Baha’u’llah
26 November Day of the Covenant, celebrates the Covenant established 

between Baha’u’llah and His followers
28 November Ascension of ‘Abdu’l-Baha, marks the passing of ‘Abdu’l-Baha, the 

son and successor of Baha’u’llah, in 1921

Note: The Bahá’í calendar is a solar calendar, so the dates of the above festivals and
holy days do not change from year to year. Dates marked with an * are holy days on
which work should be suspended.

Are worship times important to Bahá’ís?

Bahá’ís are obligated to pray every day. They may select between short, 
medium and long obligatory prayers, each of which is to be read at a 
designated time or times of day, and some of which require certain movements
to be performed. These prayer times are quite broadly interpreted and do not
usually require special consideration.

An Overview
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Are there any protocols in the Bahá’í Faith for the handling of the deceased?

Bahá’ís believe in life after death, holding that the soul is created at the
moment of conception and will retain its individuality in an eternal realm. 
The body, which is compared to the lamp holding the light of the soul during
its time in this world, should be treated with dignity.

Embalming is not to take place unless required by law. The body should be
transported as little as possible after death, and internment must take place
within an hour’s travel time from the city or town where death occurs.
Cremation is forbidden.

Are autopsies permitted in the Bahá’í Faith?

Yes, if required for medical or legal reasons.

What is the role of the family and status of women in the Bahá’í Faith?

The family is viewed as the fundamental building block of society. A just 
social order must start from peaceful and just relations within the family. 
Accordingly, the establishment and maintenance of family unity is considered
very important and the rights of all family members must be respected.

The Bahá’í Faith states unequivocally that women and men are equal. Women
participate fully in decision-making, both within the family and within the
Bahá’í community. Women are elected to the Local and National Spiritual
Assemblies and serve as their officers, just as men can. While men and women
are equal, their roles are not identical. For example, mothers are considered to
have a special role as the first educators of their children.

Are there any restrictions on police and emergency services workers
speaking with children?

No. Like any other sector of the community, it is desirable to have a parent or
another appropriate adult present when speaking with a child.
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Gender Roles and Family
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Are there any restrictions regarding physical contact when approach is
made to Bahá’ís?

No.

What is the Bahá’í view on providing blood samples, body fluids and
other specimens for investigative purposes?

The Bahá’í Faith requires its members to be well-wishers of their governments
and to obey and cooperate fully with civil authorities. There is no religious
restriction on providing blood samples, body fluids and other specimens.

Are there any dates of religious significance when police and 
emergency services workers should not approach an individual for an
interview or to attend court hearings?

There would be no religious objection to a Baha’i attending an interview or
court hearing on a Baha’i holy day. During the fasting month, it may be more
convenient for interviews to be held after sunset.

What is the role of religious leaders in the Baha’i Faith?
The affairs of the Baha’i community are the responsibility of elected councils at
the local and national levels. There is no priesthood and no individual leadership.
In each local government area where nine or more adult Baha’is reside, a nine-
member Local Spiritual Assembly is elected on an annual basis to look after the
affairs of the community. 

Baha’is facing personal difficulties are encouraged to turn to the Assembly for
guidance and it may therefore be appropriate to approach or seek the assistance
of the Assembly in certain circumstances. The Assemblies have elected officers
including a chairperson and a secretary.

The National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of Australia is the governing body
of the Baha’i Faith in this country. Like the Local Assemblies, its nine members are
elected on an annual basis. The National Assembly has its offices, which are
staffed on a full-time basis, in the grounds of the Baha’i House of Worship in
Ingleside, Sydney.

Religious practices and policing
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Apart from the elected institutions, experienced and knowledegable members of
the community can be appointed as advisers known as Counsellors, Auxiliary
Board members and Assistants. They do not have an executive or decision-
making role, but may also provide counselling to individuals facing difficulties
under certain circumstances. Both men and women can be appointed to these
roles.

How should police and emergency services workers approach a place
of worship?

Most Baha’i functions in Australia are undertaken in Bahá’í centres, hired halls or
private homes. Such functions should be approached with respect. It is preferable
that prayers and devotional readings are not interrupted.

There is one Bahá’í House of Worship in Australia, which is located in Ingleside in
Sydney. The House of Worship is reserved for prayer and meditation on the
sacred texts of the religions of the world. Spoken conversations should not take
place within the House of Worship except in an emergency. Shoes may be worn
inside.

Are there any special considerations when entering inside or searching
a place of worship?

Permission should be sought from the guides on duty prior to entering or
searching the House of Worship on police and emergency services workers
business.

In a court of law would a Bahá’í take an oath on the Bible?
Bahá’ís may take an oath, if required, on any sacred book, which includes the
Bible. However it is preferable for them to take an oath on a Bahá’í book if 
possible, such as Kitab-i-Aqbas or Most Holy Book, the major book or Bahá’í law.
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Buddhism is a philosophy of life and was founded in north-eastern
India on the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, or
Enlightened One. The Buddha was not a god and the philosophy of
Buddhism does not entail any theistic world-view. The teachings of
the Buddha are solely to liberate sentient beings from suffering. 

The Buddha was the son of a ruler of a small kingdom and was born
in 563BC near the present Indian-Nepal border. The young prince was
raised in sheltered luxury until, at the age of 29, he renounced earthly
attachments and embarked on a quest for peace and enlightenment. 

The core of the Buddha’s enlightenment was the realisation of the
Four Noble Truths: 

1. that there is suffering; 

2. that suffering has a cause; 

3. that suffering has an end; 

4. that there is a path that leads to the end of suffering. 

The Buddha saw that all phenomena in life are impermanent and
that our attachment to the idea of a substantial and enduring self is
an illusion which is the principle cause of suffering. Freedom from self
liberates the heart from greed, hatred and delusion and opens the
mind to wisdom and the heart to compassion and kindness. 

Buddhist Faith
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What are the key Buddhist festivals celebrated in Australia?

There are a number of auspicious festivals on the Buddhist calendar. On 
the full moon in May the main Buddhist date is Vesak, which is the date of 
the Buddha’s birth, liberation and passing away. 

What are the variations within Buddhism?

Buddhism today is divided into two 
major branches: 

THERAVADA has its roots in Sri Lanka 
and Southeast Asia. 

MAHAYANA has had its greatest impact in
China, Japan, Tibet, Nepal, Mongolia, 
Korea, Taiwan, Bhutan as well as in India. 

Many thousands of Australians from 
all cultures follow both traditions of 
Buddhism.

Does Buddhism forbid the eating of meat?

Not entirely, however, most ordained monks 
and nuns from China, Taiwan and Vietnam are 
vegetarian. 

Whether to consume meat or not is left to the discretion of the individual, but
followers of Buddhism may, at times, abstain from meat at certain periods of
the year. The reasons that a person may choose to become a vegetarian is due
to the Buddhist belief that taking the life of any living creature is a negative
action. 

Are worship times important to Buddhists?

Early mornings and evenings are common times for Buddhists to practice 
meditation. This may include chanting, prostration and/or silent meditation. 

An Overview
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Do Buddhists practice their beliefs by wearing special clothing, 
jewellery or ornaments? 

Monks and nuns wear robes that vary in colour from maroon, saffron, grey,
brown, yellow and black. The different coloured robes reflect the country of
origin of the monastic tradition in which the individual takes his/her monastic
vows. Monks and nuns may wear casual clothes at times, however, they 
generally wear their robes. 

Monks and nuns wear their hair very short and, in many cases, shave their
heads. Lay Buddhists may wear medallions, prayer beads around their wrists 
or necks and/or coloured string around their necks or wrists. 

Do Buddhists have periods of fasting?

Monks and nuns and some lay people may have one meal a day which is the
lunch meal. There are some practices that require some fasting but these are
generally done during retreats. 

What is the significance of bowing?

