
 

RELIGIOUS LIBERTY  
ATTACKED IN EGYPT 

 
 
 

CHRISTIANS IN EGYPT SUFFER 
A Concrete Example of Religious Persecution 

 
In early January 2012, at the Midnight Mass to celebrate 
the birth of Christ, the Coptic Catholic church in Luxor, 
Egypt was surrounded by Muslims.  But these Muslims 
were not there to attack the worshippers, but rather to 
protect them.  Muslims formed a cordon of security 
around the church.  Some even took part in the service to 
visibly demonstrate their solidarity with Christians.  
 
Bishop Johannes Zakaria, the Coptic Catholic Bishop of 
Luxor, was moved to say, “I was able to witness in person 
how ordinary Muslims – just normal people who live 
around us – embraced our community. ...  These brethren 
of ours have rejected violence, have asserted that terrorism 
is not true Islam.”  
 
This expression of support was much appreciated. 
Unfortunately, however, Christians in Egypt frequently 
face discrimination, attacks, bombings and killings, often at 
the hands of extremists intent on taking advantage of 
current political instability to promote an agenda of 
intolerance. 
 
Coptic Christians make up about in 10% of Egypt’s 
population.  The vast majority are Coptic Orthodox, while 
Coptic Catholics number about 250,000.  Under President 
Hosni Mubarak, Christians needed special permission to 
build or repair their churches.  They experienced 
employment discrimination, particularly in high-level 
positions in government and the military.  Violent attacks 
against Christian communities and Christian-owned  
 

 
businesses have resulted in death and destruction, and 
usually go unpunished. 
 
With both Christians and Muslims joining together in 
Tahrir Square to help bring down the Mubarak 
government, many Christians thought life would get better 
for them, that they would have a chance to participate 
more equally in Egyptian society.  Instead, things have 
gotten worse. 
 
Churches in Cairo, Alexandria, Luxor and other parts of 
the country have been bombed, and the level of violence 
directed against Christians has increased.  For example, in 
October 2011, a peaceful  group of Christians gathering to 
protest a lack of police response to attacks on two 
churches in southern Egypt, attacks that left 12 dead and 
over 200 injured, was met by Army tanks and guns that 
killed at least 17 more Christians.  
 
Egypt presidential elections take place in late May.  
Christians wonder which of the many candidates will best 
protect the human rights of all, including religious 
minorities.  Will a new President institute an interpretation 
of Islamic law that will make life even more difficult?  
 
According to the Egyptian Union of Human Rights 
Organization, at least 100,000 Christians have fled Egypt 
since March 2011, with some 42,000 coming to the United 
States.  These Christians have voted with their feet, but 
most Christians remain in Egypt hoping and working for a 
better future for all Egyptians. 
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RELIGIOUS LIBERTY  
ATTACKED IN INDONESIA 

 
 
 

THE PLIGHT OF RELIGIOUS MINORITIES 
Struggling to Survive in Indonesia 

Though Indonesia has made some strides in recent years 
to build a stronger democratic government with a viable 
civil society and an independent media, serious human 
rights violations continue to mar progress.  Even as top 
officials offer rhetoric about protecting the rights of all, 
there remains hesitancy to ensure compliance with 
international human rights standards, and to effectively 
and aptly prosecute groups and individuals responsible for 
severe abuses.  
 
Indonesia’s constitution, laws, and policies establish 
freedom of religion; however, some courts and law 
enforcement officials fail to protect religious minorities 
and prosecute violators, fostering impunity that continues 
to be a significant hindrance to religious freedom and 
human rights in the Republic of Indonesia.  
 
Including more than 17,000 islands, the archipelago of 
Indonesia has a population of about 237 million.  The 
2000 census reports that almost 88 percent of this 
population is Muslim.  A large number of religiously-based 
acts of violence are perpetrated by Muslims.  Although 
most Indonesians practice a very moderate and tolerant 
expression of Islam, more militant groups have become 
increasingly prominent in recent years.  These extremist 
groups tend to be the source of aggravated attacks directed 
at other Muslim sects and non-Muslims alike.   
 
Acts of violence against religious minorities have become 
more alarming since 2011.  Religious extremists have 
coordinated attacks on minority groups, including 
Christians and both Ahmadi and Shia Muslims at prayer in 
Java, Sumatra, and other provinces.  The U.S. Department 
of State reports that in 2010 alone, about 125 attacks 
against religious minorities were recorded.  This number is 
estimated to have been even higher in 2011. 

