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From the editor

Dear Editor,

In the July-August New World 
Outlook, the article on social 

justice, p. 26, in Japan gave me 
pause. We ended the war with Ja-
pan in 1945. Why is there such a 
large military presence there still? 
Yes, I know that Japan is centrally 
located to Asian countries. 

Polly Riddle, reader and short 
term missioner for life.

Columbus, Ohio

Dear Polly—thanks.
Yes, the United States still has 

military troops in Japan, 54,000 
soldiers.

You might like to check the 
TIME magazine story— http://
time.com/4360940/us-military- 
navy-japan-okinawa-alcohol-
bases/ that tells a little history 
about why the United States has 
so many troops there, as per World 
War II treaties and agreements.

Christie R. House
Editor, New World Outlook 

magazine

Dear Editor,

A s a US-2 from the 3rd class of 
US-2s in 1953, I assure you, 

that the information under the 
top-right picture on page 17 of the 
July/August issue of New World 
Outlook, is wrong! 1962 was not 
the first year of the US-2 program. 

WHERE IT WILL

The First Amendment of the United States’ Constitution has two 
provisions concerning religion: the Establishment Clause and the 

Free Exercise Clause. The Establishment Clause prohibits the govern-
ment from “establishing” a religion, which has been interpreted to 
mean a state-sponsored church. The Free Exercise Clause protects all 
citizens’ rights to practice their religion as they see fit, as long as that 
practice does not harm others or run against public morals or a compel-
ling governmental interest. 

Even Western countries don’t agree on what religious freedom means, 
as many European countries have state-sponsored churches and do not be-
lieve that this practice limits religious freedom for others. Varying degrees 
of religious freedom exist across the spectrum. But despite whatever re-
strictions governments place on religions, the Spirit of God does not seem 
to recognize them as barriers. “The wind blows where it chooses, and you 
hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where 
it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.” John 3:8 (NRSV)

The Spirit sometimes moves in places where it is difficult for The United 
Methodist Church to send missionaries. It seems that when governments 
try to shut down faith communities, through hardship and persecution, the 
faithful also become more tenacious. Then, when governments change or 
when leaders have a change of heart, an amazing rebirth and resurgence 
happens in these faith communities. We’ve seen and documented this in 
Cuba, China, Russia, and Cambodia. 

Sometimes gains are made with governments and restrictions are 
eased, but at other times, crackdowns occur and the church sustains loss-
es. Often the crackdowns occur in just one locality of a country, a symp-
tom of local government officials wielding power where they can. A lot of 
behind the scenes work is conducted by Global Ministries staff, directors, 
and accompanying bishops to visit, revisit, and follow every required proto-
col and local custom to get a church presence officially registered as a legal 
entity in countries where United Methodism is not recognized. Official reg-
istration often eases the repression experienced by new faith communities 
because it introduces new rights that local officials must recognize.

In all cases, prayer is requested by faith communities that experience 
restrictions, repression, or persecution. Prayer strengthens the work of the 
Spirit, binding the faithful together to support those experiencing pain and 
hardship. I hope all readers will stop and pray for someone or some faith 
community lifted up in this issue. Our prayers can make the difference.

Christie R. House

http://time.com/4360940/us
http://time.com/4360940/us
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Letters from Our Readers

That was in 1951, and I was in the 3rd 
US-2 class. 

 I came out of engineering school to 
go and serve at St. John’s Methodist 
Church in Aiken, South Carolina, 
which was next to the H-bomb plant 
being built by more than 2,000 con-
struction workers. From there, I 
went back to seminary and became 
a United Methodist minister.

Richard C. Quinlan
Former ministerial member of the 

South Carolina Conference of the UMC
Retired ministerial member of the 

Iowa Conference of the UMC 

Dear Richard,
Thank you so much for this note—

and you are absolutely correct. So, 
let this answer also serve as errata to 
the July-August 2016 caption on that 
photo. The first class of US-2s was 
commissioned for service in 1951. 
The October 1951 World Outlook pub-
lished this note about them: “…40 
women from 18 states recently com-
pleted an intensive training at Scarritt 
College for Christian Workers in 
Nashville, Tennessee, as the first class 
of missionaries known as ‘US-2s.’ 
Patterned on the Division of Foreign 
Missions’ short-term missionary pro-
gram of A-3s, J-3s, I-3s, and LA-3s 
(Africa, Japan, India, and Latin America 
for three years), the US-2s began as 
an ‘us too’ appeal for young people to 
work in the United States.”

FOR E-READERS, PHONES, AND TABLETS
The best format for reading New World Outlook on smaller screens  
is from newworldoutlook.org, optimized for mobile formats.

 The program was sponsored at that time by the Department of Work in Home 
Fields of the Woman’s Division of Christian Service. 

Christie R. House
Editor, New World Outlook magazine

Dear Editor,

One of the finest publications I have read in a long time was your New World 
Outlook on Global Migration. It was very gripping and informative.

Terence Hayes
Windcrest, Texas

Dear Editor,

I am wondering if the New World Outlook offices will remain in New York. My most 
recent issue shows its home office as New York. I know that United Methodist 

Women’s National Office will remain in New York, but will Global Ministries’ maga-
zine remain there too? I continue with my three-year subscriptions because New 
World Outlook is one of the lasting expressions of global mission. The articles, the 
art, and the photography are still excellent. I am very pleased that it continues.

Charles Cole
New Mexico

Dear Charles,
The General Board of Global Ministries is moving to Atlanta, Georgia, and New World 

Outlook will be moving with it. The magazine will be transitioning from a bi-monthly 
(6 times a year) publication to a quarterly (4 times a year) publication in 2017. This is 
the first issue you will see with the Atlanta, Georgia, headquarters in our masthead.

Christie R. House
Editor, New World Outlook magazine

newworldoutlook.org
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HE FREE EXPRESSION OF RELIGIOUS BELIEF IS A UNIVERSALLY AFFIRMED HUMAN RIGHT, 

YET ONE ROUTINELY VIOLATED IN PARTS OF THE WORLD TODAY. Religious freedom is funda-
mental to democratic societies, even while its nature and scope are hotly debated. Further, 
religious freedom is too often underappreciated by those who reap its benefits. Global 
peace and security will never be achieved without mutual respect among the world’s vari-
ous religious communities and the cultures they have spawned.

The United Methodist Church fulfills a major role in the interpretation and defense of 
religious freedom for reasons that extend beyond a guarantee of human rights. Religious 
freedom for Christians is grounded in the New Testament’s theology of divine love; it is 
essential to effective Christian mission, both as a birthright for Christians to enjoy and to 
extend to neighbors and other children of God.

Youthful Encounters
In my own experience, early discoveries about the denial of religious freedom helped to 
shape my understanding of mission theology. I first encountered both the desire for and 
the denial of religious freedom when I was a child living in a politically divided Germany 
during the Cold War years (1960s and 1970s). Religious liberty prevailed west of the Berlin 
Wall but was denied in various degrees in the Communist east. I heard many firsthand 
stories in my local church about people who were denied the right to worship publically or 
acknowledge their faith in God openly.

As a teenager, I became aware of and deeply troubled by prohibitions against the free 
expression of faith across the Soviet bloc. My awareness sharpened when, in 1975, I 

by Thomas Kemper

   Reflections 
  on Religious Freedom

FREE IN FAITH

Above: A Buddhist nun stands in 
the doorway of a temple in the 
Angkor Wat complex in Cambodia, 
which dates to the 12th Century.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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traveled with a group of young 
Christians from the west to Rostock 
in East Germany for a special ecu-
menical week. Youth from east and 
west could interact—up to a point.

I remember well the final service 
of worship that week. We sang “Lord, 
Your Love Is Like Grass on the Banks 
of the River,” a song about the uni-
versality of God’s grace and the hope 
for freedom. But we were not per-
mitted to sing the verse with the line 
[in English], “and yet there are walls 
between people and we only look 
at each other through grids; our en-
slaved ego is a prison built from the 
stones of our fear.” We were not to 
mention “the wall,” especially not in 
any negative critique. So during the 
song, some of us danced around 
using this and that to build a barrier 
that we tried to look through or over.

Also during that visit to Rostock, 
I came upon a building covered with 
socialist slogans. Naively, I took a 
few photographs—pictures I would 
never see. Immediately, I was in-
vited in by stern officials for an “in-
terview.” What was I doing? Who 
did I represent? In the end, I lost my 
film and learned not to wander in a 
Communist country snapping pic-
tures. I also learned how seriously our 
eastern counterparts took their faith. 
Living out their faith risked damaging 
their professional careers and person-
al wellbeing. I returned from Rostock 
with new friends who taught me that 
believing in Jesus Christ sometimes 
means hardship and reprisal.

In 1983, I was part of a Hamburg 
Council of Youth exchange with the 
Soviet city of Leningrad (now, once 
again, St. Petersburg), Hamburg’s 
“sister city.” As a representative of 
a religious group, I was promised a 
visit with members of a comparable 
church group in Leningrad—but that 
meeting never happened. The author-
ities alleged “an inconvenience with 

the contact.” Years later, I revisited St. 
Petersburg to mark the 120th anniver-
sary of Methodism in Russia, at which 
time I wished I had insisted on being 
introduced to Leningrad Christians 
back in 1983. We gathered for the 
120th anniversary commemoration 
in the Lutheran Church of Saint Peter 
and Saint Paul on Nevsky Prospect, 
the main street. As I sat down in the 
church, I suddenly realized that during 
my first visit, this very sanctuary had 
been used as an indoor swimming 
pool by the local Soviet government. 
For decades, no Christian worship 
could take place in it.

My first experiences with religious 
freedom made a deep impression 
on me. They are my living memo-
ries that add to history’s chronicle 
of religious intolerance across the 
ages—intolerance and conflict be-
tween, among, and within religious 
faiths. The history of religious intoler-
ance is long and ugly; it sometimes 
rightly indicts champions of religious 

freedom who gain it for themselves 
but then deny that right to others—as 
Christians did in fourth century Rome 
after Christianity became the official 
state religion. In this country, Puritans 
crossed an ocean for the right to prac-
tice their own faith in New England, 
only to shun all but like believers.

Religious Freedom in the 
Work of Mission
Looking over or through walls is no 
way for people to live. Our spirits are 
intended by God to be free in faith, 
not locked unwillingly in prisons built 
with stones of fear.

Today, I encounter issues of reli-
gious freedom in three primary con-
texts in my current work with the 
General Board of Global Ministries. 
These are:
•  Assertion of the freedom to open-

ly tell the story of Jesus Christ in 
all the world—to implement our 
biblical mission mandate through 
proclamation and service, done in 

War-weary children in Rafah, in the south of Gaza, participate in a psychosocial program run by the 
Department of Service for Palestinian Refugees of the Near East Council of Churches, a member of the 
ACT Alliance. The program is designed to help the children cope better with stress caused by the 2014 
war with Israel and the continuing hardship provoked by the Israeli siege of Palestinian territory.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY



8  

ways that do not denigrate other 
faiths;

•  Defense of the religious freedom of 
historic Christianity and other faith 
minorities in lands where culture, 
laws, or politics oppress them, and;

•  Assurance that our United Methodist 
humanitarian services are provided 
to all in need without regard to their 
religious affiliation, racial or ethnic 
identity, or national origin.

Witness in a World  
of Diversity
Religious freedom is in the self-
interest of both Christianity and 
Methodism. The mission statement 
of The United Methodist Church, “To 
make disciples of Jesus Christ for the 
transformation of the world,” clearly 
claims biblical authority to witness to 
our faith in all places in order to draw 
others. But missional faiths can meet 
understandable resistance when 
they become overbearing. United 
Methodist mission today must re-
spect the cultural, social, and religious 
traditions of others, never using force, 

coercion, deception, or the promise of 
worldly reward as incentives. 

Global Ministries strives to follow 
the sound principles on evangelism 
enumerated in a 2011 statement, 
“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World: Recommendations for 
Conduct,” issued jointly by the World 
Council of Churches, the Vatican, 
and the World Evangelical Alliance. 
“If Christians engage in inappropri-
ate methods of exercising mission by 
resorting to deception and coercive 
means, they betray the gospel and 
may cause suffering to others. Such 
departures call for repentance and re-
mind us of our need for God’s con-
tinuing grace (cf. Romans 3:23).” (P. 
4 of the document.)

Every form of Christian evange-
lism and service must be rooted in 
the truth summed up in the lyrics 
of Peter R. Scholtes: “They’ll know 
we are Christian by our love….” If 
our love of God and neighbors is not 
enough to draw others to our faith 
community—to our church—then we 
are mission failures.

Yes, situations exist today in which 
United Methodist evangelism, ser-
vice, and songs are unwelcome. 
These are typically either places 
under regimes that promote atheism 
as an alternative to faith—or govern-
ments that conflict secular power and 
religious authority, generally, but not 
entirely, in Islamic countries. In the 
first instance, we have churches, per-
sonnel, and partners in several such 
locales, but I will not go into details 
for fear of jeopardizing lives. Hope is 
strong in those faith communities for 
potential change for the better. It is 
also well known that Christianity is 
flourishing in China, steadily gaining 
in acceptance.

Not all Islamic governments pro-
hibit Christian witness and worship 
or outlaw the public practice of other 
faiths, but those that do can produce 
chilling effects—not only on general 
evangelism but on migrant commu-
nities. One example is Saudi Arabia, 
a conservative Islamic state that at-
tracts a great many migrant work-
ers, including Christians—among 
them United Methodists from the 
Philippines. Christian migrants there 
are not allowed to worship openly 
but they do maintain their faith, pray-
ing together and encouraging one an-
other, keeping the love of Christ alive 
in an unlikely place.

Defending Religious 
Minorities
Minority religious communities, 
some quite ancient, face difficult fu-
tures today in large parts of the Middle 
East and areas of Central Asia. These 
include Jewish, Christian, Orthodox, 
and Protestant groups. Global 
Ministries has special links with 
the dwindling Palestinian Christian 
community in Israel/Palestine. Our 
Jerusalem Liaison Office provides 
an opportunity for United Methodists 
on Holy Land pilgrimages to interact 

Religious leaders marched at the head of a demonstration in Davao in March 2003 to 
repudiate a terrorist bombing at the Davao airport. While the government quickly blamed 

Muslim separatists for the blast, church leaders weren’t so sure, and some even suggested 
the Philippine military may have been behind the bombing.

PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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with local Palestinian Christians and 
learn about their history and current 
situations.

Pakistan, a majority Sunni Muslim 
country, is a place of recurring con-
cern for the safety of religious mi-
norities—Christian, Hindu, and even 
members of small Islamic subgroups. 
Christians make up only about 1.6 
percent of the 195 million people of 
Pakistan, and they are targeted by mil-
itant extremists. On Easter Sunday in 
2016, more than 70 people in Lahore, 
including 29 children, were killed by 
a bomb detonated in a 
park where Christians 
celebrated the holiday. 
Many Muslims as well 
as Christians died. Again 
and again, such things 
happen.

We have strong re-
lations with the Church 
of Pakistan, a united 
Protestant denomina-
tion, and try to be as 
supportive as possi-
ble. We take part in an  
ecumenical program 
to improve security at 
church-run schools and 
provide major funding 
to assist a staff mem-
ber of the Diocese of 
Peshawar to obtain an 
advanced degree from 
Claremont School of 
Theology in California. Insar Gohar 
and his wife, Uzma Insar, lost two 
of their children and Insar’s mother 
when Peshawar’s All Saints Church 
was bombed in September 2013. 
Yet, Pakistani Christians endure with 
remarkable resilience—an exam-
ple to followers of Jesus Christ ev-
erywhere—showing strength in the 
face of hardship and faith in the love 
of God in all circumstances. Not sur-
prisingly, the Gohars remain deeply 
committed to dialogue with Muslims.

Services for All 
When the forerunner of today’s 
United Methodist Committee on 
Relief (UMCOR) was established 
in the early 1940s, the church’s hu-
manitarian assistance was offered 
to all people in need, regardless of 
their religion, race, or national ori-
gin. So it was in the agency’s initial 
work in resettling World War II ref-
ugees, and so it has remained. Not 
all Methodists understand or appre-
ciate this policy. I am sometimes 
asked why UMCOR doesn’t give 

special preference to Methodists 
or other Christians when provid-
ing emergency supplies, housing, 
post-disaster job training, or other 
services. The reason is quite clear: 
God’s love envelopes all people 
and so must our efforts to allevi-
ate human suffering. The serious-
ness of the inclusive policy is un-
derscored by that fact that among 
UMCOR’s international partners  
are Muslim relief agencies with 
similar standards.

“Grounded in Love”
Global Ministries’ directors af-
firmed a 2015 resolution (see p. 
10) that describes religious free-
dom as “grounded in love,” mean-
ing it flows from the grace of God’s 
goodness to all people. The ad-
vocacy and practice of religious 
freedom grounded in love is de-
manding and constant. It requires 
alertness to the ebb and flow of 
history and attention to the aspi-
rations, goals, and fears of differ-
ing communities in varied cultures. 

To quote from the reso-
lution: “Religious free-
dom, grounded in love, 
invites us into the hard 
work of dialogue, listen-
ing, and sharing with dif-
ferent faith communi-
ties, and also [invites us] 
to acts of reconciliation 
across boundaries that 
divide our own Christian 
communities.”

The letter of Colos-
sians offers us guidance 
in our interfaith and in-
tercultural efforts. “Bear 
with one another and, if 
anyone has a complaint 
against another, forgive 
each other; just as the 
Lord has forgiven you, 
so you also must for-
give. Above all, clothe 

yourself with love, which binds ev-
erything together in perfect har-
mony…Conduct yourselves wisely 
toward outsiders, making the most 
of the time. Let your speech always 
be gracious, seasoned with salt, so 
that you may know how you ought 
to answer everyone.” (Colossians 
3:13-14; 4:5 NRSV)

Thomas G. Kemper is the General Sec-
retary of the General Board of Global 
Ministries.

Sister Ferdos Zora helps a student draw in a preschool for 
displaced children run by the Dominican Sisters of St. Catherine 
of Siena in Ankawa, near Erbil, Iraq. The children and the sisters 
were displaced by ISIS fighting in northern Iraq in 2014.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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Both in practice and belief, The United Methodist Church has long af-
firmed the importance of religious freedom. In the past, religious free-
dom was approached primarily in the language of human rights and 

international law. The following policy, however, grounds our affirmation of reli-
gious freedom for all people and all faith communities in the distinctly Christian 
ethic of love that arose from early church communities of the New Testament. 
The early church communities across the Roman Empire faced persecution 
from both government and religious authorities. 

Today many Christian and other faith communities face similar forms of 
repression and discrimination from governments and religious institutions. In 
addition, there is a rise of violent extremist groups that, claiming the mantle 

Guidelines 
affirmed by 
the General 
Board of 
Global 
Ministries

              RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

     Grounded
                        in Love

Girls in a physical education 
class at the Al Bishara School, 
which is run by the Dominican 
Sisters of St. Catherine of Siena 
in Ankawa, near Erbil, Iraq. The 
students and the Dominican 
Sisters themselves were 
displaced by ISIS in 2014.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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of religion, cause great suffering for 
those of different faith communities. 
Anti-blasphemy laws, religious and 
racial profiling, and hate groups fan 
the flames of religious animosity, re-
pression, and violence.

Global Ministries’ religious free-
dom guidelines, grounded in the 
New Testament language of love and 
respect for neighbors and enemies, 
offer the church vital support for pro-
tecting vulnerable communities and 
promoting deepened engagement 
of sharing and listening among faith 
communities. In the face of rising vi-
olence in the name of religion, it is 
critical that we affirm our faith as fol-
lowers of the Prince of Peace by re-
specting and protecting the rights of 
all faith communities.

 
Religious Freedom: 
Grounded in Love
“For you were called to freedom, 
brothers and sisters; only do not use 
your freedom as an opportunity for 
self-indulgence, but through love be-
come slaves to one another. For the 
whole law is summed up in a single 
commandment, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.’ If, however, 
you bite and devour one another, 
take care that you are not consumed 
by one another.” (Galatians 5:13-15) 

The many epistles in the New 
Testament were addressed to, and 
read by, small faith communities fac-
ing religious persecution and politi-
cal repression. Members of the early 
church often faced beatings, impris-
onment, and death for the public ex-
pression of their faith. As a religious 
minority, early Christian communities 
were frequently accused of blasphe-
my against the dominant religion and/
or of being a political opposition group 
that must be suppressed. From the 
start, Christians have asserted their 
right to freely respond to God’s grace 
at work in their lives.

Throughout history, many different religious communities, notably minori-
ties, have maintained their faithfulness as they faced similar accusations and 
violent repression. Too often those seeking to maintain or attain political power 
have yoked religious fervor with the use of violence and repression against 
“the other.” As Paul warned the Galatians long ago, today too many neighbors 
of different faiths are devouring one another rather than living together in mu-
tual respect and love. Religious freedom seeks to restore the rule of love that 
binds us through our diversity, over against the ways of fear, hate, and violence 
that keep us divided. 

 At the same time, history gives us many examples of people of different 
faiths living side by side in cooperation and conversation with one another. We 
affirm that we learn more about and deepen our own faith when we share and 
engage with others. 

With the Protestant Reformation and the Enlightenment, western Christian 
societies placed increasing emphasis on the individual and one’s personal re-
lationship with God. The rights of the individual, in contrast to the State or the 
Church, gave rise to the modern human rights movement, culminating in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and succeeding international 
human rights treaties. These rights include freedom of religious belief and 
have served as a foundation for many modern calls for religious freedom. 

Religious freedom, as a human right, involves not only every individual’s 
freedom of belief, thought, and conscience, but also a person’s right to change 
beliefs. Religious freedom flourishes when societies welcome diverse faith 
communities gathering in worship and living out their respective faith tradi-
tions as integral parts of society. 

The insistence on religious freedom as a human right does not necessarily 
mean an end to repression but rather the affirmation from a Christian perspec-
tive that love of God and love of neighbor is more powerful than government 
repression, hate speech, and violent, extremist threats. The words from the 
First Epistle of Peter demonstrate the power of religious freedom in contrast 
to a spiraling cycle of violence and repression: “Do not repay evil for evil, or 
abuse for abuse; but, on the contrary, repay with a blessing…. Now who will 
harm you if you are eager to do what is good? But even if you do suffer for 

Children participate 
in a Catholic Mass in 
Inishke, Iraq, on April 10, 
2016. Cardinal Timothy 
Dolan, archbishop of 
New York and chair of 
the Catholic Near East 
Welfare Association, was 
in Iraqi Kurdistan with 
other church leaders to 
visit with Christians and 
others displaced by ISIS.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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doing what is right, you are blessed. 
Do not fear what they fear, and do 
not be intimidated, but in your hearts 
sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be 
ready to make your defense to any-
one who demands from you an ac-
counting for the hope that is in you; 
yet do it with gentleness and rever-
ence. Keep your conscience clear, so 
that, when you are maligned, those 
who abuse you for your good con-
duct in Christ may be put to shame.” 
(1 Peter 3:9, 13-16) 

Our commitment to religious free-
dom leads us to challenge any sec-
ular or religious claim to the right to 
impose one religious way onto oth-
ers by political, economic, or military 
force. When any religion is used to 
justify violence or hateful attacks on 
others, God mourns, and God calls us 
all to repent and seek an end to such 
violence. In humility, we affirm that 

God’s love is too strong, 
too broad, and too deep 
for any of us to con-
strain or prescribe how 
God continues to work 
among us all. Accepting God’s grace 
at work in transforming our lives, we 
are both free and at the same time 
compelled to share how God’s love 
manifests itself in our lives and in 
the world today. We testify to God’s 
love both through sharing the good 
news and through our love of neigh-
bors and love of enemies. Yet if we 
do not respect, honor, and listen to 
our neighbors, and especially our en-
emies, then we have not love. 

Religious freedom, grounded in 
love, invites us into the hard work 
of dialogue, listening and sharing 
with different faith communities, 
and also to acts of reconciliation 
across boundaries that divide our 

own Christian communities. The let-
ter to the Colossians offers us guid-
ance in our interfaith and intercultural 
efforts. “Bear with one another and, 
if anyone has a complaint against an-
other, forgive each other; just as the 
Lord has forgiven you, so you also 
must forgive. Above all, clothe your-
selves with love, which binds every-
thing together in perfect harmony…. 
Conduct yourselves wisely toward 
outsiders, making the most of the 
time. Let your speech always be gra-
cious, seasoned with salt, so that you 
may know how you ought to answer 
everyone.” (Colossians 3:13-14 & 
4:5)

In the letter to the Romans, Paul 
urges, “Let love be genuine; hate 
what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 
love one another with mutual affec-
tion; outdo one another in showing 
honor. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in 
spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, 
be patient in suffering, persevere in 
prayer. Contribute to the needs of the 
saints; extend hospitality to strang-
ers. Bless those who persecute you; 
bless and do not curse them…. Do 
not repay anyone evil for evil, but 
take thought for what is noble in the 
sight of all.” (Romans 12:9-14, 17) 

Following the wisdom of Paul, we 
seek societies where all faith com-
munities are honored and treat one 
another with mutual respect. At the 
same time, whenever freedom of 
religion is denied or people are dis-
criminated against on the basis of 

Students study biology at the Lucie Harrison Girls High School in Lahore,  
an institution of the Church of Pakistan.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

A man lights candles in Bethlehem’s Church of the Nativity, 
which is located inside the occupied Palestinian West Bank.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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their religious belief or practice, we 
are called to speak out and to resist 
all such discrimination in nonviolent, 
loving ways. Blessing those who per-
secute does not mean accepting the 
violence of persecution. Rather, it re-
quires resistance grounded in love. 

“Love does no wrong to a neigh-
bor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of 
the law.” (Romans 13:10) Thus, we 
challenge actions and government 
policies that misuse the notion of re-
ligious freedom in ways that would 
harm others by denying anyone ser-
vices, honor, dignity, equal rights, and 
equal protection. Such actions that 
harm or discriminate against others 
are not expressions of religious free-
dom. Moreover, love does not allow a 
neighbor, or an enemy, to keep doing 
wrong even in the name of religion. 
Religious freedom grounded in love 
does not mean “anything goes.” It 
does not condone silence in the face 
of violent repression of anyone’s re-
ligion. On the contrary, the letter to 
the Ephesians insists that we take on 
an often painful, hard task: “So then, 
putting away falsehood, let all of us 
speak the truth to our neighbors, for 
we are members of one another.” 
(Ephesians 4:25) We must speak out 
and act whenever religious freedom 

is denied, but always in a spirit of love 
and respect for all. 

The General Board of Global 
Ministries shall approach religious 
freedom in the following ways and 
encourage The United Methodist 
Church to: 
•  Honor, respect, and advocate for 

religious freedom for all faith com-
munities through study, interfaith 
sharing, and listening as expres-
sions of our love for all. 

•  Urge all governments to respect 
the right of religious freedom in 
their laws and practices; and to 
welcome a diversity of religious ex-
pressions as serving the common 
good in every society. 

•  Join with ecumenical and interfaith 
partners to advocate, through edu-
cation and political action, to pro-
tect and further religious freedom

wherever it is denied or threatened. 
Indeed, we take the words of Paul 
to Corinth to heart: “If one member 
suffers, all suffer together with it.” 
(1 Corinthians 12:26) 

•  Extend the compassionate ministry 
of the church to persons who suf-
fer because either religious or gov-
ernmental authorities seek to deny 
these rights to them. 

•  Offer support to the mandate of the 
United Nations Special Rapporteur 
on Freedom of Religion or Belief 
and other international efforts seek-
ing to protect and promote religious 
freedom as a human right. 

Accepted unanimously by the General 
Board of Global Ministries’ Board of  
Directors, April 2015. Bible verses from 
the NRSV.

Muslim men stop to pray on the 
street in Lahore, Pakistan. The 
country has a Muslim majority.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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   Perspectives on 
       Religious Freedom 

A C R O S S  T I M E

by Elliott Wright

Protestant pilgrims are shown on the deck of the ship Speedwell before 
their departure for the New World from Delft Haven, Holland.
PAINTING BY JULIAN ALDEN WEIR

T he story of the concept and 
experience of religious free-
dom is highly complex, de-

pending in large measure on time, 
place, and culture. A ruler in India in 
the third century BC recognized the 
equality of all faiths, but the action 
set no lasting precedent, not even in 
India. While formulating no formal pol-
icy on the issue, the Roman Empire of 
the first century AD allowed different 
religions to coexist within limits that 
did not always extend to Christianity. 
Christians have often insisted on free-
dom of religion for themselves but 

denied it to others. It is only since 
the 1950s that religious freedom has 
been considered a “universal” human 
right, guaranteed by international trea-
ty, but even now that right is routinely 
violated in many countries.