Bowing means paying homage, respect and honour to monks and nuns and
other spiritual leaders. In some cultures, bowing to elders is a sign of respect.
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Is it true that Buddhists do not report a death in the family to police?

This is not true. Buddhists follow and adhere to State and Federal Laws.

In the case of death, what protocol should be observed?

It is best to leave the deceased in an undisturbed state for as long as possible.

It is advisable that a Buddhist monk or nun be contacted to perform the 
necessary death prayers. 

How should a corpse be positioned and handled?

This depends on the culture and tradition of Buddhism with which the
deceased was affiliated. 

In Theravaden, the body can be handled in a respectful way immediately. 
In the Mahayana tradition it is best to leave the body undisturbed for up to
eight hours. 

In both cases, a Buddhist monk should be called to perform the necessary
death prayers. 

Are next of kin required to remain with the deceased?

Chinese, Tibetan, Vietnamese and Western Buddhists would prefer to stay with
the deceased. However, this is not obligatory. 

Are there any special requirements regarding disposal of the corpse?

Buddhists can either be cremated or buried. There is no restriction as to who
performs this task. 

Death and Related Issues
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Are there any protocols in Buddhism that specify which member of the
family should speak to police and emergency services workers during
their inquiries?

In some Asian cultures, both male and female police and emergency services
workers should speak to the male head of the family or the eldest son. In the
Sri Lankan community there is no such restriction.

What is the status of women in Buddhism? 

Women have an equal status in Buddhist faith.

Women may feel inhibited discussing incidents of a sexual nature with
police and emergency services workers. What can be done toalleviate
this situation?

A female officer should be available for women reporting such details. Some
Buddhist women would prefer to be accompanied by a trusted relative or
friend when making such reports. They should be allowed to do so. 

Gender Roles and Family
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What are the protocols for handshaking, physical proximity and 
touching when dealing with strangers?

The more common greeting gesture for Buddhists is to place both hands in 
a praying position, then bow gently. However, some sects have their hands 
folded over the heart in greeting. Hand shaking with lay people is permitted.
Other touching depends on the same-sex interchange. 

Never touch a monk or nun on the head. 

Are blood samples, body fluids and other specimens, photographs 
and prints allowed to be taken by police and emergency services workers?

While Buddhists are not prevented from supplying any of the above, there
may be cultural restrictions against the provision of these. 

Should shoes be removed before entering a Buddhist household?

In general, shoes should be removed prior to entering a shrine room or 
rooms used by a family. The family rooms are considered to be slightly less
sacred than the shrine room. 

Shoes are considered to bring negativity, dirt and uncleanness into the rooms
from the outside world. In an emergency shoes may be left on, however, 
if unsure, it is good practice to ask. 

Why is eye contact a sensitive issue and is this due to cultural or 
religious reasons? 

Eye contact or lack of eye contact is largely a cultural practice. In an Asian 
context, direct eye contact means confrontation. 

However, due to religious reasons, monks and nuns from Cambodia, Sri Lanka,
Thailand, Burma and Vietnam may not look directly at a member of the 
opposite sex. 

27
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Are there any religious/cultural practices which may influence the way
people interact with police and emergency services workers?

In some Asian cultures people speak to police and emergency services workers
in a very reserved and hesitant manner and this may be due to their previous
experiences with police and emergency services workers and authorities in
their countries of origin.

Police and emergency services workers may facilitate communication by 
adopting an open and non-threatening manner when questioning individuals. 

If a monk or nun is the subject of police and emergency services workers
inquiry, it is important to ask whether they wish the head monk of their 
temple or association to be informed of the incident. Their decision should be
respected.

Would a Buddhist refuse to take the oath on the Bible in a court 
of law?

As the Bible holds no significance for Buddhists an alternative oath would be
preferred.

Are there any religious days that would conflict with court dates?

Vesak, the Buddha’s birthday and the various Asian cultural calendars New
Year’s days might conflict with court dates. 

If the court date, however, falls on these days and there is no other option, 
the individual would appear in court. 

What do police and emergency services workers need to know about
particular feast days or religious ceremonies?

If police and emergency services workers attend an incident during a religious
ceremony it would be appreciated if they could wait until the ceremony has
finished. On feast days, if a puja is being performed, the above also applies. 

Generally, it is advisable to treat all situations with due respect. 

Religious Practices and Policing
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What is the role of religious leaders in Buddhism?

Monks, nuns and some lay spiritual leaders are highly regarded by their 
communities and it is advisable that police and emergency services workers
contact these leaders in cases such as domestic violence, community protests
and/or demonstrations. 

How should police and emergency services workers approach a
Buddhist temple?

The head monk or nun should be informed before a temple or praying hall 
is searched. Police and emergency services workers should be accompanied 
by a responsible member of the place throughout the operation, particularly
when statues and religious objects are to be disturbed.

When entering a shrine room, hats and shoes should be removed and, if 
possible, weapons should not be carried. 

How do religious teachings affect the delivery of police and emergency
services workers services?

In general, the guiding philosophy for all Buddhists is to avoid harmful actions. 

When an incident occurs, however, it would be worthwhile for police and
emergency services workers to seek advice and information from the monks 
or nuns of the temple to which the individual is associated.
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How should police and emergency services workers acknowledge a
shrine, statue or deity in a person’s house or temple? How should 
religious objects be searched ?

It is recommended that statues, pictures, the shrine and other religious objects
be treated with respect and reverence. 

Police and emergency services workers should explain clearly and fully the 
purpose of their actions if they intend to search religious objects and apologise
for any offence that this may cause. 

Buddhist statues should be lifted or held by the base and never by the head or
top of the object. 

Are there any dates of religious significance when police and 
emergency services workers should not approach an individual for an
interview?

Vesak, the Buddha’s birthday, is the one date to be avoided. 

It is necessary to consult the various Asian calendars for this date as it varies
from culture to culture.

In addition, if the individual is in reclusive retreat, contact with that individual
should be delayed until such time that the retreat has been completed. 
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Christianity takes its name from its “founder” Jesus Christ.

Jesus is his personal name. Christ is the Greek version of the Jewish 
word Messiah (anointed) and was given to Jesus as a title by his 
followers.

Jesus grew up in Nazareth, a village in Galilee in today’s Middle East 
region, 2000 years ago.

Christians believe that the birth of Jesus fulfilled the prophecies in the 
Old Testament regarding the birth of the Messiah to the people of 
Israel.

In Christian teaching, Jesus Christ is the Son of God, fully divine and 
fully human. The fullness of God’s nature is revealed in Him.

Fundamental to the Christian Faith is the belief that reconciliation 
between God and mankind was achieved through the death of Christ 
and that Christ rose from the dead three days after being put to 
death by crucifixion in Jerusalem.

The Christian Scriptures comprise the Old and New Testaments.  
These are not single continuous works but collections of sacred 
writings; the Old Testament consisting of Scripture shared with the 
Jewish synagogue and the New Testament of writings recording the 
gospel or “good news” concerning Jesus Christ.

Christian Faith
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What are the key Christian festivals celebrated in Australia?

• The celebration of Christ’s birth, CHRISTMAS.
• The observance of GOOD FRIDAY & EASTER DAY preceded by the solemnity 
   of HOLY WEEK.
Holy Week begins on the Sunday before Easter, ie. PALM SUNDAY.

In many localities there are inter-church street processions which may require 
police and emergency services workers attendance for traffic control at certain 
points. These processions recall Christ’s entry into Jerusalem. In some cities the 
“Stations of the Cross” are also observed in this way.

Tradition varies throughout the Christian Church but generally speaking the 
Church Year is divided into “seasons”. Within these seasons there are numer-
ous holy days and saints’ days, commemorated to greater or lesser degree 
according to denominational or local custom. An example is the observance of 
“St. Michael & All Angels” on 29th September. St. Michael is patron saint of 
police officers.

Sunday is the main day of worship for Christians, recalling the first Easter 
Day and is, in effect, the first day of the week. (Note – As the name implies, 
Seventh Day Adventists observe the Sabbath on Saturdays).