What may be most troubling about these attacks is the 
perfunctory response they have drawn from many 
Indonesian courts and police forces.  In February 2011, a 
small Ahmadiyah mosque was attacked by a mob of 
extremists.  Three men were killed and mutilated as police 
forces stood by and watched.  Though some members of 
the militant mob were arrested, murder or manslaughter 
charges were not pursued.  Instead, the courts opted to 
bring minor charges of “incitement, assault, and torture” 
against the persecutors, who received light prison 
sentences of about 6 months.  Tragically, victims who 
survived the attack were also sentenced to 6 months in 
prison for “inciting the violence.”  
 
Christians have faced harassment and been prevented 
from worshiping.  Churches have been burned to the 
ground. Christians have been attacked – including one 
priest who was stabbed to death outside of his church – 
with little or no repercussions against those perpetrating 
the violence.  For religious minorities living in Indonesia, 
the deck is stacked against them.  They face persecution 
and inadequate protection from government authorities.  
 
A blasphemy law dating back to the mid-1960s has also 
contributed to the imprisonment, mistreatment, and 
harassment.  Moreover, it has emboldened extremists by 
providing legal authority for their actions.  In Indonesia 
much more should be done to promote the freedom of all 
people to practice their faith in peace.  Protecting this 
foundational freedom will ultimately strengthen the rule of 
law and benefit all Indonesians. 
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RELIGIOUS LIBERTY  
ATTACKED IN IRAQ 

 
 
 

CHRISTIANS STRUGGLE TO SURVIVE IN IRAQ 
A Concrete Example of Religious Persecution 

Sunday evening Mass had just started at Our Lady of 
Salvation Catholic Cathedral on October 31, 2010 when 
explosions were heard nearby.  One priest began 
shepherding parishioners into a fortified back room, but 
heavily armed suicide bombers entered the church and 
barricaded the doors.  Another priest approached the 
attackers and begged them to spare the worshippers.  He 
was shot and died with a crucifix in his hand.  The 
attackers shot randomly as they rounded up the remaining 
parishioners and held them hostage.  They tried to break 
into the fortified room where 60 people were huddled and 
when unsuccessful, threw grenades in through a window.   
 
Several hours later Iraqi security forces stormed the church 
to free the hostages as the attackers exploded their suicide 
vests.  In the end, 58 hostages, including two priests, a 3 
month-old child, and police were killed; 75 were wounded. 
The walls of the church were scarred with bullets and 
blood.  An al-Qaeda affiliated group claimed responsibility. 
 
This attack was horrific and roundly denounced by many 
in Iraq and beyond.  Pope Benedict expressed profound 
sorrow “at this absurd violence, which is even more savage 
because it struck defenseless people, gathered in God’s 
house, which is a house of love and reconciliation.” 
Unfortunately, this attack was not the only one against 
Christians in Iraq, even though it remains particularly 
memorable due to the scale of the carnage.  Christians, 
who before 2003 numbered about 1.4 million in Iraq, have 
often been targeted by extremists, some of whom are allied 
with political parties seeking advantage.  In the unstable 

post-war political environment following the U.S.-led 
invasion, Christians are viewed as “soft targets” without 
their own militias.  
 
Systematic kidnappings for ransom, even of priests and 
bishops, and killings have caused thousands of Christians 
to flee their homes.  They either go abroad or are displaced 
internally, trying to find safe havens.  Safety is hard to find, 
and some of these Iraqi Christians have been displaced 
numerous times and are running out of resources.  The 
number of Christians in Iraq is now estimated to be about 
400,000.  Their future prospects remain difficult. 
 
The Church in Iraq, which has existed since the earliest 
days of Christianity, is struggling to survive with so many 
having fled.  Yet, many remaining Christians are trying to 
ensure that the new Iraq that emerges includes space for 
the historic Christian community to participate and serve 
in what has traditionally been a multi-ethnic and multi-
religious society. 
 
What can be you do to help?  Your prayers are critically 
important.  Your concrete help is also vital to support 
organizations, like Catholic Relief Service and Caritas, 
which are providing essential services to displaced Iraqis.  
Your welcome is needed for Iraqi refugees who have made 
the difficult decision to come to the United States to start 
a new life.  Your advocacy for continued U.S. government 
support for strengthening the rule of law in Iraq and 
assisting displaced Iraqis, including Iraqi Christians, lets 
them know they have not been forgotten. 
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RELIGIOUS LIBERTY  
ATTACKED IN NIGERIA 

 
 
 

BOKO HARAM RUNS RAMPANT 
A Concrete Example of Religious Persecution 

Boko Haram has made a name for itself in a short time, 

grabbing international media headlines with their high 

profile attacks.  An Islamist extremist movement whose 

name translates into “Western education is forbidden,” 

Boko Haram has made it their goal to establish an Islamic 

state in Nigeria.  In pursuit of this mission, they have 

stepped up their attacks against Nigerian government 

offices, media, schools and universities, and churches. 