Also, definitions on the mean-
ing of the phrase “freedom of reli-
gion” can vary. Does it apply only to 
the right to believe what one will—a 
freedom of conscious approach—or 
does it carry rights of action based 
on faith? Does belief in a god grant 
the right to worship that deity open-
ly? Is religious liberty applicable only 

to individuals, or does it extend to 
communities? Who decides?

This brief survey looks primarily at 
perspectives on religious freedom in 
Western history and culture, which 
gave rise to Christianity and has also 
shaped the assertion of religious lib-
erty as a basic right. 

The Early Years
As is clearly evident in the Book of 
the Acts of the Apostles, the young 
Christian movement quickly moved 
out of its initial Jewish context into 
the highly polytheistic Roman world. It 
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was marked, as was Judaism, by its re-
fusal to recognize the validity of other 
religions, which may be one reason 
it raised distrust among both neigh-
bors and civil authorities. Occasional 
persecution of Christians—usually on 
local or regional levels—would con-
tinue until the early fourth century. 
Christians were accused of intoler-
ance, atheism, and atrocities stem-
ming from their monotheism and sac-
ramental rituals. Only in the mid-third 
century, under Emperor Decius, was 
there a relatively short-lived, general 
persecution of Christians. 

In the year 313 AD, the Roman co-
emperors, Constantine and Licinius, 
ruled that Christianity would enjoy the 
same freedom afforded to other reli-
gions, although this so-called Edict of 
Milan did not, as sometimes wrongly 
assumed, make Christianity the offi-
cial Roman religion. It extended reli-
gious freedom to all faiths. However, 
in 380 AD, one particular expres-
sion of Christianity was imposed by 
the Roman state on all subjects in 
the Edict of Thessalonica. This offi-
cial faith was that of the bishops of 
Rome and Alexandria, as summed up 
in the Nicene Creed. At that time, the 
empire and the Christian community 
were splintered by various interpre-
tations of Christian faith and the civil 
powers were trying, in the 380 edict, 
to bring about uniformity and peace. 

With Christianity the only legal re-
ligion, a combination of church and 
state authorities suppressed other 
faiths—as well as Christian theolo-
gies not in conformity with the official 
line. Meanwhile, the Roman Catholic 
Church in Europe, and Orthodoxy in 
the Eastern Empire, would drift apart, 
with Roman Pope and Orthodox pa-
triarch excommunicating each other 
in 1095 AD. Another complicating 
factor was the rise of Islam in the 
seventh century, a faith that swept 
across the Middle East, conquering 
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Jerusalem in 637 BC and putting an end to the Eastern Roman Empire with 
the conquest of Constantinople (Istanbul) in 1453. 

Conformity, Dissent, and Reformation 
As the Roman Empire declined in Europe in the fifth century, various Roman 
Catholic kingdom/states with similar structures began to emerge. Kings came 
to be seen as ruling by “divine right” and government functioned in close align-
ment with the church, which was represented by bishops and, at the top, 
the pope. Religious dissent was not tolerated and sometimes vigorously sup-
pressed. Jews were especially likely to be marked for persecution. From the 
11th century into the 15th, a series of Christian crusades attempted to liberate 
the Holy Land from the Muslims. 

The Protestant Reformation of the 16th century brought the issue of reli-
gious freedom into prominent focus as Martin Luther in Germany, John Calvin 
in Switzerland, and others in Holland and England raised questions about the 
scriptural legitimacy of a range of Catholic practices and teachings. Not that 
the reformers were advocates of wholesale religious toleration—rulers still 
determined which church order and theological confession the people of their 
realms would follow.

But the door to religious diversity opened—and would, over time, grow 
wider, though not without conflict and bloodshed between and within na-
tions. For example, England broke with the Vatican in the mid-16th century, 
only to replace the official Roman Catholic Church with the official Anglican 
Church, to which all people were expected to give allegiance. Only slowly 
would Catholics, Baptists, Presbyterians, and various “Puritans” be allowed to 
openly express and practice their faith convictions. 

Tension between Anglicans and Puritans over theology and liturgy was 
one—only one—factor in the English civil war of the mid-17th century. It was 
a group of Puritans, called the Pilgrims, who left England for Holland in 1608. 
Twelve years later they moved to what is now Massachusetts in the name of 
religious freedom. The Puritans in general had a narrow concept of “religious 
freedom.” They claimed it for themselves but withheld it from others. 

England’s 1689 Act of Toleration extended religious freedom to Roman 
Catholics, nontrinitarians, and atheists. It was well into the 19th century before 
full religious liberty was attained in the country that gave rise to Methodism 
in the mid-1740s. John Wesley and his Methodist societies, initially part of 
the Anglican Church, faced no official opposition but sometimes evoked local 
hostility and harassment. Methodist meetings sometimes caused riots, result-
ing in vandalized places of worship. Wesley and his brother Charles were oc-
casionally hauled before magistrates on charges of preaching objectionable 
ideas. John Wesley was finally banned from preaching from Anglican pulpits, 
likely as much for attacking an economic establishment that exploited the poor 
as for his theological inclinations. 

Religious Freedom: The US and the United Nations
Religious liberty is often considered a founding principle of the United States, 
but of the 13 English colonies that came together to form the young nation, 
only two, Rhode Island and Pennsylvania, upheld broad-based religious free-
dom. The other New England colonies had official Congregational (Puritan) 
churches and those to the south, Anglican churches. 
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Religious freedom was written 
into the Bill of Rights and added to the 
US Constitution in December 1891, 
but the background of this right was 
more political than religious. Its roots 
are in the 18th century European in-
tellectual and scientific movement 
called the Enlightenment or the Age 
of Reason. The period actually began 
in the late 1600s with people such as 
Galileo and John Lock and extended 
into the early 18th century, incorpo-
rating Isaac Newton, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, Voltaire, Immanuel Kant, 
and Thomas Jefferson. 

The American and French revolu-
tions were inspired in large measure 

by enlightenment challenges to old 
rules and traditional ways of think-
ing, including those of politics and re-
ligion. Jefferson, along with other US 
“founding fathers,” would make one 
of the most successful translations 
of Enlightenment thinking into practi-
cal government and society. The right 
of people individually and collectively 
to decide on their own religious faith 
without the influence of government 
was one of the fundamental princi-
ples. The First Amendment to the US 
Constitution states:

Congress shall make no law re-
specting an establishment of reli-
gion, or prohibiting the free exercise 

thereof; or abridging the freedom of 
speech, or of the press; or the right 
of the people peaceably to assemble 
and to petition the government for a 
redress of grievances.

These rights would come to be 
embraced, as essential to democrat-
ic society, by virtually all American 
religious communities. They are af-
firmed in the Social Principles of The 
United Methodist Church (The Book 
of Discipline 2012, Par. 164). The Bill 
of Rights and its affirmations pertain 
only to political/social rights and liber-
ties and to limits on government. A 
guarantee of religious freedom says 
nothing about God, religious truth, or 
the legitimacy of any organized faith 
or of no faith. It leaves to each faith 
group the task of determining its at-
titude toward other religions and es-
tablishes a public forum of fair play 
and nonviolence. 

This neutral attitude also prevails 
in several United Nations’ declara-
tions and protocols on religious free-
dom that build on Enlightenment 
thought. Article 18 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, adopt-
ed by the UN General Assembly in 
December 1948, says:

Everyone has the right to freedom 
of thought, conscience and religion; 
this right includes freedom to change 
his religion or belief, and freedom, ei-
ther alone or in community with oth-
ers and in public or private, to mani-
fest his religion or belief in teaching, 
practice, worship, and observance.

This paragraph is amplified and ap-
plied in other UN statements, notably 
the “Declaration on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Intolerance and 
Discrimination Based on Religion 
or Belief,” adopted in 1981 (See p. 
30). Stipulated in this covenant is 
the right of religions to propagate 
through education and publication, to 
set up institutions, and solicit funds 
to support their activities. 

PORTRAITS CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT-HAND CORNER: Gaius Messius Quintus Decius Augustus, Roman 
emperor from 249-251 CE. Marble bust from the Capitoline Museum in Italy; John Calvin; 
Wesley preaching on this father’s grave, a Currier and Ives print; and Martin Luther, painting  
by Lucas Cranach, 1528.

newworldoutlook.org


New World Outlook NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2016  17

Religious Freedom and 
Christian Evangelism
As a missionary faith, Christianity 
seeks to spread the message of 
Jesus Christ and invite all people into 
its faith community. This reality auto-
matically raises issues of interaction 
with persons of other faiths who, di-
rectly or indirectly, are seen as poten-
tial disciples of Jesus via conversion. 
It also raises this question: Does a 
desire to attract a person of another 
faith to Christianity violate the princi-
ple of religious freedom? The ques-
tion is difficult but unavoidable. 

 “Grace Upon Grace,” the last of-
ficial United Methodist statement 
of mission theology adopted by the 
1988 General Conference, says virtu-
ally nothing about evangelism vis-à-
vis relations with other faiths. Such 
omission would be unlikely today, 28 
years later. Most Christian churches 
in recent years have struggled with 
the relationship between evangelism 
and the concept of religious liberty 
for all.

Significantly, representatives 
of the World Council of Churches, 
the Vatican’s Pontifical Council for 
Interreligious Dialogue, and the 
World Evangelical Alliance met for 
five years to hammer out a document 
on “Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World: Recommendations 
for Conduct,” published in 2011. The 
process came up with a dozen prin-
ciples for evangelism in a world of 
diverse faiths, including the affirma-
tion that “Christians are called to con-
duct themselves with integrity, char-
ity, compassion, and humility, and to 
overcome all arrogance, condescen-
sion and disparagement (cf. Galatians 
5:22)” in everything they do. 

Another principle states: Christians 
are to acknowledge that changing 
one’s religion is a decisive step that 
must be accompanied by sufficient 
time for adequate reflection and 

preparation, through a process ensur-
ing full personal freedom. 

United Methodist opposition 
to religious intolerance and gen-
eral support for religious freedom 
is expressed in a resolution on 
“Globalization and Its Impact on 
Human Dignity,” reaffirmed at the 
2016 General Conference, but the 
church has no official statement 
on the theological basis of religious 

freedom and how this right relates 
to mission and evangelism. That lack 
in part motivated directors of the 
General Board of Global Ministries 
to endorse a statement, “Religious 
Freedom: Grounded in Love,” in 
late 2015. (See p. 10.) While not 
speaking for the church as a whole, 
this statement finds foundation for 
Christian respect for other faiths in 
the New Testament’s love ethic—
love of God and neighbor. With re-
gard to religious freedom and evan-
gelism, it asserts: 

In humility, we affirm that God’s 
love is too strong, too broad, and too 
deep for any of us to constrain or pre-
scribe how God continues to work 
among us all. Accepting God’s grace 
at work in transforming our lives, we 
are both free and at the same time 
compelled to share how God’s love 
manifests itself in our lives and in the 
world today. We testify to God’s love 
both through sharing the good news 

and through our love of neighbors 
and love of enemies. Yet if we do not 
respect, honor, and listen to neigh-
bors, and especially our enemies, we 
have not love. 

“Religious Freedom: Grounded in 
Love” is fertile ground for ongoing 
reflection on religious liberty from a 
theological and missional perspective.

Elliott Wright is a journalist and con-
sultant with the General Board of Global 
Ministries and a frequent contributor to 
New World Outlook.

Methodists march down Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard outside the 2016 United Methodist 
General Conference in Portland, Oregon, in support of immigration reform. 
PHOTO: MIKE DUBOSE/UMNS
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FOLLOWING CHRIST TOGETHER

The Global Christian Forum’s 
Historic Consultation on 

the Persecuted Church
by Christie R. House

The Global Christian Forum (GCF) 

is a unique organization that 

brings together church leaders 

across a wide representation of 

global Christianity for dialogue 

and discussion. General oversight 

of the GCF is provided by an 

international committee of church 

and organizational representatives 

who reflect the diversity of the  

GCF itself.

The GCF international committee 

maintains, as closely as possible, 

a 50/50 balance of representatives 

of Evangelical and Pentecostal 

traditions, on the one hand, and 

Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, and 

Anglican traditions of the global 

church on the other. Within the 

committee, a small facilitation 

group is in regular contact with the 

GCF secretary to provide ongoing 

oversight for the work of the forum.

The Global Christian Forum plans 

global gatherings on specific 

themes to promote discussion and 

understanding among its members. 

The first such gathering was held 

in Nairobi, Kenya, in 2007, on a 

theme of “Our Journey with Jesus 

Christ, the Reconciler.” The second 

was held in 2011 in Manado, on 

the Indonesian island of Sulawesi, 

to consider “Life Together in 

Jesus Christ, Empowered by the 

Holy Spirit.” The Tirana, Albania, 

gathering is the third Global 

Christian Forum. A fourth is now 

being planned for April 23-29,  

2018, in Havana, Cuba.

  

Reflecting its commitment to be 

a lightly-structured instrument 

for Christian unity, the GCF has 

only one full-time staff member, 

currently the Rev. Dr. Larry Miller 

(GCF Secretary), who is based in 

Strasbourg, France.

Main photo: A shot of the consultation venue, the 
Resurrection of Christ Orthodox Cathedral and Cultural 
Center of Tirana. PHOTO: ÜLLAS TANKLER; Consultation 
photos, top to bottom: Connie Kivuti, Evangelical Alliance 
of Kenya; Archbishop Anastasios in Tirana.  PHOTOS: PETER 

KENNY/GLOBAL CHRISTIAN FORUM; Morning prayer at the 
Global Christian Forum consultation.  PHOTO: EERO ANTTURI/

GLOBAL CHRISTIAN FORUM; Small group discussion at the 
consultation.  PHOTO: ÜLLAS TANKLER
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More than 140 church lead-
ers drawn from 65 na-
tions met in Tirana, Albania, 

November 2-4, 2015, and called on 
churches around the world to urgent-
ly pray, support, and be in solidar-
ity with those suffering persecution 
because of their faith. The consulta-
tion, with the theme “Discrimination, 
Persecution, Martyrdom: Following 
Christ Together,” brought leaders from 
all strands of global Christianity togeth-
er to express their growing concerns 
for Christians who endure persecution.