In the Orthodox Church, although Easter and Christmas are at similar times 
of the year, the dates of these occasions are different to those shown on most 
Australian calendars.

An Overview
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What are the variations within Christianity?
This is a very complex area.  Broadly speaking the Church is divided into the 
following major groupings –

Western Christianity

For example –
• Roman Catholic, under the authority of the Pope.
• Those which arose out of the Reformation between the 14th and 17th 
   centuries, eg. Anglican, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Baptist, etc.

Eastern Christianity

For example – Orthodox Churches which are in Communion with the Patriarch 
of Constantinople. There are several branches of Eastern Orthodox Church in 
Australia, including Russian, Ukrainian, Serbian, Macedonian, Armenian and 
Greek Orthodox. Many people confuse the Orthodox Church with Orthodox 
Jews, but the similarity of names is purely coincidental.  Actually, Orthodox is a 
Greek word meaning “right worship” and “right faith”.  The Orthodox Church 
is actually a “family” of churches, consisting of many ethnic groups.

The Orthodox Church is the second largest Christian grouping in the world.  
Total membership is estimated at 200 million.

The Western and Eastern churches split in 1054, primarily over the increasing 
authority of the Pope.
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Other Groups

For example –

• Jehovah’s Witnesses
• Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (Mormons)
• Christian Scientists

All churches contain within them liberal and conservative views and may 
give priority to different aspects of the Faith, adding to the complexity of 
“understanding” the Church.

(Note – The Uniting Church in Australia arose from a Merger of Methodist, 
Presbyterian and Congregational churches in 1977 but there are still continu-
ing Presbyterian congregations).

Are worship times important to Christians?

Christians usually gather for worship on Sunday to celebrate and remember 
the resurrection of Jesus.  Services to mark other occasions may be held at 
almost any time, according to denominational custom.
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What are the protocols for handling the deceased?

There are no prescribed Christian protocols for handling a deceased person 
but police and emergency services workers officers should be alert to the 
possibility of cultural expectations in this regard.

For Christians death marks a new relationship with God.  At the time of a 
death some Christians may want a priest or other clergy-person to give “last 
rites” over the body prior to a funeral director removing the deceased person.  
This is a brief ritual of prayers commending the person’s soul into God’s care 
and praying for the bereaved.

Last rites or prayers for a deceased person may be requested and administered 
at the scene of accidents or in other circumstances where police and 
emergency services workers are in attendance.

Are there special requirements regarding autopsies?

It would be unlikely that any objection to an autopsy would be raised by 
next-of-kin on religious grounds, even amongst Christian sects in Australia.

Police chaplains can be of assistance if specific situations are unclear.

Death and Related Issues
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Are there special considerations when entering or searching a Church 
building?

Caps and hats should be removed.

In those churches in which the Eucharist/Mass/Holy Communion is celebrated, 
the altar or holy table, and the area surrounding it, should be treated with 
respect. In many churches consecrated elements of bread and wine are 
reserved in a special safe called a tabernacle or aumbry.

A lamp (red or white) burning in the sanctuary area indicates the presence of 
the “reserved sacrament”. The area may be entered with decorum. Statues or 
chapels dedicated to the Virgin Mary should also be accorded respect.

What Resources are available to police and emergency services workers?
In major centres churches are listed in the Yellow Pages under Churches, 
Mosques and Temples and under Organisations – Church and Religious.

Police chaplains are willing to assist with inquiries about religious issues related 
to operational policing or dialogue with various Faiths.

What is the role of religious leaders in Christianity?
Within the traditions of the Christian Church leaders (clergy) are ordained as 
Priests, Ministers or Pastors. Their leadership role is concerned not only with 
teaching and the administration of the sacraments but also with the pasto-
ral care of church members and adherents. Therefore, it is not unusual for a 
church member or adherent to request the presence of a minister, priest or 
pastor when facing difficult or critical situations.

In a court of law would a Christian take an oath on the Bible?
Christians from most traditions would expect to take an oath on the Bible.

Are there any restrictions on police and emergency services workers 
speaking with children?

No. The expectation is that young children should be sensitively treated and 
given the opportunity to be accompanied by a family member or trusted 
adult.

Religious Practices & Policing

37

C
H

R
IST

IA
N

  FA
IT

H



Are there any restrictions in Christianity regarding physical contact?

Whilst there may be some cultural restrictions there are no religious restrictions 
that need to be observed when approaching or dealing with a Christian.

Does providing blood samples, body fluids and other specimens for 
investigative purposes present problems?

Within the mainline Christian Church, (Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Anglican, 
Protestant and Pentecostal churches) there are no restrictions. Jehovah’s 
Witnesses will not permit blood transfusions. They would however, be unlikely 
to object to a blood sample being taken for investigative purposes.

What are the main Clergy Titles

It is appropriate to refer to Catholic priests as “Father”. Many Anglican clergy 
use this form of address also.

“Reverend” is an inclusive and general way of addressing clergy. In some 
churches the term “Pastor” is used, eg. Pastor Jean White.

Informality is common these days. If in doubt, ask the clergy what they prefer.
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Hindu Faith
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Hinduism has evolved in different ways by different communities in 
India over thousands of years, making it one of the oldest living 
religions in the world.

Hindus believe that their religion is without beginning or end and 
that it is a continuous process, even preceding the existence of our 
earth and the many other worlds beyond.

Hinduism has numerous schools of thought, but has no founder, no 
central creed and no central administration or hierarchy of ministers. 

It advocates the principles of non-violence, reincarnation and 
tolerance of difference within itself and of other religions. Underlying 
the many and varied expressions of Hinduism is a central belief in 
Karma, the law of cause and effect and reincarnation.

Hindus accept that there may be many manifestations of the one 
universal god. 

Hindu religious belief and cultural life go hand-in-hand and, as such, 
there are many daily customs and rituals which remain important to 
a Hindu in Australia. 

Hindu Faith
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What are the key Hindu festivals celebrated in Australia?

There are Hindu festivals almost every month. They are based on the Lunar 
Calendar and, hence, the dates vary from year to year. 

The main festivals observed in Australia are:

Thaipusam            January

Sivarathiri              March (whole night vigil)

Hindu New Year    April

Krishna Jeyanthi     September

Navarathiri             September/October (10 day festival)

Deepavali               October/November

What are the variations within Hinduism?

All Hindus have common fundamentals. The variations in practice are largely 
based on where Hindus have come from. 

For example, Hindus of North Indian origin would have certain practices which 
are not followed by Hindus from Sri Lanka. Some variations are also due to the 
different interpretation of philosophies and Scriptures by different Gurus 
(religious leaders). Thus, the ISKON (Hare Krishna) movement has certain 
practices which are not followed by the majority of Hindus. 

An Overview
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Does Hinduism forbid the eating of meat?

Hindus believe in the interdependence of life and will not eat any food that 
has involved the taking of life. Consequently, most Hindus are vegetarians, 
especially women. 

Hinduism forbids the eating of beef. This is because the cow is held to be 
sacred and, generally, taking of another life to feed oneself is considered to be 
unreligious. However, in Australia many Hindus are vegetarians only on Hindu 
festivals, eating fish and meat (not beef) on other days. 

There is also a prohibition on eating any food that has been prepared with 
utensils and cooking implements previously used in the cooking of beef. 
Some Hindus may relax these food restrictions although they are likely to be 
observant of not eating beef. 
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Are worship times important to Hindus?

Hindus are encouraged to pray at dawn and dusk, but the actual time is not 
critical. Worship at Temples are between 6.30am and 8.00am and 7.00pm 
and 8.30pm. 

Hindus worship both individually and communally. Most Hindus pray at least 
once a day, at sunrise. They must wash thoroughly and change their clothes 
before praying. 

Do Hindus practice their beliefs by wearing special jewellery, 
clothing or ornaments?

