Casting stones

With the Sochi Olympics in the rear-view mirror, the world can now take a collective breath and reflect on the events of the past couple weeks.  Leading up to the games, there was a lot of trepidation.  Near the end of December, two suicide bombings took place in Russia, raising questions about the safety and security of the upcoming events in Sochi.  Terrorist threats followed, and we eased into the games apprehensively, full of quick glances over both shoulders. 


Thankfully there were no large catastrophes.  We will probably never know the extent of the minor security breaches and their consequences, but for the most part things seemed to go relatively well.  


One side effect of any international event on this kind of scale is the showcasing of the host country.  It is easy for those of us in Canada—way over here on the other side of the planet—to forget that a place like Russia even exists.  And while the goal is always to highlight the athletes and dim any political views during these types of festivities, it is impossible to completely separate the two.  

The policy that seemed to spark the most discussion was Russia’s oft-mentioned anti-gay law, a measure that bans the spreading of propaganda that promotes “nontraditional sexual relations”.  Westerners were shocked when they heard that this was going on, and our eyes opened even wider when we saw the footage of rainbow-flag-yielding protestors being physically apprehended and punished.  

It was easy, though, for us to chalk this up as appalling behavior being carried out by an invisible “other”, half a world away.    We are more advanced, we said.  More enlightened.  We know better. 


As it turns out, the same sort of discrimination is taking place right in our own backyard.  Take, for example, a recent bill passed in Arizona that would allow business owners the right to refuse service to gay and lesbian customers.  "This bill may also open the door to discriminate based on race, familial status, religion, sex, national origin, age or disability,” commented Anna Tovar, the state senate Democratic minority leader.

Essentially, the bill would allow for merchants to use religious grounds in order to show inequity towards any group that doesn’t fit with their spiritual ideal.  According to CNN, a conservative group known as the Center for Arizona Policy is pushing for this thing to pass.  "As we witness hostility towards people of faith grow like never before, we must take this opportunity to speak up for religious liberty," the group stated on its website.  


Apparently, the group’s goal is to combat oppression with more oppression—we’re talking eye-for-an-eye stuff here, none of that turn-the-other-cheek nonsense.  

These are complex issues.  What happens when one group’s rights infringe upon another’s?  We want religious freedom, but taken to the extreme this freedom can eventually begin to oppress other societal groups.  Some will find parallels between this issue and the controversial Quebec charter that would ban public-sector employees from wearing religious symbols on the job.  Some will cite the slippery slope, but common sense and middle ground must eventually prevail.  

Perhaps the solution is simpler than we think.  There is often wisdom in the clichéd, and the old idiom “live and let live” might aptly apply here.  This planet poses so many barriers to happiness.  Contentment, comfort, a feeling of acceptance—these are all incredibly elusive.  If one is able to find any or all of these qualities, he or she should have the right to cling to them, whether or not it coincides with anything that someone else believes.  If everyone chooses to subscribe to this, and disregard the fear associated with change, we might still have a chance.  