Boko Haram bombed St. Theresa’s Catholic Church 

outside the Nigerian capital of Abuja on Christmas Day, 

killing at least 44 parishioners and injuring many others.  

On Easter, they arranged the suicide car bombing of a 

Protestant church that killed 39, again wounding dozens.  

A number of other Christian churches in cities throughout 

the north have been attacked. 

Churches are not their only target.  In April, the 

movement attacked a building housing Nigeria’s major 

daily newspaper and two other newspapers, ostensibly 

because they objected to what they viewed as inaccuracy in 

media reporting.  Gunmen stormed one university and 

threw improvised explosive devices into a Catholic mass 

being held there.  Gunshots and blasts have rocked 

another university.  Police and military have also been 

targeted.  It is estimated that Boko Haram is responsible 

for the deaths of over 1,000 people since 2009.  

Nigeria is the most populous nation in Africa and the 

seventh most populous in the world.  Its over 170 million 

people are roughly evenly divided between Christians and 

Muslims.  Christian and Muslim religious leaders have a 

strong history of working together for mutual respect and 

tolerance. 

Emerging from a colonial past in 1960, tribal and ethnic 

allegiances remain strong and have contributed to a history 

of ethnic conflict and even coups.  Nigeria is the twelfth 

largest producer of oil in the world.  Oil revenues have 

also led to disputes, sometimes violent, over who controls 

and benefits from the sale of oil.  Tragically, oil wealth has 

fueled a high level of corruption.  The government is 

struggling in the face of all these competing forces.  These 

targeted attacks by Boko Haram are aimed at fueling 

sectarian sentiments and provoking religious conflict.  

The Catholic Church is a major public presence in Nigeria 

and has worked to calm religious tensions.  After the 

Christmas Day bombing, the United States Conference of 

Catholic Bishops expressed solidarity with the Church in 

Nigeria and called for prayers for all those who have been 

killed or injured, as well as their families.  With our Holy 

Father, the U.S. bishops affirmed, “Violence is a path that 

leads only to pain, destruction and death; respect, 

reconciliation and love are the paths to peace.” 
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RELIGIOUS LIBERTY  
ATTACKED IN PAKISTAN 

 
 
 

ASSASSINATION OF SHAHBAZ BHATTI - PAKISTAN 
Dying to Defend the Rights of a Suffering People  

Shahbaz Bhatti, the first Catholic to serve as Minister for 
Minority Affairs in Pakistan’s government, knew he was living 
on borrowed time when he came to Washington in February 
2011.  It should have been a triumphant moment.  He was 
invited to meet with Secretary of State Hillary Clinton about his 
work to promote interfaith harmony in a country that is 95% 
Muslim. 
 

As he spoke about religious freedom in Pakistan, it was clear that 
he was under considerable pressure.  In media interviews, he was 
asked about death threats he had received due to his efforts to 
protect religious minorities.  He calmly replied: “I would prefer 
to die for my principles and for the justice of my community 
rather than to compromise on these threats.” 
 

Despite the danger, Bhatti chose to return to Pakistan to 
continue his fight to ensure the safety and rights of religious 
minorities.  But his fight was cut short.  On March 2, 2011, 
Bhatti was gunned down.  A terrorist group claimed credit, 
calling Bhatti a “known blasphemer.” 
 

Shahbaz Bhatti had a long career of speaking up for minorities.  
Appointed Minister in 2008, Bhatti made it his mission to work 
for the “oppressed, down-trodden and marginalized” in 
Pakistani society.  Among the measures he promoted to support 
religious minorities were: a national campaign to promote 
interfaith dialogue and harmony; laws to ban hate speech; a 24-
hour crisis hotline; reserving some Senate seats and government 
jobs for minorities; repealing laws that discriminated against 
minorities; and revising the blasphemy law. 
 

The blasphemy law was often used with impunity to accuse 
someone of having insulted or defamed the Prophet 
Muhammad, the Quran, or Islam.  Seeking its revision had 
earned Bhatti the enmity of hardline Islamic militants and 
ultimately led to his death.  He was not the only prominent 
Pakistani to have died defending religious freedom.  In January 
2011, Salmaan Taseer, Governor of Punjab Province and a 
Muslim, was assassinated by his own bodyguard because Taseer 
had advocated for changes in Pakistan’s harsh blasphemy laws.  
 