A Hindu woman puts on glass wedding bangles on her marriage and they are 
not removed unless the husband dies when the widow ceremoniously shat-
ters them. Breaking or removing wedding bangles is considered an extremely 
bad omen and will greatly distress a Hindu woman. It is often impossible to 
remove wedding bangles without breaking them. 

Married women also wear a thali (which looks like a nugget) on a chain at all 
times. This is also removed only when the husband dies. They also wear a red 
dot on their forehead.

Some Hindus wear a thread around their bodies. It passes diagonally across 
the body from the shoulder to about waist height. It is put on at an important 
religious ceremony and should never be removed. Men of one Hindu sect, 
Swami Narayan, may wear a bead necklace. 

Traditional clothing is worn when participating in worship or religious festivals. 
Some Hindus (men and women) wear a religious talisman on a chain, as 
protection from evil action by others. 

Do Hindus have periods of fasting?

Fasting is common among Hindus, especially widows and elderly women. 
The effects of long fasting on fluid balances and pain relieving drugs need to 
be explained to dying and seriously ill patients. 

Normally Hindus fast for a day’s duration, however, sometimes a vow is taken 
to fast for a specific number of days.
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What is the meaning of death in the Hindu faith?

Hindus accept death as an inevitable part of life. This acceptance is based on a 
belief in rebirth or reincarnation. There is a decaying of the body but a contin-
uum of spirit. Death signifies that the soul leaves the human body. The body is 
cremated (returned to dust) as soon as practicable. Hindus see death not as a 
denial but an assertion of the spirit, however, on a practical level, personal loss 
is still deeply felt.

A dying Hindu will want the presence of his/her family for comfort and to 
recite the Hindu Scriptures. Patients may call for a Hindu priest to assist with 
their acts of worship and help them accept the death philosophically. If the 
patient is an elderly person he/she will want the presence of the eldest son for 
he is the one who will conduct the funeral service. 

Hindus are usually cremated, except for children under three who are buried. 
Ideally the cremation should be within 24 hours of death, however, laws in 
some Australian States and Territories prevent cremation within this time 
period. 

Are there any special requirements regarding autopsies?

Autopsies are considered extremely objectionable and deeply disrespectful to 
the dead and his/her family. This issue must be handled with sensitivity and 
explained carefully to the family. 

The preference is not to have autopsies unless required by law. 

Who would be most likely to undertake identification of the corpse?

Where the dead person is the head of the family, the spouse or eldest child
(if adult) is normally contacted first and he/she would also decide on any 
restrictions regarding who will see or handle the body. 

Death and Related Issues
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Do family members stay with the body?

A Hindu family will usually want the body to go home at some stage before 
cremation – usually between the funeral parlour and the crematorium. 

At home the family will sing hymns and recite Scriptures. During the funeral 
they may light a candle and walk around the body, placing the candle on the 
chest of the deceased. This symbolises cremation as it would have been in 
their homeland (in India, the dead are cremated on a funeral pyre, lit by the 
eldest son). 

When lying in state (for viewing) the body should be placed in a north-south 
direction with the head pointing towards the south. The family will want the 
ashes for future spiritual ceremonies or to scatter in a place of spiritual 
significance like the River Ganges.

What are the bereavement practices for a Hindu family?

There is usually a time of isolation and segregation after the funeral with the 
chief mourners going into retirement. Grief is expressed openly with physical 
gestures, the holding of hands and embraces. These physical comforts are 
considered important for those remaining. 
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What is the role of the family in Hinduism?

The family plays a very important role within Hinduism. The father or, in his 
absence, the mother, is expected to deal with external parties in formal 
interactions. 

The hierarchy generally is as follows:
Father (Head of family)
Mother (Wife)
Grandparents (Parent of the head of the family)
Eldest child
Subsequent children 
Where an aunt or uncle is present, he/she may take precedence 
over the children.

What is the status of women in the Hindu religion?

Women are generally protected but, otherwise, are treated equally. Hindu 
women would usually prefer to have a male relative with them when dealing 
with police officers and emergency services workers. 

Gender Roles and Family
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Does the Hindu religion allow physical contact, such as handshaking 
when dealing with strangers?

Orthodox Hindus avoid all physical contact with strangers especially with 
members of the opposite sex. Hindus in Australia do not object to formal 
handshakes. 

What is the Hindu view on providing blood samples, body fluids and 
other specimens, photographs, prints etc for investigative purposes?

None. 

Should shoes be removed before entering a Hindu household?

Footwear that is worn outside the house is not normally worn inside the 
house. No footwear is worn in the prayer room or near the altar. This is for 
reasons of cleanliness and also to reduce negative vibrations coming into the 
prayer room. 

Religious Practices and Policing

Are there any religious/cultural beliefs that may influence the way 
people interact with police and emergency services workers?

From a cultural perspective, Hindus do not like to discuss family problems 
with outsiders, including the police and emergency services workers. Family 
elders are expected to resolve issues within the family. 

Would a Hindu refuse to take the oath on the Bible in a court of law?

Yes. While Hindus respect the practice of other religions, the Bible does not 
have any special significance to them.
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What do police and emergency services workers need to know about 
particular feast days / religious ceremonies?

Hindus would not attend court on Holy Days, especially the Hindu New Year, 
Navarathiri and Deepavali. Dates for religious feasts and ceremonies are based 
on the Lunar Calendar and astronomical computations and thus the dates vary 
from year to year. 

The priest conducting the religious ceremonies, subject to weather conditions, 
is often topless (male). The main male participant may also be required to be 
similarly attired. A small open fire plays an important part in many religious 
ceremonies. 

Only vegetarian food is served during religious ceremonies and no alcohol is 
allowed. 

What is the role of religious leaders in Hinduism?

Priests at temples advise only on religious ceremonies. Leaders of the local 
Hindu community are mainly concerned with the management of religious 
facilities. 

Depending on individual personalities they may be able to assist police and 
emergency services workers in certain circumstances. Spiritual 
leaders (gurus) provide guidance on spiritual matters. 

How should police and emergency services workers approach a Hindu 
Temple?

If a ceremony is in progress police and emergency services workers should 
try to avoid causing confusion and should not touch shrines or statues. They 
should always take off their shoes before entering Temple buildings.
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Islamic Faith
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Islam was founded in Arabia and is based on the teachings of the 
Prophet Muhammed. One who practices Islam is a Muslim. A Muslim 
follows the Qur’an, the written revelation brought by Muhammed. 

A belief in only one God, unitary and omnipotent is central to Islam. 
According to Islam, God has four fundamental functions: creation, 
sustenance, guidance and judgment. The ultimate purpose of 
humanity is to be in the “service of God”, to worship him alone 
and to construct an ethical social order. 

Islam teaches that, because of humanity’s moral weakness, God sent 
prophets to teach both individuals and nations correct moral and 
spiritual behaviour. All prophets are human, but they are the most 
perfect exemplars for humanity. Muslims believe that Muhammed was 
the final Prophet and that the Qur’an is the final and most nearly 
perfect revelation of God. 

Five duties, known as the Five Pillars of Islam, are regarded as central 
to the life of the Islamic community. The first duty is the profession of 
faith: “There is no God but Allah and Muhammed is his Prophet”. 
The second duty is that of the five daily prayers. The third duty of a 
Muslim is to pay zakat (alms to the poor). The fourth duty is the fast 
of the month of Ramadan. The fifth duty is the pilgrimage to Mecca. 

Islamic Faith
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What are the key Islamic festivals celebrated in Australia?

There are two main festivals in Islam. 

The first festival is Eid-ul-Fitr-Ramazan Bayram which signifies the end of 
the month of fasting called “Ramadan”. 

The second is the Eid-ul-Adha-Kurban Bayram which signifies the 
commemoration of the sacrificing of a sheep by the prophet Ibrahim 
(Abraham). A Muslim sacrifices a sheep and shares it with poor people and 
friends on that day. 

