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Hindu Council UK: CEHR Must Investigate Church Yoga Ban
Since two Somerset priests refused permission for Yoga classes to be held on their premises, The Hindu Council UK (HCUK) has been consulting with lawyers to establish whether their actions may have been illegal. The lawyers have concluded that they believe the priests’ actions did breach sections 45, 46 and 47 of the Equality Act 2006 which relate to the provision of goods, facilities and services, and section 53, which relates to discriminatory practice.
Dipen Rajyguru, HCUK Executive member for Human and Social Rights says: - 

"The equality act 2006 prohibits discrimination on the grounds of religious belief. In arguing against even the non-religious practice of Yoga on church premises by making reference to its Hindu origins, and going on to label it a 'sham,' 'a false philosophy' and 'unchristian' because of those origins, the priests concerned have discriminated against Hinduism. They have also breached the Act by refusing to dispose of premises to Yoga teachers on religious grounds.”  

“We are aware that section 57 of the act allows exceptions to this rule ‘in order to avoid causing offence  on grounds of the religion or belief to which the organisation relates, to persons of that religion or belief. However, we have concluded that because there is such world-wide respect for Yoga and its health-giving properties and because so many Christians practise Yoga without seeing any conflict with Church teaching, the churches’ concerned can claim a legitimate exemption in this case.”
HCUK lawyers have further concluded that the priests have acted in contravention of section 53 of the Act which says it is unlawful for a person to operate a practice which would be likely to result in unlawful discrimination if applied to persons of any religion or belief. HCUK notes that proceedings in respect of a contravention of this section may be brought only by the Commission for Equality and Human Rights (CEHR).
Therefore, HCUK has made the following decisions: - 

1. To refer this matter to the CEHR as soon as the body becomes operational on `October 1st, asking the Commission to investigate further and take legal action if considered appropriate. 
 

2. To await replies to letters sent to The Church of England and The Baptist Union, asking them to clarify any official position they take on Yoga being practised in church halls, before making a decision whether to take legal action under sections 45, 46 and 47 of the Equality Act 2006. 
Anil Bhanot, HCUK’s General Secretary says: - 

“There is a deeply regrettable thread of discrimination running through some Christian churches that appears determined to condemn other faiths and other Gods as false. We have come up this bigotry again and again – even within inter-faith dialogue meetings – and it hurts us deeply. It is damaging to our children; is an affront to our intellect and threatens integration and cohesion.” 
 

Mr Bhanot expressed his wish that the matter could be sorted out through dialogue, rather than legal argument, but justified HCUK’s decision to refer the matter the to CEHR by quoting a letter written by the Rev Tim Jones to the Christian press last week: - 

“In this letter he dug an even deeper hole for himself, reiterating his belief that yoga was incompatible with Christianity and suggesting that ‘tolerating’ other faiths was not appropriate for Christians. His letter suggests that dialogue is unlikely to work in his case and, when dialogue fails, we do need to resort to the law. Hindus cannot live in Britain as second class citizens. Britain is our home. We respect others’ right to worship in the way they choose and we expect that to be reciprocated. Freedom of speech is one thing; unjustified, wholesale attacks on our ‘false’ way of life cannot be tolerated.” 
-ENDS
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