The Global Christian Forum con-
vened and organized the event to-
gether with the Catholic Church (in the  
Pontifical Council for Promoting Chris-
tian Unity [PCPCU]), the Pentecostal 
World Fellowship (PWF), the World 
Council of Churches (WCC), and the 
World Evangelical Alliance (WFA).

The Orthodox Autocephalous 
Church of Albania, the Albania Catho-
lic Bishops Conference, and the Evan-
gelical Alliance of Albania hosted the 
conference in Albania’s capital, Tirana.

Protestant, Roman Catholic, Or-
thodox, Evangelical, and Pentecostal 
representatives took part in the event. 
They heard a wide range of accounts 
about the suffering and martyrdom 
of Christians in the 21st century and 
made an appeal in a final message for 
the freedom of all faith groups

A Topic for All Faiths
It was possibly the first time in the 
modern history of the church that a 
gathering consisting of all the tradi-
tions of global Christianity coalesced 
around the issue of persecution. 
Throughout the course of the gath-
ering, high-level leaders from the 
widest spectrum of churches ac-
knowledged collectively the church’s 
complicity in being a persecutor of 
people of other faiths and of fellow 
Christians. The consultation mes-
sage included an apology, offering 

repentance for times when churches had persecuted one another and other 
religious communities in history.

Overwhelmingly, the consultation prevailed on churches to urgently 
strengthen the solidarity of all Christians in the face of discrimination, persecu-
tion, and martyrdom in the 21st century.

During the gathering, participants carefully but honestly struggled with 
difficult issues of persecution and violence—discussing the occurrence and 
spread of persecution; hearing local stories and experiences of persecution of 
Christians and churches in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa; considering the 
relationship and engagement with people of other faiths—including Islam—on 
issues of religious persecution; and, examining both the history and theology 
on the theme of persecution.

The consultation was supported by a special greeting from Pope Francis 
delivered by Cardinal Kurt Koch, president of the Vatican’s Pontifical Council 
for Promoting Christian Unity. “I think with great sadness of the escalating 
discrimination and persecution against Christians in the Middle East, Africa, 
and Asia and elsewhere throughout the world,” the Pope said in his greeting.

“In various parts of the world, the witness to Christ, even to the shedding 
of blood, has become a shared experience of Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans, 
Protestants, Evangelicals, and Pentecostals,” said the statement.

At least half of those participating were leaders of churches that suffer  
persecution, enabling them to raise their voices so that their stories could  
be heard.

Methodist Participation
The United Methodist Church was represented by its mission agency, the 
General Board of Global Ministries, which was also among the financial spon-
sors of the meeting. A Global Ministries grant helped to increase participation 
of leaders from the Asia region in the forum.

Üllas Tankler at the Global Christian Forum
“I come from Estonia and grew up there during the time when it 

was occupied by the Soviet Union. My parents and their genera-

tion experienced persecution and discrimination, often in a very 

hard way. This included martyrdom for some of them.

“I experienced only what I would call ‘mild discrimination.’ But 

this experience makes me raise an issue that we have not yet 

touched upon, discrimination based on one ideology. I was not per-

secuted physically, but the Soviet regime brainwashed my genera-

tion with its Communist ideology and made sure no other views 

and opinions penetrated the public sphere, say from free societies. 

It was a completely closed society. We basically grew up with infor-

mation that was controlled and issued by the government.”

 —The Rev. Dr. Üllas Tankler, Global Ministries’ regional executive for 
Europe, Eurasia, and North Africa, General Board of Global Ministries

PHOTO: EERO ANTTURI/GLOBAL CHRISTIAN FORUM
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Thomas Kemper, chief execu-
tive of Global Ministries, contribut-
ed a short paper on some ways in 
which the agency walks in solidar-
ity with suffering Christians, such 
as in the case of the Christian mi-
nority in Pakistan and the dwindling 
Palestinian Christian community in 
Israel/Palestine. The paper stressed 
the historical and broad Methodist 
advocacy of religious freedom dat-
ing to its 18th century founding in 
England.

Kemper’s paper was read in his 
absence by the Rev. Dr. Üllas Tankler, 
Global Ministries’ regional executive 
for Europe, Eurasia, and North Africa. 
Tankler also briefly spoke of his expe-
rience growing up in Estonia during 
the era of Soviet occupation. He de-
scribed how the government sought 
to “brainwash” a generation with an-
ti-religious propaganda.

Next Steps
At the close of the gathering, the 
four co-organizing bodies (PCPCU, 
PWF, WCC, WEA) spoke of their next 
steps, having heard from the suffer-
ing churches.  

Consultation participants pledged 
themselves to listen, pray, speak 
up, and do more on behalf of per-
secuted Christians. Their message 
calls all Christians to follow this ex-
ample. It encourages interfaith dia-
logue as a means to dilute hostility 
and to remain “vigilant, watchful, 
and fearless in the face of discrimi-
nation and persecution.”  It appeals 
to all governments to protect the 
religious freedom and beliefs of all 
people, asks the media to report—
in unbiased ways—on violations of 
such freedom, and invites all edu-
cational institutions to teach young 
people about human rights, religious 

tolerance, and peaceful means of 
conflict resolution. 

The message encourages “all 
people of goodwill to work for justice, 
peace, and development, knowing 
that poverty and disrespect of human 
dignity are major contributing factors 
to violence.” 

Christie R. House is editor of New 
World Outlook magazine. This article 
was drawn from two main sources—
The Global Christian Forum News, 
first edition, edited by Kim Cain 
(http://www.globalchristianforum.
org/docs/2016.01%20GCF%20
News%20EN.pdf), and UMC contrib-
utor Elliott Wright, who initially cov-
ered the forum for Global Ministries 
(http://www.umcmission.org/learn-
about-us/news-and-stories/2015/
november/1110consultationonchristi
anpersecution).

W H Y  A L B A N I A ?

Albania was chosen as the location for the Discrimination, 

Persecution, and Martyrdom consultation as a nation that has 

experienced systemic and continuous religious persecution 

for people of all religious traditions during the Communist 

era. In that time, Christian and 

Muslim communities were per-

secuted equally.

Today, the Albanian church 

is rebuilding: it has been res-

urrected after a dark and bru-

tal period of oppression and is 

now working to take its place in 

community and national life, as 

are Muslim and other religious 

communities.

In 1968, Enver Hoxha, 

Albania’s dictator, declared the 

country the world’s first fully 

atheistic state—in which every 

form of religious observance 

was banned and oppressed. 

Churches and mosques were destroyed or confiscated to be 

used as factories, stables, or for other purposes.

Everything about the consultation reminded participants of 

the painful story of the church in Albania and its courageous 

resurrection:

•  The Tirana International Hotel, where most participants 

stayed, was once the site of the Orthodox Cathedral. It had 

been appropriated by the state, demolished, and rebuilt as a 

hotel for visiting Communist officials. In the post-Communist 

era, it is a privately owned and managed hotel.

•  Across the road from the hotel is the national museum—

still complete with a massive Communist-era mosaic at the 

entrance. A special exhibit dedicated to the era of religious 

repression in Albania includes images, footage, and bullet-

ridden clothes, which serve as reminders of the costliness of 

faith during that time.

•  Within walking distance of the hotel, the newly dedicat-

ed Resurrection of Christ Orthodox Cathedral and Cultural 

Center of Tirana rises above the city skyline. It is the very lo-

cation of the DPM discussions.

On November 11, a week after the meeting, the Catholic 

Church of Albania celebrated the 25th anniversary of the first 

Catholic mass said after the Communist era. Life and hope 

begin anew. This day is also known as “Remembrance Day” 

for many other nations, recalling the end of WWI.

The Rev. Dr Larry Miller (far left) of 
the Global Christian Forum (GCF) 

addresses Albania’s President Bujar 
Faik Nishani at the President’s Palace.

PHOTO: PETER KENNY/ 
GLOBAL CHRISTIAN FORUM
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1.  For the first time in the modern history of Christianity, 
high level leaders and representatives of the various 
church traditions gathered together to listen to, learn 
from, and stand with discriminated and persecuted 
churches and Christians in the world today.

2.  This global gathering of 145 people took place from 
November 2-4, 2015, in Tirana, Albania, a country that 
was declared by its constitution to be an atheist state in 
1967, and now has flourishing churches in a framework 
of religious freedom, even though some discrimination 
may remain.

3.  The Consultation, entitled Discrimination, Persecution, 
Martyrdom: Following Christ Together, was con-
vened by the Global Christian Forum together with the 
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (Roman 
Catholic Church), the Pentecostal World Fellowship, 
the World Evangelical Alliance, and the World Council 
of Churches. It was organized in close collaboration 
with the Orthodox Autocephalous Church of Albania, 
the Albanian Bishops’ Conference, and the Evangelical 
Alliance of Albania.

4.  We have come together because discrimination, per-
secution, and martyrdom among Christians and people 
of other faiths in the contemporary world are growing 
due to a complex variety of factors in different realities 
and contexts.

5.  As we follow Christ, Christians can be exposed to any 
form of persecution, suffering, and martyrdom be-
cause the sinful world is against the Gospel of salva-
tion. But from earliest times, Christians experienced 
the hope and reality of the Resurrection through walk-
ing the way of the Cross. Together we follow Christ 
as we “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matthew 
5:6) for all.

6.  The life of the Church for centuries has been a con-
stant witness in two ways: the proclamation of the 
Gospel of Christ, and the testimony through the shed-
ding of the martyrs’ blood. The 21st century is full of 
moving stories of faithful people who have paid for 
their dedication to Christ through suffering, torture, 
and execution. Christian martyrs unite us in ways we 
can hardly imagine.

CONSULTATION MESSAGE

The following message was released by the participants of the Global Christian Forum—Discrimination, Persecution, 
Martyrdom: Following Christ Together, which gathered in Tirana, Albania, from November 2-4, 2015.

 “If one member suffers, all suffer together;  
if one member is honored, all rejoice together.”

—1 CORINTHIANS 12:26

Opening worship service for the consultation in the 
Tirana Resurrection of Christ Orthodox Cathedral.
PHOTO: ÜLLAS TANKLER
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7.  We acknowledge that solidarity 
among Christian churches is need-
ed to strengthen Christian witness 
in the face of discrimination, per-
secution, and martyrdom. In the 
21st century, we need to urgent-
ly strengthen the solidarity of all 
Christians, following up on what 
has been accomplished with in-
sight and discernment from this 
Consultation.

8.  We repent of having at times per-
secuted each other and other reli-
gious communities in history, and 
ask forgiveness from each other 
and pray for new ways of following 
Christ together.

In communion with Christ we com-
mit ourselves:
 (a)  To listen more to the experi-

ences of Christians, church-
es, and of all those who are  
discriminated against and 
persecuted, and deepen our 
engagement with suffering 
communities.

 (b)  To pray more for churches, 
Christians, and for all those 
suffering discrimination and 
persecution, as well as for the 
transformation of those who 
discriminate and persecute.

 (c)      To speak up more with respect 
and dignity, with a clear and 
strong voice together, on be-
half of those who are suffering.

 (d)  To do more in mutual under-
standing to find effective ways 
of solidarity and support for heal-
ing, reconciliation, and for the re-
ligious freedom of all oppressed 
and persecuted people.

9.  Listening to the experience of 
those going through challeng-
ing times, praying and discern-
ing together ways of following 
Christ in these harsh realities, the 
Consultation calls on:
(a)  All Christians to include more 

prominently in their daily 
prayers those who are discrim-
inated against, persecuted, and 
suffering for the fulfilment of 
God’s Kingdom.

(b)  All Christian organizations on 
regional, national, and local lev-
els from various traditions to 
learn, pray, and work together 
in their localities for the perse-
cuted to ensure they are better 
supported.

(c)  All churches to engage more in 
dialogue and cooperation with 
other faith communities, and 
be “as wise as serpents and 
innocent as doves” (Matthew 
10:16) by remaining vigilant, 
watchful, and fearless in the 
face of discrimination and 
persecution.

(d)  All persecutors who discrim-
inate against and oppress 
Christians and violate human 
rights to cease their abuse, and 
to affirm the right of all human 
beings to life and dignity.

(e)  All governments to respect and 
protect the freedom of religion 
and belief of all people as a fun-
damental human right. We also 
appeal to governments and in-
ternational organizations to 

respect and protect Christians 
and all other people of goodwill 
from threats and violence com-
mitted in the name of religion. 
In addition, we ask them to 
work for peace and reconcilia-
tion, to seek the settlement of 
on-going conflicts, and to stop 
the flow of arms, especially to 
violators of human rights.

(f)  All media to report in an ap-
propriate and unbiased way 
on violations of religious free-
dom, including the discrimi-
nation and persecution of 
Christians as well as of other 
faith communities.

(g)  All educational institutions 
to develop opportunities and 
tools to teach young people in 
particular about human rights, 
religious tolerance, healing of 
memories and hostilities of 
the past, and peaceful means 
of conflict resolution and 
reconciliation.

(h)  All people of goodwill to work 
for justice, peace, and devel-
opment, knowing that poverty 
and disrespect of human dig-
nity are major contributing fac-
tors to violence.

10.  We recommend that the Global 
Christian Forum evaluates—
within two years—the work of 
this event, and reports to all four 
bodies for their follow up.

May God the Father who created 
us equal by His grace, strengthen our 
efforts to overcome all forms of dis-
crimination and persecution.

May His Holy Spirit guide us in sol-
idarity with all those who seek peace 
and reconciliation.

May He heal the wounds of the 
persecuted and grant us hope as we 
look forward to the glorious coming 
of our Lord Jesus Christ who will 
make all things new.