Ramadan is the ninth month of the Islamic Lunar Calendar when the prophet 
Muhammed received the first revelation of the Qur’an from God. 

During this month Muslims fast for 29 to 30 days from dawn until sunset and 
abstain from eating, drinking, smoking and having sexual relations. Ramadan 
is a month of piety and self-discipline. 

ISLA
M

IC
 FA

IT
H

An Overview

51



What are the variations within Islam?

The fundamental belief of all Muslims is the oneness of God, the prophethood 
of Muhammed and the Qur’an (the only Holy book for Muslims around the 
world). 

There are, however, two main sects in Islam: the Sunni and the Shee’a. 

The difference between the two sects is that the Sunni’s elect their leaders 
amongst those who are pious and able to do the job effectively, whilst the 
Shee’a’s insist that their leader must be a descendent of the prophet’s family. 

Are worship times important to Muslims?

Muslims pray five times during the day and night; in the morning, midday, 
afternoon, after sunset and at night. 

They are daily obligatory prayers performed by all adults and it is necessary 
to take ablutions before prayer to be personally clean and to have a clean 
area where prayer is performed. 

Muslims direct themselves during prayer to face towards Ka’ba, the grand 
Mosque in Mekka. Prayers are congregational and are to be offered in a 
mosque but they may be offered individually if a person cannot be present 
with a congregation. 

A formal public call to prayer is made from a minaret of the mosque. 

Why is Friday an important day for Muslims?

Friday is the day in which Muslims pray the weekly assigned (or legislated) 
special congregational prayer and a sermon is delivered by the Imam in the 
mosque. Muslims are obliged very strongly to attend Friday prayer.
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What are the protocols for handling dead bodies and who should be 
initially contacted?

If a Muslim dies in hospital, staff are requested to move the body into a 
separate room and call the family of the deceased. There is no need for 
hospital staff to wash the body but it is important to cover it fully with a 
white sheet, especially if the deceased is a woman.

Are there special requirements regarding autopsies?

In cases where accidents have been the cause of death, Muslims allow 
autopsies to be carried out, but in general, it is to be avoided.

Why does the body have to be buried within 24 hours?

The deceased is buried as quickly as possible following death. This is 
prescribed in Islam and also helps to relieve the tension that family and 
friends experience while waiting for the burial.

Who would be most likely to identify the deceased?

Identification of the body should be done strictly by immediate family 
members. 

Death and Related Issues
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Are there any religious reasons for men to refuse to deal with police 
and emergency services women workers or shake their hands on 
introduction?

It is not permitted in Islam for a male to shake the hand of a female who is 
not immediately related to him, and vice versa. Immediately related members 
include wife, mother, daughter, sister, aunt, niece, husband, father, son, 
brother, uncle, nephew etc.

How can resistance by males to being interviewed by police and 
emergency services women workers be overcome?

The most effective way to overcome this issue is to have female police and 
emergency services workers interview females and male police and emergency 
services workers interview males. 

Does Islam allow talking to strangers of the opposite sex? 

It is, sometimes, permitted to casually talk to strangers of the opposite sex 
but it is not permitted to sit together in a secluded environment. While in 
emergency situations this may be overruled, it is preferred if it can be avoided. 

A male officer should avoid speaking to a Muslim woman without her husband 
being present. 

What is the status of women in Islam?

A woman in Islam is as vital as any other man and she is not inferior to him. 
The rights and responsibilities of a woman are equal to those of a man but are 
not necessarily identical. 

What are the religious protocols when photographing Muslim women 
especially married women?

A woman may be photographed. However, it would be advisable if her 
husband or an immediate relative is present. 

Gender Roles and Family
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Can women remove their veil or face covering?

Women are permitted to remove their face covering, but should not remove 
the veil which covers their hair and body. Women’s hands may also be 
uncovered. 

Why do some Muslim women wear the hijab (head dress)?

A Muslim woman wears a head dress called hijab so as not to display her 
charms or expose her physical attractions to strangers. The veil can save her 
soul from weakness, her mind from indulgence, her eyes from lustful looks and 
her personality from demoralisation. A woman naturally possesses less physi-
cal strength than a man and Islam is most concerned with the integrity of a 
woman to safeguard her morals and chastity and to protect her character and 
personality. A Muslim woman chooses to protect herself this way according to 
Islamic religion. 

Women may feel inhibited discussing incidents of a sexual nature with 
police and emergency services workers. What can be done to alleviate 
this situation?

A female officer should be available for women reporting such details and 
interviews should be conducted privately.

How does Islam impact on the family?

Islam fosters a strongly united family and members of the family usually 
remain together for a long time. The eldest son is usually in charge of the 
family in the absence of the father. 

In cases of domestic violence, it is advisable for police and emergency ser-
vices workers to keep the family united and not to remove children, especially 
young girls, from the family home. The worst thing that could happen to a 
Muslim family would be to have their young boy or girl taken from them and 
placed in a refuge, this is particularly important when it comes to young girls. 

Are there any restrictions when speaking with children?

It is preferable to speak to children in the presence of their parents. 
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What is appropriate behaviour when comforting a Muslim woman?

Comforting Islamic women should not involve touching and it is preferable to 
provide comfort by kind words in the presence of others. 

Close proximity to a Muslim woman by strangers is prohibited. 
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Are there any dates of religious significance which police and 
emergency services workers should be made aware of?

There are no dates in particular, however, if police and emergency services 
workers want to interview someone during fasting days, it may be preferable 
to do so after sunset. 

How do religious teachings affect the delivery of police and emergency 
services workers services?

The Islamic religion requests its followers to be law-abiding citizens and 
individuals should co-operate with police and emergency services workers. 

However, in incidents such as domestic violence, police and emergency
services workers need to have an understanding of the traditions, ways of life 
and habits of Muslims. 

Muslims may employ different methods to resolve problems, particularly in 
cases where authorities advise that children be separated from their families. 

Would a Muslim refuse to take the oath on the Bible in a court of law?

A Muslim should only take an oath on the Qur’an in a court of law.

What is the role of the religious leaders in Islam?

The Imam is a respected person in the Muslim community and leads the 
five daily prayers in the mosque. 

He has extensive knowledge of the Islamic faith. The Imam (Hojah in Turkish) 
would greatly appreciate for police and emergency services workers to consult 
him on matters of domestic violence. He can assist in providing appropriate 
explanations and assistance to police and emergency services workers thus 
avoiding potentially negative situations by fragmenting the family unit. 

Religious Practices and Policing
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How should police and emergency services workers approach a 
mosque?

Police and emergency services workers are welcome to call on any mosque 
and work together with the Imam of that mosque to ensure that, through 
co-operation, better results are achieved. 

Shoes must be removed to keep the mosque clean as part of the Muslim 
prayer ritual is to lie prostrate on the floor. 

Removal of shoes is not necessary in those areas of the mosque where there is 
no carpet, that is, where prostration is not performed. 
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Judaism is one of the world’s oldest religious traditions. Jewish people 
believe that a single, transcendent God created the universe and 
continues providentially to govern it. 

The same God who created the world revealed himself to the 
Israelites at Mount Sinai. The content of that revelation is the Torah 
(revealed instruction), God’s will for humankind is expressed in the 
Commandments. 

A second major concept in Judaism is that of the covenant, or 
contractual agreement between God and the Jewish people. They 
would acknowledge God, agreeing to obey his law; God, in turn, 
would acknowledge Israelites as his particular people.

The study of the Torah is considered an act of worship in rabbinic 
Judaism. The Torah is read liturgically each Sabbath, the seventh 
day of the week, which is spent in prayer, study, rest and family 
feasting. In the course of a year, the entire Torah will be read on 
Sabbath and festival days. 

Jewish Faith
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What are the key Jewish festivals in Australia?

The cycle of Jewish festivals is a combination of the biblical and the historic. 

There are those which are described in the Bible including Rosh Hashanah 
(the New Year), Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement), Sukkot (Tabernacles) 
and Shavuot (Pentecost). 

There are also festivals that celebrate historic events such as Pesach (Passover) 
which commemorates the Jewish Exodus from Egypt, Purim (the Feast of Lots) 
which celebrates Jewish survival when the Persian King Ahasuerus and his 
Jewish wife Esther foiled a plot to kill all Jews, and the post-biblical Channukah 
(the Festival of Lights) marks the Jewish victory over the Seleucid monarch 
who tried to eliminate Jewish worship from Israel. 

There are also days of mourning which mark dark events in Jewish history such 
as the Tisha b’Av which commemorates the day on which both the First and 
Second Temples in Jerusalem were destroyed. 

All these festivals and days of mourning have their own rituals and traditions, 
most including synagogue worship and family gatherings. Some require Jews 
to fast, especially on Yom Kippur, the most solemn day of the Jewish religious 
calendar. 

Two of the more colourful festivals which may require police and emergency 
services workers attention because in areas where Jews are concentrated 
celebration tends to spill out into the streets, are Simchat Torah and Purim. 
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What are the variations within Judaism?

An Orthodox service is conducted by the rabbi who, in Jewish tradition, is a 
teacher not an anointed priest, whose authority comes from his learning rather 
than a consecrating “Laying on of hands”. He is assisted by a chazan (cantor), 
usually distinguished for his singing voice, and lay members of the congrega-
tion who participate in the service and are honoured by being “called up” to 
the reading of the Torah. 

As few modern Jews can in fact read the poetic Hebrew of the Torah, 
particularly in the ancient singing style, the portion is in fact read by the 
cantor and the honoured member of the congregation reads blessings before 
and after the reading. 

Liberal and Progressive congregations permit women rabbis and cantors 
and encourage women to read from the Torah. These congregations also use 
a mixed choir whereas Orthodox synagogues permit male choirs only.

Men and women congregants in an Orthodox synagogue are separated; the 
women sit upstairs or behind a mechitzah (partition), which is sometimes 
merely a grill through which they can see the service, but in the most rigorous 
Orthodox congregations is a true barrier. 

In Liberal and Progressive synagogues men and women sit together.

Why do Jewish people want Saturday free instead of Sunday?

The fifth of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20: 8-10) is the commandment 
to ‘remember the Sabbath Day and keep it holy. Thou shalt do no work’. 

In Jewish tradition the Sabbath – the seventh day – is Saturday and like all 
Jewish festivals, extends from sunset to sunset – that is from sunset Friday to 
sunset on Saturday. 

62

JEW
ISH

 FA
IT

H

JEW
ISH

 FA
IT

H



Are worship times important for Jewish people?

The most Orthodox Jews pray three times a day, morning, afternoon, and eve-
ning. However, most manage to fit these prayer times into their normal work  
schedule and do not require special consideration when working or 
participating in general society. 

However, Sabbath and Festival observance does require special arrangements 
and consideration and usually requires abstinence from work and usual 
routine.

Why do Jewish men cover their heads?

In Australia the vast majority of Jews look and dress like other Australians with 
the only exception that some observant men wear a kippah (skullcap) at all 
times. Jewish texts associate the wearing of headgear with the concept of 
reverence (to God) and respect.
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Are there any protocols in the Jewish faith for handling the deceased?

After death, the body must be carefully and reverently prepared for burial by 
the Jewish Burial Society, called the Chevra Kadisha – the Holy Brotherhood. 

The body is washed and immersed in a body of water called a mikvah and 
then dried. The body is wrapped in a shroud and is then placed in a plain 
pine coffin. Burial is to take place promptly and generally is carried out prior 
to nightfall.

The mourning period involves three stages – the first week the mourners 
refrain from work and usual tasks and remain at home to be visited and 
comforted by family and friends; the first month is also observed by avoiding 
light hearted activities; and during the first year mourners refrain from attend-
ing celebrations or entertainment where music is played. 

When advising of the death of a family member, there is no particular relative 
to be contacted. However, Jewish tradition requires haste in making funeral 
arrangements and relatives are advised immediately so that burial can take 
place promptly.

With regard to identification of the body, closest family members should be 
contacted and then the Jewish Burial Society.

Are autopsies permitted in the Jewish faith?

There is a strong belief in the Jewish tradition in the sacredness of the human 
being and the dignity of the human spirit. For this reason, autopsy – or the 
desecration of the body – is not permitted in Jewish law. 

Thus, efforts are often made to gain an exemption from autopsy requirements.

Death and Related Issues
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Do family members need to stay with the body?

Jewish tradition requires that the body be ‘watched’ at all times as the soul, 
it is believed, does not leave until the burial. Thus, once the Burial Society 
becomes involved, arrangements will be made to have it accompanied at all times. 

This need not be done by relatives often well-respected community members 
take this role on voluntarily.
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What is the role of the family in Judaism?

The family is the cornerstone of Jewish life and marriage and parenthood are 
strong expectations in Jewish families. 

Although the presence of 10 men that allows a formal prayer service to take 
place, women have a critical role in Jewish life. 

What is the status of women in Judaism?

Jewishness of a person is determined through the matriarchal line, that is, 
if one’s mother is Jewish, then one is considered to be Jewish. This ascribes 
importance to the woman in Judaism. Education of children and the 
maintenance of traditions and rituals also is the responsibility of the wife and 
mother in families. 

Are there any restriction on police and emergency services workers 
speaking with children?

No, although, as in most family situations, young children should be 
sensitively treated and given the opportunity to be accompanied by a family 
member or trusted advocate.

Gender Roles and Family
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Are there any restrictions in Judaism regarding physical contact such 
as handshaking when dealing with strangers?

Physical contact between men (as in handshaking) is appropriate and 
acceptable. However ultraorthodox persons avoid all physical contact with 
members of the opposite sex (besides immediate family members), and limit 
other forms of association and conversation with them. 

Thus, when dealing with such male individuals (often dressed in black, with 
beards, earlocks and large hats) it would be preferable that a male police 
officer and emergency services worker is involved. 

Conversely, where ultra-orthodox Jewish women require to contact police and 
emergency services workers , it may be advisable to allocate a female police 
officer and emergency services worker. 

The women referred to here would be those who wear wigs out of modesty 
and have long dresses. 

What is the Jewish view on providing blood samples, body fluids and 
other specimens, photographs, prints etc for investigative purposes?

Under normal circumstances there would be no grounds for a Jewish person 
to refuse to provide blood samples, most body fluids, hair specimens, 
photographs or finger prints based on any Jewish religious objections, if 
such material is required and taken in accordance with valid civil and legal 
stipulations.

The notable exception would be regarding a request for a male to provide a 
semen sample. Jewish law severely prohibits the procurement of any such 
sample other than in the context of aiding conception. 

A Jewish man faced with a request for a semen sample would therefore be 
required to discuss the circumstances of the case with a Rabbi, a recognised 
authority on Jewish law, in order to obtain a ruling as to whether he is allowed 
to comply with this request. 
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Are there any dates of religious significance when police and 
emergency services workers should not approach an individual for 
an interview or to attend court hearings?

Wherever possible, police and emergency services workers should not 
approach traditional Jews on the Sabbath or Holy Days, unless the matter is 
one of life and death. Such matters override even Jewish law. 

The most sacred Holy Days are Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) observed 
usually in September, and the Jewish New Year or Rosh Hashanah.

If any of the Jewish Holy Days conflicted with a court date, an orthodox Jewish 
person could not attend. In most cases, there can be a negotiated compromise 
in such situations, involving postponement or adjournment of proceedings. 

What is the role of religious leaders in Judaism?

The communal leader in Judaism is the Rabbi, who is a teacher and not an 
annointed priest, whose authority comes from learning rather than a 
consecrating ‘laying on of hands’.