The Syrian Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch and East 
Lebanon, Archbishop Mikhael Chamoun (left), with Cardinal 

Kurt Koch, from the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity, in the Vatican.  PHOTO: ÜLLAS TANKLER
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Reports and Research on International 
Religious Freedom

US Commission on International 
Religious Freedom 
http://www.uscirf.
gov/reports-briefs/
annual-report/2016-annual-report

US State Department 2015 Report 
on International Religious Freedom
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/irf/rpt/ 

Pew Research Center/Religion  
and Public Life
http://www.pewforum.org/ 

Forum 18
A Norwegian-Danish-Swedish initiative, 
Forum 18 is a nonprofit charitable foun-
dation registered with the Danish Tax 
Authority (SKAT). Forum 18 is named 
after Article 18 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, a 
core international human rights treaty. 
http://www.forum18.org/ 

Middle East Concerns

Sabeel Wave of Prayer
From the Sabeel Ecumenical Liberation 
Theology Center, an ecumenical grass-
roots liberation theology movement 
among Palestinian Christians with offic-
es in Jerusalem and Nazareth. Prayers 
for each day.
http://sabeel.org/category 
wave-of-prayers/ 

Christian Peacemaker Teams  
(Mennonite Church)
Sign up to get the weekly MCC photo 
essay of accompaniment teams in 
Israel/Palestine.
https://www.facebook.com/
cptpalestine/ 
http://www.cptpalestine.com/

From the Nile to the Euphrates:  
The Call of Faith and Citizenship
From the Diyar Consortium and the 
Christian Academic Forum for Citizenship 
in the Arab World
http://www.diyar.ps/uploads/file/
Final%20From%20Nile%20English.pdf 

Diyar is the plural of Dar, which means 
“home” or “homeland” in Arabic. Diyar 
is a Lutheran-based, ecumenically-ori-
ented organization serving the whole 
Palestinian community, with emphasis 
on children, youth, women and the el-
derly through unique programs that are 
contextual and holistic in nature.
http://www.diyar.ps/ 

Religious Freedom: Israel and 
Occupied Palestinian Territory/
Selected Issues
A Report to the United States 
Commission on International Religious 
Freedom

Palestine Works—a US-based 
501c(3) nonprofit organization based in 
Washington, DC, founded in 2012 to 
promote Palestinian human rights and 
development.
http://www.palestineworks.org/
religiousfreedom/ 

Church Of Pakistan News  
and Updates

Not all of the dioceses of the Church of 
Pakistan have online resources. Here 
are some that do.

Diocese of Peshawar and the 
Frontier News, published monthly 
online.
http://www.peshawardiocese.org/ 

Diocese of Raiwind website
http://dorcop.org/ 

Diocese of Hyderabad
https://www.facebook.com/
DioceseofHyderabad 

Diocese of Multan 
https://www.facebook.com/
multandiocese

Diocese of Sialkot
https://www.facebook.com/
Diocese-of-Sialkot-Church-of-
Pakistan-474006796088698/ 

Centre for Legal Aid,  
Assistance and Settlement (CLAAS)
A Christian charity headquartered in 
Middlesex, UK, dedicated to helping  
persecuted Christians in Pakistan.
http://www.claas.org.uk/ 

Independent Groups that Focus on 
Christian Persecution

Christian Solidarity International 
(CSI)
CSI is an international Christian human 
rights organization that campaigns for 
religious liberty and human dignity and 
assists victims of religious persecution, 
victimized children, and victims 
of catastrophe.
http://csi-usa.org/

Open Doors USA
Open Doors USA is a nonprofit organi-
zation based in Santa Ana, California, fo-
cused on serving persecuted Christians 
in more than 60 countries.
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/
christian-persecution/

Release International
Serving the persecuted church and 
bringing to light the voice of persecuted 
Christians—based in Orpington, UK. 
http://www.releaseinternational.org/ 

The Voice of the Martyrs (VOM)
www.persecution.com
The Voice of the Martyrs is a nonprofit, 
interdenominational Christian organiza-
tion dedicated to assisting persecuted 
Christians worldwide.

Religious Freedom
RESOURCE PAGE
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By 2050...
The religious profile of the world is rapidly changing, 
driven primarily by differences in fertility rates and the 
size of youth populations among the world’s major  
religions, as well as by people switching faiths. 

If current trends continue, by 2050...

• The number of Muslims will nearly equal the number  
 of Christians around the world.

• Atheists, agnostics and other people who do not  
 affiliate with any religion—though increasing in   
 countries such as the United States and France— 
 will make up a declining share of the world’s total  
 population.

• The global Buddhist population will be about the  
 same size it was in 2010, while the Hindu and Jewish  
 populations will be larger than they are today.

• In Europe, Muslims will make up 10% of the overall  
 population.

• In the United States, Christians will decline from  
 more than 3/4 of the population in 2010 to 2/3  
 in 2050. Judaism will no longer be the largest   
 nonChristian religion. Muslims will be more  
 numerous in the United States than people who  
 identify as Jewish.

• Four out of every 10 Christians in the world will live          
 in sub-Saharan Africa.

Blasphemy 
Laws

Abundant experience 

in a number of coun-

tries demonstrates 

that blasphemy laws 

do not contribute to 

a climate of religious 

openness, tolerance, 

nondiscrimination  

and respect. To the 

contrary, they often 

fuel stereotyping, stig-

matization, discrimi-

nation, and incitement 

to violence. … Such 

laws have a stifling 

impact on the 

enjoyment of freedom 

of religion or belief, 

and healthy dialogue 

and debate about 

religion is stifled.
The US Commission on 
International Religious Freedoms’ 
December 2015 report to the UN 
Human Rights Council

Demographic Study Pew Research Center. April 2, 2015
The Future of World Religions: 
Population Growth Projections, 2010-2050

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
W O R L D W I D E

  FACTS & FIGURES

Target Countries for Terrorism
Although terrorist attacks took place in 92 countries in 2015, they were 
heavily concentrated geographically. More than 55% of all attacks took 
place in five countries (Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, and Nigeria), 

and 74% of all deaths due to terrorist attacks took place in five countries 
(Iraq, Afghanistan, Nigeria, Syria, and Pakistan). [The majority of those 

who died in these attacks were Muslim.]

National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
A Department of Homeland Security Science and Technology Center of Excellence 

Based at the University of Maryland National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses 
to Terrorism (START) June 2016.   Annex of Statistical Information. Country Reports on Terrorism 2015

Crackdown on Crosses?
Officials in one Chinese province, Zhejiang, which has a large Christian 

population, have been issuing building-code violations and forcibly 
removing crosses from the tops of churches—400, as of May 2016. Here 

is what the actual building code says: Crosses must be placed on the 
façades of buildings, not above them. They must be of a color that 
blends into the building, not one that stands out. And they must be 
small, no more than one-tenth the height of the building’s façade.

New York Times, May 5, 2016

The number of Christians in China, Three-Self, Catholic, and unregis-
tered churches, is somewhere between 50 and 100 million.

Washington Post, May 18, 2016.

 Changes in 
Global Restrictions on Religion

Only about one in eight countries has increasing government 
restrictions or social hostilities, but these countries contain almost 

1/3 of the world’s population.

Percentage of countries where 
government restrictions or social 

hostilities are…

Percentage of global population 
living where government restrictions 

or social hostilities are…

Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion and Public Life, Rising Restrictions on Religion, August 2011.

74% 

People Free to Practice 
Their Religion in Most 

Countries

76% of the world’s countries 
provide the basic conditions 
necessary for people to freely 
practice their religion or beliefs.

24% of the world’s countries 
have placed serious restrictions 
on religious freedom, a combi-
nation of government policies, 
hostile acts of individuals, 
organizations, or societal groups. 

Unfortunately, this 24% is where    
                of the world’s population 
              lives.
2014 annual Pew Study on Global Religious 
Freedom Trends

Percentages 
may not add to 
100 because of 

rounding.

Decreasing  
6%

Roughly the same  
82%

Roughly the same  
67%

Increasing  
12%

Decreasing  
1%

Increasing  
32%
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by Kim Cain

but Weakness is Martyrdom’s 

     Strength

THE WEST IS “WEAK ON MARTYRDOM”

newworldoutlook.org


New World Outlook NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2016  27

Professor Andrea Riccardi, a researcher from Italy who studies the presence 
and history of Christian martyrdom, delivered the keynote address at the Global 
Christian Forum held in Albania in November 2015. He told the participants that, 
somehow, modern Christian communities (in the West) are now so “closed (in) 
on themselves, or self-centered, (they) do not hear the question and the cry 
that come from a world of men and women of faith (who are) humiliated and 
persecuted” for their faith.

“They do not feel the searing memory of the history of the 20th century. This 
insensitivity and ignorance of the past intertwine,” he said.

Since the late 1990s, Riccardi and the Sant’Egidio community have been 
collating, studying, and honoring the reality of Christian persecution and martyr-
dom across the world and across Christian tradition.

In the year 2000, Riccardi published a book, Il secolo del martirio (Century of 
Martyrdom), examining the experience of Christian martyrdom during the 20th 
century, saying that as he researched the stories, it seemed he was “going 
down into the catacombs of history.”

He learned that each story was different and that the cause of extended 
persecution is not the commonly rolled-out thesis of the “clash of civilizations” 
within a bitter struggle between Islam and the West.

No, the “suffering of Christians is not the clash of civilizations or religions but 
something deeper, certainly mixed with history: There is something deeper to 
understand with regard to their (Christian) history.…” The answer lies, he said, 
within the Christians themselves: “These figures (people), with their humanity 
and their actions, represent a different way of living” that is unacceptable to 
“the prevailing fanaticism” or the interests of some aimed at “the dark control 
of society.”

What Professor Riccardi found in his research was a litany of Christian mar-
tyrdom that extended across the century from the death of Armenian Catholic 
Archbishop Maloyan, as part of the Armenian massacres at the dawn of the 

“Because so much of the Christianity of yesterday 
and of today is the history of martyrdom, writing on 
the century of martyrdom, I realized that each of us 
and each community must gather in a glass cup the 
tears and blood of the persecuted, preventing it from 

being lost or trampled into the ground.”
—ANDREA RICCARDI

“Despite the weakness or 
minority status, without using 
any armed force, the Christian 
is, in fact, a meek alternative to 
the prevailing ideology or power. 
For this reason, they will be put 

aside, silenced, eliminated.

“Very often, these Christians, 
even when threatened, did 

not abandon their place: That 
is, they considered that the 

preservation of their lives was 
not worth more than their 

service to others.”
—ANDREA RICCARDI

last century, to Christians murdered be-
cause of ethnic conflict in Rwanda and 
Burundi, toward its close. He quoted 
Pope John Paul II, who said on the eve 

A wide-ranging keynote address on martyrdom now and in the last century given by Professor Andrea Riccardi, founder 
of the Sant’Egidio community in Rome, sparked a profound discussion during the consultation on discrimination, per-
secution, and martyrdom (DPM) at the Global Christian Forum. “It was as if the speaker had set off a firecracker,” 

says author, Kim Cain. “He said from the podium, in the opening session of the DPM consultation, what everyone in the room 
knew, but feared: ‘The West has had little awareness’—and by implication, concern—‘for the martyrdom of Christians.’”

Riccardi went on: “Western culture has (so) nurtured a sense of guilt” over Christianity’s responsibility for the violence 
it has perpetrated in its history that it has “concealed the important reality” that runs through the story of the 20th century: 
that of the persecution of Christians themselves.
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of the year 2000: “At the end of the 
second millennium, the church has 
again become a church of martyrs.”

The feature of this persecution 
was, said Riccardi, surprisingly, its ec-
umenical nature—ironically producing 
a profound sense of Christian unity 
across an equally surprising geograph-
ic and political spread. “Orthodox, 
Evangelicals, and Catholics have suf-
fered together in Nazi concentration 
camps and in the Communist gulag: 
There, everything united them and lit-
tle divided them.”

He went on, “In the 20th centu-
ry, the concentration camp universe, 
created by totalitarian regimes, was 

the place par excellence for the per-
secution of Christians. But else-
where, Christians also fell as mis-
sionaries in every continent.” Great 
persecutions took place, he said, in 
“secular and anticlerical Mexico,” 
during the Spanish civil war, and in 
independent Africa.

Throughout the century, he noted, 
“there were martyrs who were op-
posed to violence, oppression, dom-
ination, intrusive mafias, and acts of 
terrorism.”

Now, Riccardi said, there are “new 
martyrs of the third millennium.” But, 
why are Christians still dying, in this 
our “new time of martyrdom?”

Strength in Weakness
“Christians cannot be subject to the 
logic of conflict; on the contrary, they 
seek spaces of dialogue and coexis-
tence, they educate the young genera-
tion in a responsible way in life, they 
do not cooperate with criminal or re-
pressive powers, they are friendly and 
human, they communicate their faith,” 
Riccardi said.

He continued: “Despite the weak-
ness or minority status, without 
using any armed force, the Christian 
is, in fact, a meek alternative to the 
prevailing ideology or power. For 
this reason they will be put aside, si-
lenced, eliminated.” 

Riccardi said that this risky but 
purposeful powerlessness was high-
lighted in several examples of 21st 
century killings.

Annalena Tonelli, an Italian volun-
teer in Somalia, was killed in 2003. 
“She gave witness to a generous and 
peaceful life in the violent and degrad-
ed Somali environment: ‘Our task is 
to live on earth,’ she wrote, ‘and life 
is certainly not sentencing, ius belli 
(the law of war), prosecution, revenge 
....’” Although Tonelli saw the violence, 
her hospital remained a human space 
in the barbaric situation of Somalia. 
“Despite the threats, she did not flee,” 
Riccardi reported.

An American nun, Sister Dorothy 
Stang, lived in Brazil, he continued. 
She was killed in 2005 at the age of 
73. “Threatened for years, she made 
the intimidation public. Her commit-
ment to the ‘landless’ clashed with 
landlords, who saw in her an obsta-
cle to the exploitation of precious for-
ests. Two gunmen stopped her and 
asked her if she had weapons. Sister 
Dorothy showed a Bible: ‘Here is my 
only weapon.’ She was found mur-
dered and bent over her Bible.”

Riccardi then told the story of two 
brothers of Sant’Egidio: “One, in 

“The martyrs are not asking for vengeance or to incite 
confrontation. The persecution of Christians is not 

suitable for ideological or political purposes. They are 
painful human stories of Christians, discriminated 

against, expelled, forced to leave their country, forced 
to a life restricted only to worship or even to give it up 

and—let us not forget!—imprisoned and killed.”
—ANDREA RICCARDI

A cross marks the spot where Sister Dorothy Stang was murdered in the Esperança Sustainable 
Development Project, a pioneering jungle community in northern Brazil. Her body lay in the 
rain for hours, her blood soaking into the soil of the Amazon she tried so hard to save.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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Congo, Floribert, was a young director 
of customs who, despite the attempts 
of bribery and threats, refused to allow 
rotten food in the market. He resist-
ed in the name of faith and was as-
sassinated. Another young Christian, 
William, in El Salvador, worked along-
side poor children, and was threatened 
and asked to join (a gang). He refused 
and continued his service, and he was 
killed. These have fallen unknown to 
the world, but, I think, not forgotten by 
God,” he said.