Most Jewish people are associated with a particular community or Synagogue 
and would thus have a Rabbi with whom they have a relationship. They would 
likely wish to have contact in a stressful or critical situation. 

It would be appropriate to involve such a Rabbi in certain cases, however, 
police and emergency services workers should check with the family whether 
this is acceptable to them.

How should police and emergency services workers approach a 
Synagogue?

It would be appropriate to try to make contact with the administrative office 
of the Synagogue firstly to explain the police and emergency services workers 
presence and obtain support for the visit. This can be done if the visit does not 
take place on the Sabbath or Holy Days. 

Religious Practices and Policing
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At most Sabbath and Holy Day services internal security is present at 
Synagogue premises and initial contact can be made with this person who 
can then notify the Rabbi, Congregation, President etc.

How do Jewish religious teachings affect the delivery of police and 
emergency services workers services?

The simple answer is that no Jewish law goes against Australian civil law or 
cultural practice. By ancient tradition, ‘the law of the country is law’.

At most Sabbath and Holy Day services internal security at Synagogue 
premises and initial contact can be made with this person who can then 
notify the Rabbi, Congregation, President etc.

There are cases, however, where Jewish law can conflict with civil law and solu-
tions have to be found to resolve these issues. For example, autopsies are, as a 
rule, not permitted for Jews unless they are required for legal reasons 
or in acute medical emergencies. Jewish graves are supposed to be left 
untouched forever, so when authorities speak as they do periodically about 
re-using graves, this would be of concern to Jews. 

One of the prohibitions about work on the Sabbath includes writing, so it is 
impossible for observant Jews to cast a vote on the Sabbath. As voting is 
compulsory, this could present a problem but, in most cases, Jews are able 
to register their votes early and are encouraged to do so.

Jews who divorce in civil courts are also required to divorce in the Jewish 
court and require a bill of Jewish divorce (gett) before they can remarry in a 
Synagogue. 

There have been cases of a husband refusing to grant his wife a gett, so 
chaining her to an unwanted marriage. Until recently, Rabbinic courts have 
been unable to force the granting of a gett as they once could when Jews 
lived in small, close-knit communities and the offender would be ostracised 
until he complied. 

Now the Rabbinic and Civil courts have come to an agreement in some 
jurisdictions where a civil judge can enforce the granting of a gett as part of 
the civil divorce and property settlement.
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From time to time, kosher killing of animals becomes an issue as it is alleged 
that the practice is inhumane and States have threatened to ban it. Usually 
Jews are able to argue against such bans because the body of evidence in 
studies here and overseas has shown that kosher ritual killing is, in fact, 
humane and does not cause undue suffering to the animal. 

In most cases where Australian law, custom or regulation conflicts or has 
the potential to conflict with Jewish law, custom or regulation, solutions are 
worked out with the appropriate Jewish and non-Jewish authorities. 

Would a Jewish person refuse to take an oath on the Bible in a court 
of law?

Ideally, Jewish people would make an affirmation rather than take an oath. 
Where an oath is taken, an Old Testament rather than a New Testament 
should be provided, as Judaism does not use the new testament in its worship.
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The word Sikh means disciple or student. A Sikh is a person who 
believes in One God and the teachings of the Ten Gurus, enshrined 
in the Guru Granth Sahib, the Sikh Holy Book, and has faith in Sikh 
baptism (Amrit). 

The Sikh religion was founded by Guru Nanak, born in 1469AD in the 
village Talwandi, now called Nankana Sahib, near Lahore (Pakistan). 
Guru Nanak and the nine Gurus who succeeded him set an example 
of living spiritually while taking an active part in the secular world. 

The tenth and last Guru, Guru Gobind Singh (1666-1708 AD) 
initiated the Sikh Baptism ceremony in 1699 AD. Shortly before 
passing away, the Guru ordained that Guru Granth Sahib, the Sikh 
Holy Scripture would be the ultimate spiritual authority for the Sikhs. 

Sikhism stresses the unity, truth and creativity of a personal God and 
urges union with him through meditation and surrender to his will. 

Sikhs do not believe in idol worship or rituals and gods and goddesses 
are considered non-entities. The religion consists of practical living, 
rendering service to humanity and engendering tolerance and 
brotherly love towards all. 

Sikh Faith
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What are the key Sikh festivals in Australia?

There are almost 20 main Sikh festivals, called Gurpurbs, in a calendar year and 
include the following:

• The birthdays of the ten Sikh Gurus. The birthdays of the first Guru Nanak 
and the tenth Guru Gobind Singh are particularly significant for Sikhs.

• The celebration of the five Sikhs baptised by the tenth Guru Gobind Singh. 
This is known as advent day of Khalsa, i.e. ‘Vaisakhi’.

• The martyrdom days of the fifth Guru Arjan Dev and the ninth Guru 
Tegh Bahader.

• The first time that the present Guru of the Sikhs (the Holy script-Sri 
Guru Granth Sahib) was placed in the Golden Temple Amritsar, India, in 
1604 and the day when he was ordained as Guru by the tenth master 
at the time of his departure in 1708.

• Commemoration of the five-day period when Guru Gobind Singh’s two 
sons were killed in the battle at Chamkaur and his other two sons were 
bricked alive in Sarhand, India (Shahidi Mela).

• The day when the sixth Guru Hargobind Sahib reached Amritsar 
(religious centre) after his release from the fort of Gavalior, known as Bandi 
Shore Day. It falls on the same day as Dewali, the Hindu Festival of Lights. 

• The 6th June when Indian Forces attacked the Golden Temple Amritsar in 
1984.
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Are worship times important to Sikhs?

A Sikh can worship at any time of the day or night but the expected prayer 
times are before sunrise and sunset and prior to going to bed at night. 

If possible, a Sikh should perform morning and evening prayers in a quiet 
place, but generally a Sikh should meditate on the Name of God by reciting 
His name (the Magnificent Lord, Waheguru) even while working.

Do Sikhs practice their beliefs by wearing special jewellery and 
clothing?

A male Sikh must start wearing a turban as soon as he is able to tie it. 

A baptised Sikh (known as Amritdhari Sikh) always wears the five K’s:

KIRPAN – a small sized sword placed in a shoulder belt;

KARA – an iron bangle;

KACHERA – special underwear;

KANGA – a small wooden comb to comb his/her hair; 

and a Sikh must not cut KESHAS (hair) from his/her body.

Each of the five K’s has a special religious significance for Sikhs:

KESHAS signify the faith of a Sikh that the human form is the perfect 
creation of God. We must not act against His will by cutting hair and we 
should always accept the actions of God gladly. 

KIRPAN signifies that a Sikh is not a coward and that he/she would fight 
against tyranny.

KACHERA signifies that a Sikh must not commit adultery.

KARA symbolises the universe wherein everyone is equal. 

An Amritdhari Sikh must not be asked to separate any of the Five K’s from his/
her body. The cutting of hair or abandoning the wearing of the turban should 
not even be suggested to a Sikh as these form an important part of 
the Sikh faith. 

The name of a male Sikh ends with Singh (which means lion) and that of a 
female ends with Kaur (which means lioness or princess). 
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What are the protocols for handling the deceased?

There are no specific protocols for the handling of a corpse except that it 
must be given due respect. 

The body should be handed over to the nearest family member a few hours 
prior to cremation. This should allow sufficient time for the corpse to be 
washed, dressed and to have the appropriate religious prayers recited over it. 

Cremation occurs with family members in attendance and the ashes must 
be handed to the nearest family member to be later disposed as per the Sikh 
faith. 

Are autopsies permitted in the Sikh faith?

There are no prohibitions regarding autopsies in the Sikh faith, however, in 
the case of a baptised or Amritdhari Sikh, the small sword, the special 
underwear, the small wooden comb in the hair and the hair itself must not 
be removed from the body to perform the autopsy. 

Death and Related Issues
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What is the role that the family plays in the Sikh faith?