“Christianity continues in the 21st 
century to produce people who are gen-
erous and faithful in the service of oth-
ers in a disarmed way,” Riccardi noted. 

“These people are obstacles to evil 
projects, which are carried out through 
threats, imposition, and terrorism. In 
degraded lands and among peoples in 
grave difficulties, these Christians, the 
Christian communities, and Christianity 
are resources of humanity.”

Riccardi also reminded his listeners 
that persecution and honor are not re-
served for Christians alone. He point-
ed to the story of Salmaan Taseer, a 
Muslim and governor of Punjab 
Province in Pakistan, who was mur-
dered when he came out against the 
blasphemy law that has seen many mi-
nority Christians summarily charged, 
goaded, or executed.

“Righteous people do exist,” he 
said. “In fact, religions are not destined 
to clash in wall-to-wall confrontation, 
almost as if the gene of the conflict 
were present in their chromosomes.”

Riccardi closed by saying, when we 
open the “atlas of persecution” today, 
we are “carried away from our own 
communities” and meet “worlds that 
seem impossible”—such as North 
Korea, which destroyed all its Christian 
communities.

“In many parts of the world, it 
seems that Christianity is destined to 
disappear. Will there be a defeat of 
Christianity in the 21st century? We 
could say that. But in the martyrs there 
is a meek power, both humiliated and 
hidden,” he cautioned.

“The martyrs, humiliated and de-
feated, show the strength of ‘weak 
and meek’ Christianity…, (but) this is 
the power of Christianity,” Riccardi 
said, quoting the apostle Paul: “When 
I am weak, then I am strong.” (2 
Cor.12:10)

“In this sense, the martyrs reveal to 
us the heart of Christianity: They show 
us the mystery of faith, they evange-
lize us,” he said. “Strength is not in the 
economic resources of the churches, 
nor in their wealthy supporters; it is 
not in dealing with governments, nor 
in organization.”

So it is, Riccardi concluded, “that 
we are contemporaries of the martyrs. 
How can we remain the same? How 
can we remain closed-up in our institu-
tions and communities?”

A firecracker for the DPM consulta-
tion had been lit.

The Rev. Kim Cain is a minister of the 
Uniting Church in Australia. She serves 
as Communications Advisor for the 
Global Christian Forum. Andrea Ric-
cardi is a professor of Contemporary 
History at La Terza University in Rome. 
His book, Il secolo del martirio, can be 
purchased on Amazon.com.

A girl enjoys a popsicle in a camp for internally displaced families in Ankawa, near Erbil, Iraq. 
Residents of the camp, mostly Christians, were displaced from Mosul, Qaraqosh, and other 
communities in Iraq when ISIS swept through the area in 2014.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

“Strength is not in the economic resources 
of the churches, nor in the wealthy 
supporters; it is not in dealing with 

governments, nor in organization. But 
the strength is in weakness, [such as] the 
weakness of this church of Albania, which 
had been crushed for years, her leaders 
and facilities destroyed, and which today 

bears witness to the resurrection.”
—ANDREA RICCARDI

Amazon.com
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INTERNATIONAL 
S T A N D A R D S 
OF RELIGIOUS 
F R E E D O M

U N I T E D  N A T I O N S

Participants at the Fifth Congress of Leaders of World and Traditional Religions: “Promoting Dialogue for Peace and Prosperity in Turbulent Times,” 
taking place in Astana, Kazakhstan.  PHOTO: RICK BAJORNAS/UN PHOTO
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T he Declaration on the 
Elimination of All Forms 
of Intolerance and of 
Discrimination Based on 

Religion or Belief was proclaimed by 
the United Nations General Assembly 
as resolution 36/55, on November 25, 
1981. It is the result of three decades 
of discussion on religious rights, pri-
marily within the Sub-Commission 
on the Prevention of Discrimination 
and Protection of Minorities, and has 
been considered a major international 
standard-setting instrument pertain-
ing to the freedom of religion or be-
lief. What follows is the declaration 
in full.

Declaration on the 
Elimination of All Forms 
of Intolerance and of 
Discrimination Based  
on Religion or Belief 
The General Assembly [of the 
United Nations], 

Considering that one of the basic 
principles of the Charter of the 
United Nations is that of the digni-
ty and equality inherent in all human 
beings, and that all Member States 
have pledged themselves to take 
joint and separate action in coop-
eration with the organization to pro-
mote and encourage universal re-
spect for and observance of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms 
for all, without distinction as to race, 
sex, language, or religion, 

Considering that the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and 
the International Covenants on 
Human Rights proclaim the princi-
ples of nondiscrimination and equal-
ity before the law and the right to 
freedom of thought, conscience, re-
ligion, and belief, 

Considering that the disregard 
and infringement of human rights 
and fundamental freedoms, in  
particular of the right to freedom 

Heiner Bielefeldt (right), UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, briefs 
journalists. At his side is André-Michel Essoungou of the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights.  PHOTO: LOEY FELIPE/UN PHOTO

of thought, con-
science, religion, 
or whatever belief, 
have brought, di-
rectly or indirectly, 
wars and great suf-
fering to human-
kind, especial ly 
where they serve 
as a means of for-
eign interference in 
the internal affairs 
of other States 
and amount to kin-
dling hatred be-
tween peoples and 
nations, 

Considering that religion or belief, for anyone who professes either, is 
one of the fundamental elements in his conception of life and that freedom 
of religion or belief should be fully respected and guaranteed, 

Considering that it is essential to promote understanding, tolerance, and 
respect in matters relating to freedom of religion and belief and to ensure 
that the use of religion or belief for ends inconsistent with the Charter of the 
United Nations, other relevant instruments of the United Nations, and the 
purposes and principles of the present Declaration is inadmissible, 

Convinced that freedom of religion and belief should also contrib-
ute to the attainment of the goals of world peace, social justice, and 

This image is from the 1948 United Nations filmstrip that 
introduced the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This panel 
represents the right to flee persecution.
PHOTO: UNITED NATIONS
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friendship among peoples and to 
the elimination of ideologies or 
practices of colonialism and racial 
discrimination, 

Noting with satisfaction the adop-
tion of several, and the coming into 
force of some, conventions, under 
the aegis of the United Nations 
and of the specialized agencies, for 
the elimination of various forms of 
discrimination, 

Concerned by manifestations of 
intolerance and by the existence of 
discrimination in matters of religion 
or belief still in evidence in some 
areas of the world, 

Resolved to adopt all necessary 
measures for the speedy elimina-
tion of such intolerance in all its 
forms and manifestations and to 
prevent and combat discrimination 
on the ground of religion or belief, 

Proclaims this Declaration on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Intolerance and of Discrimination 
Based on Religion or Belief: 

Article 1 
1.  Everyone shall have the right to 

freedom of thought, conscience, 
and religion. This right shall in-
clude freedom to have a religion 
or whatever belief of his [or her] 
choice, and freedom, either in-
dividually or in community with 
others and in public or private, to 
manifest his [or her] religion or be-
lief in worship, observance, prac-
tice, and teaching. 

2.  No one shall be subject to coercion 
which would impair his [or her] 
freedom to have a religion or belief 
of his [or her] choice. 

3.  Freedom to manifest one’s religion 
or beliefs may be subject only to 
such limitations as are prescribed 
by law and are necessary to pro-
tect public safety, order, health, or 
morals or the fundamental rights 
and freedoms of others. 

Article 2 
1.  No one shall be subject to discrim-

ination by any State, institution, 
group of persons, or person on the 
grounds of religion or other beliefs. 

2.  For the purposes of the present 
Declaration, the expression “intol-
erance and discrimination based 
on religion or belief” means any 
distinction, exclusion, restriction, 
or preference based on religion or 
belief and having as its purpose 
or as its effect nullification or im-
pairment of the recognition, enjoy-
ment, or exercise of human rights 
and fundamental freedoms on an 
equal basis. 

Article 3 
Discrimination between human be-
ings on the grounds of religion or be-
lief constitutes an affront to human 
dignity and a disavowal of the prin-
ciples of the Charter of the United 
Nations, and shall be condemned as 
a violation of the human rights and 
fundamental freedoms proclaimed in 
the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights and enunciated in detail in the 
International Covenants on Human 
Rights, and as an obstacle to friend-
ly and peaceful relations between 
nations. 

Article 4 
1.  All States shall take effective mea-

sures to prevent and eliminate  
discrimination on the grounds of 
religion or belief in the recognition, 
exercise, and enjoyment of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms 
in all fields of civil, economic, politi-
cal, social, and cultural life. 

2.  All States shall make all efforts to 
enact or rescind legislation where 
necessary to prohibit any such dis-
crimination, and to take all appro-
priate measures to combat intoler-
ance on the grounds of religion or 
other beliefs in this matter. 

Article 5 
1.  The parents or, as the case may 

be, the legal guardians of the child 
have the right to organize the life 
within the family in accordance 

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon addresses the Fifth Congress of Leaders of World and 
Traditional Religions: “Promoting Dialogue for Peace and Prosperity in Turbulent Times,” in 
Astana, Kazakhstan.
PHOTO: RICK BAJORNAS/UN PHOTO
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with their religion or belief and 
bearing in mind the moral educa-
tion in which they believe the child 
should be brought up. 

2.  Every child shall enjoy the right to 
have access to education in the 
matter of religion or belief in accor-
dance with the wishes of his [or 
her] parents or, as the case may 
be, legal guardians, and shall not 
be compelled to receive teach-
ing on religion or belief against 
the wishes of his [or her] parents 
or legal guardians, the best inter-
ests of the child being the guiding 
principle. 

3.  The child shall be protected from 
any form of discrimination on the 
ground of religion or belief. He 
[or she] shall be brought up in 
a spirit of understanding, toler-
ance, friendship among peoples, 
peace and universal brotherhood, 
respect for freedom of religion or 
belief of others, and in full con-
sciousness that his [or her] ener-
gy and talents should be devoted 

to the service of his [or her] fellow 
[human beings]. 

4.  In the case of a child who is not 
under the care either of his [or her] 
parents or of legal guardians, due 
account shall be taken of their ex-
pressed wishes or of any other 
proof of their wishes in the matter 
of religion or belief, the best inter-
ests of the child being the guiding 
principle. 

5.  Practices of a religion or beliefs in 
which a child is brought up must 
not be injurious to his [or her] 
physical or mental health or to his 
[or her] full development, taking 
into account article 1, paragraph 3, 
of the present Declaration. 

Article 6 
In accordance with article 1 of the 
present Declaration, and subject to 
the provisions of article 1, paragraph 
3, the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience, religion, or belief shall in-
clude, inter alia [among other things], 
the following freedoms: 

(a)  To worship or assemble in connec-
tion with a religion or belief, and to 
establish and maintain places for 
these purposes; 

(b)  To establish and maintain appro-
priate charitable or humanitarian 
institutions; 

(c)  To make, acquire, and use to an 
adequate extent the necessary ar-
ticles and materials related to the 
rites or customs of a religion or 
belief; 

(d)  To write, issue, and disseminate 
relevant publications in these 
areas; 

(e)  To teach a religion or belief in plac-
es suitable for these purposes; 

(f)  To solicit and receive voluntary  
financial and other contributions 
from individuals and institutions; 

(g)  To train, appoint, elect, or desig-
nate by succession appropriate 
leaders called for by the require-
ments and standards of any reli-
gion or belief; 

(h)  To observe days of rest and to cel-
ebrate holidays and ceremonies in 
accordance with the precepts of 
one’s religion or belief; 

(i)  To establish and maintain commu-
nications with individuals and com-
munities in matters of religion and 
belief at the national and interna-
tional levels.

Article 7 
The rights and freedoms set forth in 
the present Declaration shall be ac-
corded in national legislation in such 
a manner that everyone shall be able 
to avail himself [or herself] of such 
rights and freedoms in practice.

Article 8 
Nothing in the present Declaration 
shall be construed as restricting 
or derogating from any right de-
fined in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and the International 
Covenants on Human Rights.

Louis Raphaël I Sako, Patriarch of the Chaldean Catholic Church of Babylon, addresses the 
Security Council open debate on the victims of attacks and abuses on ethnic or religious 
grounds in the Middle East, March 2015.
PHOTO: ESKINDER DEBEBE/UN PHOTO
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F irst, let me say, that even contending daily with discrimination, hard-
ships, and persecution, the Christian community in Pakistan has a 
strong faith in the Lord Jesus Christ and high morals. The Church in 

Pakistan is not growing in numbers, as conversion is not allowed in our coun-
try, yet the church continues to grow in faith. Christians are not fearful. Even 
after violent attacks on a number of churches, people still go to church. Even 
our younger generations attend the church in large numbers.

My family was victimized in the bombing at the All Saints’ Church in 
Peshawar, Pakistan, September 2013. In that event, I lost two of my children, 
my mother, a niece, two uncles, a cousin, and some other friends and rela-
tives. In addition, my wife—Uzma, my eldest brother, a nephew, and many 
other friends and relatives were injured in this blast, but I and my whole family 
still attend the church and we are strong in our faith in Lord Jesus.

The inspirational and motivational verses for me after this horrific tragedy 
were from Romans: “Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hard-
ship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? … 
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers…will be able 
to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:35-39) 
I experienced the Love of God even at the time of my distress and hardship. God 
cared, comforted, and consoled me in the time of my grief and distress.

In fact, after this horrible tragedy, I was motivated to volunteer for a ministry 
to console other victims and teach them about the love of God. I know, being a 
follower of Jesus, I have to take up my cross. I and other victims and members 
of our church have already forgiven those who attacked our church.

GOD’S LOVE FOR ALL HUMANKIND: 

Reflections from 
  a Pakistani Christian

Who will separate us  
from the love of Christ? 

Will hardship, or distress, 
or persecution, or famine, 
or nakedness, or peril, or 

sword?...For I am convinced 
that neither death, nor life, 

nor angels, nor rulers… 
will be able to separate us  

from the love of God in  
Christ Jesus our Lord.