Whether living together or not, Sikh family members must look after each 
other in time of need. The eldest person in the family is bestowed the 
appropriate respect and his/her views are strongly considered when making 
decisions on family matters. 

This is also the case for the person who is second in line, either the eldest 
woman or the eldest son/daughter. The eldest son in the family has the 
responsibility of care for the family in the absence of his father. 

Adultery, by either a male or female Sikh, is taken very seriously and is not 
tolerated. Divorce amongst Sikhs is very rare. 

With regard to domestic violence or problems with youth, it must be 
remembered that taking a Sikh female, minor or otherwise, from the family is 
seen as a very serious action and, if possible, should be avoided at all costs. 

Generally, Sikhs follow an arranged marriage system. Therefore any family 
disputes or domestic violence can be better resolved by discussing these issues 
internally with family elders. 

Gender Roles and Family
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What is the status of women in the Sikh faith?

Sikh women have equal status and are regarded as a significant part of the 
Sikh community. 

A woman receives utmost reverence for her role in the family and society and 
is considered to have the same soul as man. She has an equal right to grow 
spiritually and to attend religious congregations and recite divine hymns in 
the Gurdwara (Sikh Temple). She is also eligible to participate and perform 
all ceremonies including Baptism. 

Sikh women do not put on a veil but the wearing of clothes which expose the 
body is considered dishonourable. 

When interviewing Sikh women police officers and emergency services workers 
should be aware that touching could be viewed as unpleasant and offensive. 

Some women have inhibitions reporting details of a sexual nature to 
police and emergency services workers. How can this be alleviated?

Sexual misconduct, by either a male or female, is not taken lightly in the 
Sikh faith. A female would be reticent to report or discuss details of a sexual 
nature. 

It is important, therefore, to gain the confidence of the female by making sure 
that her name is not made public and that questioning is conducted in privacy, 
away from family members. 

Police and emergency services workers need to keep investigations as private 
as possible so as not to inflict further shame on the female. 
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When speaking with family members who should police and 
emergency services workers contact initially? Are there any protocols 
when speaking with women and children?

The head of the family, usually the husband or eldest son, should be 
contacted first. But in the case of Sikh females, the mother would be the 
most suitable person to be contacted. 

It would be more appropriate for a female police and emergency services 
workers officer to speak to a female Sikh, however, if the situation permits, 
it is preferable for a married woman to be interviewed in the presence of her 
husband or eldest person in the family. 

There are no restrictions when speaking with children, but in the case of Sikh 
girls special care needs to be taken. Interviews should be kept short and to the 
point. Generally speaking, Sikh girls are shy and will only talk in the presence 
of a family member. 
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Are there any restrictions in the Sikh faith regarding physical contact, 
such as handshaking, comforting etc?

Only family members can touch a Sikh woman even when she is grieving 
over a death. Touching a Sikh woman by a male who is not a close family 
member is not approved.

There is no such restriction in Sikh faith with regard to handshaking. Sikh 
males normally handshake with other males, but in the case of Sikh females 
the preferred way is to greet a male with folded hands and vice versa. 

Is it necessary to remove shoes when entering a Sikh house or 
Gurdwara (place of worship)?

Shoes must be removed before entering the Sikh congregation place called 
Gurdwara. The same stands true if the Sikh Holy Script is placed in a room 
of a house. It is a sign of respect and part of the religious tradition. 

During religious ceremonies the covering of the head with a piece of cloth 
or handkerchief is common practice. 

Removal of shoes before entering a house is up to the individual and is 
usually done for reasons of hygiene and cleanliness. 

Does the Sikh faith prevent a person from providing blood samples, 
body fluids and other specimens, photographs and prints required by 
police and emergency services workers?

The Sikh faith has no restrictions preventing a Sikh from providing the above, 
however, providing photographs of females to police and emergency services 
workers is considered a serious matter.
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Are there any dates of religious significance when police and emergen-
cy services workers should not approach a person for an interview?

There are no such dates of religious significance when police and emergency 
services workers cannot contact a Sikh for an interview except when the Sikh is 
involved in performing religious duties during the above Gurpurbs (festivals) 
or is busy in his daily prayer. When a Sikh is in the process of reading the Sikh 
Holy Script, which normally takes around 50 hours, known as Akhand Path, 
he should not be disturbed. 

What is the role of religious leaders in the Sikh faith?

The role of Sikh priests is very limited. They perform religious functions and 
sing the hymns from the Holy Script. In urgent circumstances, when a Sikh 
priest is unavailable, any capable Sikh can perform these duties. It would be 
better to seek the assistance of a community leader in cases of domestic 
violence, protests etc. All the local Gurdwaras have elected volunteers who 
are considered community leaders.

Would a Sikh refuse to take an oath on the Bible in a Court of Law?

Yes, a Sikh can refuse to take an oath on the Bible as this is not recognised as 
the Sikh’s religious book. It is more appropriate to ask a Sikh to take an oath 
on a part of the sacred hymns (daily prayers written in a small manual called 
Gutka). 

Religious Practices and Policing
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PROTOCOL FOR SIKH TAKING AN OATH ON THE GUTKA

• The Gutka, once taken from a Sikh religious Centre, must be kept wrapped 
in a neat cloth. The Gutka must be kept in a clean, uncontaminated 
environment (free from alcoholic drinks and tobacco products) and at a 
level where no one touches it without first washing his/her hands and 
must not be left on a seat. 

• The person holding the Gutka must not have tobacco or alcohol in 
his/her possession.

• The person taking the oath should be provided with an opportunity to 
wash his/her hands; taking off his/her shoes; wear a small cloth (Patka) to 
cover his/her head if not wearing a turban.

• The person should hold the Gutka in both hands while the oath is being 
administered.

How can religious objects such as altars, shrines etc. be searched by 
police and emergency services workers without causing undue stress 
and/or offence?

In the Sikh faith there are no statues or altars. Sikhs would be offended if their 
congregation place Gurdwara is searched by police and emergency services 
workers without first consulting community leaders and the search should be 
conducted in the presence of the community leaders. 

A person other than a Sikh may touch the Sikh Holy Script (including Gutkas) 
after washing his/her hands and covering his/her head and showing total 
respect.

What protocol needs to be followed in cases of body searches?

It is an offence to touch the turban of Sikh without asking his permission.
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How can the practice of wearing religious objects and clothing impact 
on police and emergency services workers operations?

An Amritdhari Sikh (a baptised Sikh) wears the Five K’s (religious symbols).
A Sikh who has cut his/her hair or trimmed his beard cannot be an Amritdhari 
Sikh. 

If the situation permits, and Amritdhari Sikh should be given a single cell and 
she/he must not be forced to get rid of or remove any of the Five K’s. 

There is not a single case known in the world where a baptised Sikh might 
have tried to use the small-sized sword to harm him/herself. 

Amritdhari Sikhs would object to the temporary removal of any of the Five K’s 
while in custody or detention. 
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Religion by Australian States and Territories 

% of total 
population2001

% of total 
population1996

                              7,357               0.04                 5,224                0.03

Bahá’í                     8,949               0.05                11,036               0.06

Buddhist               200,000              1.1                358,000               1.9

Christian             12,583,000           70.6            12,764,000           68.0

Hindu                    67,000               0.4                 95,000                0.5

Jewish                    80,000               0.5                 84,000                0.4

Muslim                 201,000              1.1                282,000               1.5

Sikh                       12,017              0.07                17,401               0.09

Other                      69,000                0.4                 92,000                0.5

                             54,000              0.31               352,000              1.97

No religion          2,949,000            16.5             2,905,000            15.5

Not stated           1,551,000             8.7              1,836,000             9.8 

Source:  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census

Design and artwork by Munatha Print Graphics
(03) 9882 5010     •     www.munatha.com.au

This Guide is also available 
in pdf format on our website 

www.apmab.gov.au

e

RelIgion

Aboriginal
Spirituality



PO Box 415, Melbourne 3005

www.apmab.gov.au