—ROMANS 8:35, 38-39 (NRSV)

by Insar Gohar

Midwives course at Talitha Kumi 
Center in Lahore, Pakistan, a 
project of the Church of Pakistan.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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Study in the United States
I am grateful to the General Board of Global Ministries of The United Methodist 
Church, the Claremont School of Theology, my bishop, and the Diocese of 
Peshawar of the Church of Pakistan, for helping me to come to the United 
States for study in theological education, which will equip me for my minis-
try and service back in the Church of Pakistan. I and my family are receiving 
God’s blessings and enormous love here. We are receiving love and care from 
Claremont’s president, staff, and students, and it is worth mentioning that 
we are also receiving love and care from the Claremont United Methodist 
Church, where I am in ministry for my internship as part of my field work.

After I completed my first year of studies at Claremont School of Theology 
(CST), Uzma and I wanted to return to Pakistan to see our friends and fam-
ily members, to meet with the people of our church and the diocese, and to 
cope with the grief and memories of our children by visiting their graves. On 
the other hand, our family members too had a yearning desire to see our lit-
tle baby, Aaima, who was just nine months old when we left our country for 
California. She is now 18 months old.

In addition to all these reasons for returning, 
I also had a desire to involve myself in various 
ministries of the churches and parachurch orga-
nizations in Pakistan. So God gave me the op-
portunity to take part in various ministries during 
our visit, such as a counseling ministry among 
the All Saints’ orphaned children, Bible study 
groups with the Christian Students Fellowship 
(CSF) in Peshawar, and the Pakistan Fellowship 
of Evangelical Students (PFES), Bible seminars, 
and camps. I felt blessed, especially when I did 
the counseling ministry with the children or-
phaned by the All Saints’ Church blast during 
a care camp for widows and orphans. Another 
great opportunity for me was leading a teaching 
session in a prayer seminar at my home church, 
the All Saints’ Church in Peshawar. The bishop’s 
office of the Diocese of Peshawar, Church of 
Pakistan, also gave me some responsibilities for 
filing work in the office.

There were some emotional moments for 
us during a worship service on Pakistan’s Independence Day, August 14, as 
the All Saints’ Church dedicated this special service to its martyrs. We re-
membered our children on that special day during the service. We visited the 
graveyard and shed tears on their graves.

It was a great opportunity for us to visit Pakistan this summer to spend 
time with our family and friends in various places. In order to escape the hot 
weather, we visited some of the most beautiful mountainous areas of our 
country, such as the Kaghan Valley, Murree Hills, and Nathiagali, with other 
members of our family.

We have since returned to the United States and my classes are back in 
session. Uzma is doing well, and our daughter, Aaima, is growing up day by 
day. We are enjoying the blessings of Almighty God in our lives.

Religious Freedom
Religious freedom for me is an en-
vironment in which there is open 
space for all faith communities to 
practice their faith-related activities, 
where people can express their faith, 
thoughts, and different points of view 
openly.

Christians in Pakistan have the free-
dom to worship inside the boundaries 
and walls of their churches. There are 
some incidents in which Christians 
are persecuted physically, such as the 
worst of them—the attack on the All 
Saints’ Church in Peshawar. But this 
was not an isolated incident. Two 
churches in Yohanaabad, Lahore, have 

been attacked, as well as churches 
in Bhawalpur and Taxila, and church-
es have been burned, particularly 
one in Mardan. Christian villages and 
residential areas have also been at-
tacked, causing death, injury, and loss 
of property, such as Christian houses, 
books, and Holy Bibles. Along with this 
physical persecution, the Christians 
of Pakistan face social persecution—
or social injustice in their day to day 
lives—as they face discrimination at 

Insar Gohar (right) meets with a student in Pakistan.
PHOTO: COURTESY INSAR GOHAR
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every turn and area of life. They can’t 
get higher positions in government, 
or higher ranks in the armed forces, 
or high-level political positions. Even 
in the field of education, they are 
often denied good grades and high-
er-paid positions. 

Extremism and intolerance toward 
other religions have grown stron-
ger in Pakistan in the last few de-
cades. The Western “war on terror” 
has only developed more anti-Amer-
ican thoughts and views among ex-
tremists and fundamentalists in our 
country. They associate Christians in 
Pakistan with the Western world be-
cause of our religion. On the other 
hand, Pakistan’s Blasphemy Law acts 
like a hanging sword for its citizens. 
Many Christians, and, truthfully, also 
many Muslims, have been victimized 
by this law. A number of people were 
falsely charged by this law, in fact, 
these charges were trumped up as 
a result of some personal enmity or 
grudge. There is a dire need for devel-
oping a sense of tolerance among the 
people of different faith communities 
through interfaith dialogue and activi-
ties in our country.

The Wider Christian Family
Being a Pakistani Christian, I realize 
that I belong to an oppressed and 
poor community and that I need to 

support my fellow Christians who are 
in need. By holding each other hands 
and supporting one another, we can 
uplift our community. I have formed 
my theology that, “God is Love and 
God’s love is for all humankind.” I look 
forward to returning to my country to 
serve my own people and to share 
the love of God with them.

While living in the United States, 
I have seen a great sense of sup-
port here toward Religious Freedom 
and Human Rights. I am experienc-
ing, studying, and analyzing things 
in a broader sense and with a broad-
er perspective. I have seen respect 
and tolerance here toward all faith 

communities. I would ask that US 
Christians pray for the Pakistani op-
pressed Christian community and try 
to stop those elements of hatred here 
in the United States that work against 
some faith communities, which in re-
verse affect the Pakistani Christian mi-
nority community. Pakistani Muslims  
associate us with the Western world, 
which is in fact not true. We are a 
Pakistani church.

Insar Gohar is a World Communion 
Scholarship, International, recipient from 
Pakistan with a concentration in theologi-
cal education studies at Claremont School 
of Theology in Claremont, California.

Insar (far right) with his family members visiting the mountains in Kaghan Valley, Pakistan.
PHOTO: COURTESY INSAR GOHAR

While visiting All Saints’ Church in Peshawar, Pakistan, 
Insar Gohar had a chance to meet with students and 
other groups for Bible Study and counseling.
PHOTO: COURTESY INSAR GOHAR
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62 Young Adult Missionaries Commissioned
Forty-three new young adult missionaries were com-
missioned this past August in Atlanta, Georgia, for ser-
vice in 19 countries and five states of the United States. 
Another group of 19 Global Mission Fellows were com-
missioned in September in Seoul, Korea, bringing the 
total of newly commissioned young adult missionaries to 
62. Global Mission Fellows, who are between the ages 
of 20 and 30, spend two years working in justice-related 
ministries around the world.

UMCOR Grants and Partner Assistance
The United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) 
continues to assist the Louisiana Annual Conference with 
its response to survivors of severe flooding caused by 
days of torrential rain in August.

At least 11 people are known to have died in the disas-
ter. Several churches converted to shelters for those that 
were displaced. Four of the parishes received a Federal 
disaster declaration, so FEMA, the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency, was mobilized.

Currently, UMCOR is also responding to severe 
spring and summer storms that affected communities in 
Arkansas, Texas, Indiana, California, and West Virginia—
conference partners involved are Arkansas, Texas, Central 
Texas, California-Nevada, Indiana, and West Virginia.

Global Ministries Dedicates New  
Atlanta Headquarters
Global Ministries, the worldwide mission and develop-
ment agency of The United Methodist Church, officially 
celebrated the completion of its new US headquarters in 
Atlanta, Georgia, during its first board meeting to be held 
in the new space. On October 20, 2016, Global Ministries’ 
board of directors officially dedicated the building and cel-
ebrated the agency’s work. Designed to inspire mission 
innovation and a culture of hospitality, the building will 
help promote Global Ministries’ commitment to finding 
new ways the global and local connect in mission. Global 
Ministries is grateful for the warm welcome it has re-
ceived from the local community.

New York offices at 475 Riverside officially closed 
on October 31, 2016. The Atlanta home address is 458 
Ponce de Leon Avenue, NE, Atlanta, Georgia 30308. 

DEATH NOTICES—Agnes D. Rogers, retired mission-
ary with nearly 27 years of service in Brazil, died April 
17, 2016…Gerald Klinefelter, retired home mission-
ary with the Red Bird Missionary Conference with 33 
years of service, died May 5, 2016…McRee J. Elrod, 
retired missionary with more than 6 years of service 
in Korea, died June 16, 2016…Betty Ruth Good, re-
tired deaconess with nearly 38 years of service in the 
United States, died July 2, 2016…Hunter P. Mabry, 
retired missionary with nearly 34 years of service in 
India, died July 9, 2016…Ruth M. Matzigkeit, retired 
missionary with 22 years of service in Zimbabwe, died 
July 16, 2016…Dwight Kintner, retired missionary 
with 4 years of service in India, died July 17, 2016…
William Burwell Jones, retired missionary with 6 
years of service in Chile, died July 20, 2016…Nancy 
B. Wheatley, retired missionary with 4 years of ser-
vice in Panama, died July 27, 2016…David Hilton, re-
tired missionary with more than 8 years of service in 
Malaysia, died July 29, 2016…Lorraine Enright, re-
tired missionary with more than 39 years of service, 
died August 10, 2016, in Zambia…Carol Jones, re-
tired missionary with 6 years of service in Chile, died 
August 13, 2016…David Spencer Burgett, a retired 
home missionary of the EUB Church who served at 
McCurdy School in Espanola for 31 years and then as 
executive secretary for Institutional Ministries at the 
General Board of Global Ministries in New York for 9 
years, died August 14, 2016...Etsu Reid, retired mis-
sionary with more than 33 years of service in Japan, 
died August 25, 2016…William J. Hinson, retired 
missionary with 8½ years of service in Brazil, died 
August 26, 2016…Patricia L. Martin, retired mission-
ary with 11 years of service in Brazil, died September 
11, 2016…Becky Louter, active deaconess and exec-
utive staff member of United Methodist Women with 
13 years of service as a deaconess, died September 
16, 2016…Onema Lomoto Ombaku, 66, an active 
United Methodist missionary in Nigeria, died on July 
29 at the Jos University Teaching Hospital in Jos, 
Nigeria. Ombaku’s area of expertise was mission fi-
nance and he had previously served in that area for 
Global Ministries in Sierra Leone and his home coun-
try, the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
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  LOOKING TO JESUS— 
the Author and Finisher  
     of Our Faith

by Michael Arteen

From the rising of the sun to the 
place where it sets, the name of the 

Lord is to be praised.
 —PSALM 113: 3 (NIV)

A boy stands in front of a wall covered with graffiti 
along a street in Bethlehem.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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T he most humbling experi-
ence of my life is to be serv-
ing God in the little town of 

Bethlehem. Never had I imagined 
that the Lord, in good planning for my 
life, would lead me to be a mission-
ary in such a unique place! Born and 
raised in Egypt to a Christian family, 
I received the Lord as my personal 
savior at the age of 14. My love for 
God grew with every day; I felt eager 
and passionate to know and serve 
God at a deeper level. When I immi-
grated to the United States at the age 
of 22, God confirmed a calling upon 
my life to serve—and since then, 
many doors have opened for me to 
tell others about God’s amazing grace 
and gift of salvation.

Ordering the Steps
Three years ago I met a differ-
ent “Grace,” who was also full of 
God’s grace. She has become my 
wife and ministry partner. Grace is a 
Palestinian Christian who loves the 
Lord and serves God in her home-
town, Bethlehem. It was upon 
my first visit to Israel/Palestine in 
2014, when Grace accepted by pro-
posal and we became engaged, 
that I sensed a huge spiritual need 
in this land. Prior to my first visit 
here, I couldn’t imagine what life in 
Bethlehem was like. But upon my 
arrival, I could see mountains that 
needed to be moved and chains that 
needed to be broken. I could sense a 
spirit of animosity and hatred, injus-
tice and vengeance all around. My 
heart broke to see that the very place 
where Christianity started had be-
come a highly volatile war-torn land.

God directed my steps to serve 
in this humble place. Of course, 
leaving a country as free and open 
as the United States was not the 
easiest of steps, after spending 
more than 10 years there; but fol-
lowing God’s guidance is surely the 

most rewarding way forward. For 
the last couple years, I have felt the 
Lord speaking to my heart continu-
ally concerning God’s heart toward 
the land and its people. This has be-
come the focus of my prayer; “Lord 
give me your heart so that I can 
serve you faithfully in your land.”

In the middle of the many com-
plexities of life that one experiences 
here; it is only God’s light that can 
penetrate through any darkness. 
The Lord calls many to witness. 
Among the dwindling Christian pop-
ulation, of less than one percent 
now, God seeks to convey a mes-
sage to all people through us, God’s 

ambassadors. I have found encour-
agement in serving as the chaplain 
at Bethlehem Bible College. Twice a 
week, as faculty, staff, and students 
meet for a time of praise, worship, 
and devotions, we are reminded 
afresh of the reason for our exis-
tence in this place: It is Jesus, the 
shepherd of this land, who unites 
us and gives us the courage to bold-
ly speak his name and witness his 
signs and wonders. Only Jesus can 
bring forth rivers of living water in 
dry desert land.

Bethlehem Bible Students
As I serve among students who come 
from near and far—from different 
places in the West Bank, Jerusalem, 
and other parts of the country—I 
know in my heart that God will some-
how use these vessels for the spread 
of God’s kingdom. The Bible tells us 
that the kingdom of God is “like leav-
en that a woman took and hid in three 
measures of flour, until it was all leav-
ened” (Luke 13:20). I have deep faith 
to believe that students have great 
potential to go out and share the good 
news of the kingdom with their neigh-
bors, to soar beyond the wall and 
reach out to their friends and families 

and anyone they encounter, be they 
Christian, Muslim, or Jewish.

Many of our students have had 
to overcome heavy obstacles to 
study at the college; not only physi-
cal checkpoints and barriers, but also 
social challenges and traditional ste-
reotypes. They could be anywhere 
else, studying anything else, but they 
have chosen to devote themselves 
to studying the living word of God. 
Obtaining a theological degree car-
ries huge responsibilities; yet God is a 
God of love, justice, and faithfulness. 

The Rev. Michael Arteen leads chapel devotions at Bethlehem Bible College.
PHOTO: COURTESY MICHAEL ARTEEN
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Much has been placed on their hearts 
to carry out the purposes of God in 
this place—to pursue God’s greatest 
plans for their lives. 

In this land, freedom is restricted, 
opportunities limited, doors often 
closed, attitudes negative, the fu-
ture unclear, expectations disap-
pointing, but our God works mirac-
ulously through every situation. As 
I spend time with the student body 

The day after a neighboring house was destroyed, residents of Bethlehem 
replant olive trees that were ripped out of the ground by Israeli tanks. Israeli 

soldiers entered the city the night of in November 2006 and destroyed the 
house, which contained the apartments of four families, searching for a man 

they claimed was a militant.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

The yard of the East Jerusalem 
Baptist Church in Palestine 
projects a peaceful image in 
contrast to the conflicts and 
troubles outside its walls.
PHOTO: COURTESY ALEX AWAD

at Bethlehem Bible College, I have no other intention 
but to point them to the author and finisher of our 
faith: Jesus Christ, who helps us in our most difficult 
times, who listens to us when we cry out, who is the 
defender of the weak and the weary, and who shows 
no favoritism. There are so many good seeds to plant 
in their young (and some older) lives. This semester, 
as we spend time focusing on the miracles of Jesus 
during our morning chapel devotions, my prayer is 
that God will use these souls to make an impact on 
their societies and churches so that we can see prac-
tical and spiritual miracles, one step a time, one life 
at a time!

With God, all things are possible. Through Jesus, 
who gives us strength; we can achieve all things and 
conquer the forces of darkness. Yes, I do wish that 
these precious young people will experience all kinds 

of freedom in their nation, but ultimately, a freedom through which they know 
who they are in Christ, and where their hopes and dreams are grounded in 
God’s plan for their lives in this very special place. 

Lord, set our eyes toward the goal, help us to say boldly that nothing can 
separate us from the love of Christ, today and every day. 

Michael Arteen is a US citizen raised as a Christian in Egypt. He immigrated to the 
United States as a young man. He served as a pastoral assistant for Arabic churches 
in Florida and Texas. His missionary placement is with the Bethlehem Bible College 
as chaplain and director of spiritual life. His wife, Grace Al-Zoughbi, also teaches at 
the college.
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T he Middle East Council of Churches (MECC) worked in close part-
nership with the Global Christian Forum (GCF) to plan and imple-
ment this second Middle East consultation, coming some three 
years after the first such meeting. It took place at near Beirut, 

Lebanon, May 25-28, 2016.
Thirty-three church leaders from six Middle Eastern countries participated, 

while two others from an additional country could not come because of visa 
problems. Most significantly, the consultation brought together leaders of 
churches who seldom meet—those established in the Middle East for centu-
ries and those that have been established much more recently.

The GCF was represented by Secretary Larry Miller and a GCF consultant, 
Hubert van Beek.

2nd Middle East Consultation, Global Christian Forum
Beirut, Lebanon, May 25-28, 2016
Final Communiqué
With the cooperation and coordination of the Middle East Council of Churches, 
the Global Christian Forum invited a group of bishops, priests, pastors, and lay 
people from various Christian traditions (Orthodox, Catholic, Evangelical) to a 
second consultation, held at the convent of “Our Lady of the Well” (Lebanon, 
Maten, near Beirut), May 25-28, 2016. The first consultation took place in 
Amman, Jordan, April 8-9, 2013.

The participants discussed the challenges that the churches face in the criti-
cal and turbulent situations of the region. They considered the cooperation 
among churches to proclaim faith that is based on the one Christian message. 
They deliberated on methods to strengthen ecumenical ties and to nurture a 
spirit of fellowship and solidarity in order to convey peace and justice among 
all citizens of Middle East countries.

The delegates renewed their deep sympathy and solidarity with the victims 
of war, violence, terrorism, and with displaced people, particularly of Syria and 
Iraq. They appealed to all church leaders and workers in relief organizations to 
intensify their efforts to alleviate the suffering and lessen the people’s pain, 
particularly that of children and women.

The representatives drew attention to the problem of severe emigration tak-
ing place for many years, which has led to a massive loss of the most resource-
ful and constructive elements necessary for rebuilding nations and communi-
ties in the region. Hence, Christian presence has decreased enormously and 
this, in turn, has damaged the church’s ministry and role in the region.

GLOBAL CHRISTIAN FORUM MIDDLE EAST CONSULTATION 

GROWING TRUST AMONG CHURCHES 
AS REGIONAL DIFFICULTIES CONTINUE

Antranik Manoukian, from Lebanon, attended 
the Middle East Consultation in Beirut, 
Lebanon. He said: “I believe that youth have 
an essential role in advocacy for peace in our 
region. Not only are they greatly passionate 
to be involved in achieving progress, but 
they also have the intellectual capability to 
develop their skills and abilities to make full 
use of it in advocacy.”
PHOTO: CARLA KHIJOYAN/WCC

Global Christian Forum
In a region so often beset by great difficulties and sad news, it was a case of good news as a growing sense of Christian 
unity and trust seemed to be emerging in the region, according to church leaders who participated in a Global Christian 
Forum-convened Middle East consultation held in Beirut, Lebanon, in May 2016.
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The present consultation reaf-
firmed the Amman Appeal issued 
in 2013 and urged the participant 
churches “to implore their societ-
ies, governments, institutions, and 
international assemblies to support 
Christian presence in the Middle East 
in partnership with other religions, 
and work to achieve full citizenship 
with equal rights and duties among 
all people, in accordance with interna-
tional treaties and agreements, and 
within the framework of fair laws and 
truly modern democratic systems.”

During the meeting, both pastors 
and lay persons gave much attention 
to improving relations between the 
various churches in the Middle East. 
They stressed the necessity to be 
open and to deepen mutual knowl-
edge among the churches, as well 
as to increase coordination between 

them as much as possible. The partic-
ipants were informed of the latest ac-
tivities of the Middle East Council of 
Churches (MECC), and they praised 
it for its key role in strengthening 
Christian presence and communi-
cation between the churches in the 
region. Furthermore, they discussed 
ideas and suggestions for how the 
MECC could facilitate dialogue and 
convergence among the churches of 
the Middle East.

The sober and frank dialogue 
among the participants amplified the 
feelings of belonging to the one body 
of Christ, to the church of God, and 
the commitment to the one message 
of Christ through a common endeavor 
to attain one and the same witness.

All participants commended the 
significant efforts of the Global 
Christian Forum and the Middle East 

Council of Churches, which made 
this meeting possible and ensured 
its success.

Finally, the participants recom-
mended bringing this ecumenical ex-
perience to all churches in order for 
all to benefit from its outcome and 
to spread the spirit of unity that is 
in accordance with the will of God. 
They also agreed to continue these 
consultative meetings following the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit and the 
grace of the Lord Jesus for the glory 
of God the Father.

Originally published in the Global  
Christian Forum News 2016, Edi-
tion 2. Available online http://www. 
globalchristianforum.org/docs/ 
GCFNews-2016-02-EN.pdf. 
Editor: Kim Cain. Email: kimcain@ 
globalchristianforum.org

A portion of the Israeli security barrier that cuts Bethlehem off from Jerusalem carries graffiti with the cross and flame icon of The United 
Methodist Church.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

newworldoutlook.org
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M
inistry of Presence

by C
hristopher H

am
era, a G

lobal M
ission Fellow

 from
 M

alaw
i w

ho serves as a 
peace and just advocate w

ith Initiatives for Peace in M
indanao, headquartered in 

D
avao C

ity, Philippines

P
eople 

have 
different 

perspectives 
and definitions of the term

 “m
inistry 

of presence” and its im
pact on peo-

ple’s lives. 
W

h
e

n
 

I 
w

as 
a 

te
e

n
ag

e
r, 

m
is-

sionaries used to com
e to visit our 

church and schools in M
alaw

i. S
om

e 
preached 

the 
gospel 

w
hile 

others 
built schools or churches. I rem

em
ber 

som
e m

issionaries w
ho cam

e to our 
Zingw

angw
a prim

ary school to distrib-
ute school m

aterials. A
ll of these ex-

periences led m
e to believe that m

is-
sionaries com

e to do som
ething.

“‘Lord,’ M
artha said to Jesus, ‘If you had been here, m

y brother w
ould 

not have died.’” In John 11:21, I believe M
ary w

as looking for som
ething 

beyond physical and hum
an capacity. M

ost of the tim
e, w

hen w
e are 

sick, or w
hen w

e are looking after som
eone w

ho is sick, w
e expect visi-

tors to bring food or som
ething tangible.

Yet Jesus’ presence m
eant hope, love, care, peace, kindness, gentle-

ness, and restoration to people, regardless of their culture or fam
ily back-

ground. M
ary knew

 that the presence of Jesus w
ould have healed her 

brother Lazarus.
I have com

e to realize that the m
inistry of presence is the m

ission it-
self. The m

aterials w
e give to the com

m
unity are im

portant, but the m
in-

istry of presence builds relationships w
ith the poor and others affected 

by critical social injustices in various com
m

unities. O
ur presence in the 

com
m

unity can bring hope to the people. 
W

hen I first arrived in the P
hilippines, I w

as sent to Tandag C
ity to dis-

tribute food and school m
aterials to typhoon evacuees. I w

as so am
azed 

by a m
an w

ho cam
e, I thought, to thank m

e and the Initiative for P
eace 

in M
indanao, but instead, he said, “W

e thank G
od that you have com

e to 
us, and w

e believe that your presence w
ill m

ake us happy.”

The General Board of Global M
inistries

458 Ponce de Leon, NE, Atlanta, GA 30308
W

ebsite: www.um
cm

ission.org •  404-460-7575

c
o
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c
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io
n

Receiving New Fam
ily and Friends

by H
ezekiah Sam

w
ini, from

 G
hana, w

ho serves as one of a group of G
lobal M

ission 
Fellow

s assigned to International and M
igrant M

inistries in G
erm

any

“Truly I tell you,” Jesus replied, “no one w
ho has left hom

e or brothers or 
sisters or m

other or father or children or fields for m
e and the gospel w

ill fail 
to receive a hundred tim

es as m
uch in this present age: hom

es, brothers, sis-
ters, m

others, children and fields…
”

M
A

R
K

 10:29-30 (N
IV

)

A
s C

hristm
as approached last year 

(2015), I realized that, for the first 
tim

e, I w
ould not be celebrating w

ith 
fam

ily, 
visiting 

friends, 
and 

listen-
ing to m

y favorite carols. B
ut then 

I received several invitations from
 

fam
ilies in m

y new
 hom

e. I enjoyed  
sitting around the table, talking about 
the year, and sharing stories of how

 
C

hristm
as is celebrated in G

hana. I did 
m

iss C
hristm

as w
ith m

y fam
ily, but I realized that I had a new

, bigger fam
ily, 

right here in G
erm

any—
caring people w

ho are ready to support m
e, not only 

in m
y w

ork, but also in m
y w

alk w
ith G

od.
W

orking in G
erm

any w
ith m

igrant congregations, I m
eet a lot of people 

from
 different backgrounds and cultures. I am

 learning m
ore about m

yself and 
how

 m
y background affects the w

ay I relate to the w
orld and live out the gos-

pel. I have enjoyed observing how
 people from

 different backgrounds and cul-
tures relate to one another and to the w

orld by putting their faith into action.
I am

 just a few
 m

onths into m
y service, but I am

 excited about the bless-
edness of this experience. I am

 grateful for the m
any new

 fam
ilies and 

friends I have found on this journey and for the challenges that m
ake m

e 
grow

 in m
y relationships.

H
ezekiah Sam

w
ini (second from

 left) 
accom

panies a group of refugees to a 
m

useum
 exhibition.
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G
lobal M

ission Fellow
, C

hristopher 
H

am
era, during a K

alum
aran 

conference in G
eneral Santo

s C
ity in 

the Philippines.  PH
O
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Today, Damascus, all of Syria, and 
much of the Middle East are torn 
by tremendous violence. Tragically, 
many of these conflicts pit one 

religion against another, and too often, 
governments and leaders resort to violence 
in the name of God.

In Jerusalem, a holy city for Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims, it is easier for me 
to travel from the United States to wor-
ship and visit holy sites there than it is for 
Palestinian Christians and Muslims to travel 
only a few kilometers from their homes to 
worship and pray. How can we overcome 
today’s violence, discrimination, hatred, and 
fear that divide us in a way that protects and 
promotes religious freedom for all? 

This special issue on religious freedom 
lifts up voices of those who are persecuted 
as well as guidelines and international laws 
that seek to promote religious freedom. 
The guidelines adopted by Global Ministries 
draw heavily upon the ethic of love found in 
Paul’s epistles to the early church—commu-
nities of a religious minority facing persecu-
tion. Yet these very epistles were written by 
a former persecutor, Saul, who sought to en-
force religious conformity through violence. 

We can learn much from Saul’s con-
version on the road to Damascus—about 
both religious persecution and freedom. 
In his own words, Paul confesses, “in my 

obsession against them, I even went to 
foreign cities to persecute them.” (Acts 
26:11b, NIV) In his prior life as Saul, he had 
great faith and zeal to punish and root out 
the error of any who strayed from what he 
considered God’s path. Imprisonment and 
even execution were tools he believed God 
had given him to force conformity in faithful-
ness (see Acts 8:1-3 & 26:9-11). Saul was 
blinded by his obsession to force others into 
right belief through violent punishment. 

Saul was heading to Damascus to visit 
God’s judgment on others and punish them 
into the truth. He had to get knocked off his 
high horse in order to be transformed by 
a loving relationship with Jesus. He final-
ly made it to Damascus—not in triumph—
but dependent on God’s grace and on love 
from the very ones he had persecuted. Now 
as Paul, he was freed to preach and share 
a gospel of God’s unconditional love and 
God’s call for us to love all. 

Where are the Damascus roads for us 
today along which we may be transformed 
and embody religious freedom grounded  
in love?

David Wildman
Executive Secretary
 Middle East, Human Rights,  
and Racial Justice

End Note
by David Wildman

Our Damascus Road:  
From Persecution to Religious Freedom

A gate in the old city of Jerusalem that leads to the 
entrance of the Al Aqsa mosque. Soldiers detain 
Palestinians, such as the young boy, who seek to  

enter the gate. PHOTO DAVID WILDMAN



GIVE LIGHT, GIVE LOVE, GIVE LIFE 

This Advent season, consider  
a gift to The Advance on  

UMC #GivingTuesday Nov. 29.
Select from more than 800 projects and more than 300 
missionaries. Project categories include agriculture, women 
and children, and many more. 

HOW TO GIVE

•  Search projects by location, topic, or missionary  
at www.umcmission.org/advance

•  Find and give to a project that inspires you

•  Give online: www.umcmission.org/give

One hundred percent of each gift you give through  
The Advance will reach the mission or ministry you designate.
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