Governor Taseer and Minister Bhatti both spoke out in support 
of Asia Bibi, a Christian mother of five unjustly accused of 

blasphemy in 2009, convicted and sentenced to death in 
November 2010.  She has appealed the verdict and remains in 
prison.  Her family has been attacked and went into hiding.  
Governor Taseer had visited Bibi in prison.  His prediction that 
she would be released led to mass protests.  Following the killing 
of Governor Taseer, his bodyguard was likewise convicted, but 
many clerics hailed him as a hero and threatened the judge who 
passed sentence.  The sole suspect in the killing of Shahbaz 
Bhatti was acquitted for lack of evidence. 
 

If such prominent figures, a Christian cabinet minister and a 
Muslim provincial governor, are killed for their support for 
religious freedom, imagine the plight of ordinary Pakistani 
Christians and other minorities.  Many live in constant fear of 
religiously motivated violence.  
 

Attacks against Christians, Ahmadis, Hindus and Sikhs are 
ongoing.  Many are killed and wounded.  Churches and 
mosques, homes and businesses are burned.  Livelihoods are 
destroyed.  
 

Blasphemy laws make it very easy to denounce minorities, often 
to gain economic or personal advantage.  Christian and Hindu 
girls have been abducted, forcibly converted and married to 
Muslim men.  Some minorities working as domestics have been 
terribly abused.  In many of these instances, police are reluctant 
to register complaints by minorities or to pursue cases.  
Christians accused of blasphemy have been acquitted only to be 
gunned down on the steps of the court.  It is no wonder that 
religious minorities question whether the rule of law applies to 
them.  
 

At the time of Shahbaz Bhatti’s death, many lauded him for his 
heroic fight for religious freedom. Bhatti himself said, “I want to 
make it clear that I am mindful that in the struggle to protect the 
religious freedom, the rights of minorities and to raise the voice 
against the blasphemy law, I can be assassinated.  But I will 
continue to follow that principle that I believe.  I will continue to 
raise the voice of the voiceless.”  Shahbaz Bhatti’s voice is gone.  
Let us honor his memory and raise our own voices to support 
religious freedom throughout the world. 
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RELIGIOUS LIBERTY  
ATTACKED IN VENEZUELA 

 
 
 

FIGHTING TO FEED AND EDUCATE THE PEOPLE 
A Concrete Example of Religious Persecution 

In theory, the constitution, laws and official policies of 
Venezuela protect religious freedom, as long as religion 
does not violate public morality, decency or order.  In 
practice, the Catholic Church in Venezuela faces serious 
attacks upon its institutions, challenges to its ministries, 
and gross interference from the government. 
 
Venezuela faces many problems and uncertainties:  a 
deterioration of the rule of law, dramatic increases of 
crime and poverty, and a presidential election and 
questions about President Chavez’s health that lead to 
issues of political succession.  In this context, it is even 
more important that the Catholic Church have the 
religious and social freedom to educate the young, provide 
social services to poor and vulnerable persons, and offer 
public guidance for a more just, peaceful and prosperous 
future.     
 
Despite the precarious living conditions of many ordinary 
Venezuelans and the invaluable educational and medical 
services that Catholic institutions provide, President 
Chavez continues to put pressure on Church institutions 
and local Church leaders – inhibiting the mission of 
Catholic schools, social service agencies, seminaries and 
hospitals.  The Venezuelan government threatens the 
Church’s ability to engage in these activities despite the 
consequences for the common good.  For example, the 
Venezuelan Government has withheld reimbursements for 
services provided by the Church, in direct violation of the 
1964 Concordat (agreement) with the Vatican.  
 

Bishops of the Catholic Church in Venezuela have had a 
complex relationship with President Chavez.  Though 
Archbishop Porras of Merida had helped secure the 
physical safety of President Chavez during his failed coup 
in 1992, and was joined by Bishop Azuaje of El Vigia in 
providing for the security of Chavez during the subsequent 
coup against Chavez in 2002, the President has accused 
both Church leaders of being agents of the opposition, and 
has lashed out at them in cruel and personal terms. 
 
The Venezuelan government is clearly seeking to weaken 
the voice and mission of the Church in the public square. 
Church officials describe a hostile environment that 
Venezuelan clergy endure, including threats of 
prosecutions, expropriation of church properties, 
harassment, electronic surveillance (most notably,  phone 
tapping), and preventing Church representatives from 
participating in prison ministries.  Even high ranking 
Church officials can be held for lengthy periods of 
questioning by governmental investigators after public 
expressions that are critical of official government policy 
towards the Church.  
 
These longstanding policies and actions of the Venezuelan 
government have placed a significant burden on the 
spiritual and financial condition of the Church in 
Venezuela.  In spite of such repression and mistreatment, 
the Church continues its role of helping to shape a better 
Venezuela by speaking out in support of religious and 
human rights, fostering the development of a vibrant and 
independent civil society, and providing crucial social 
services to the most needy of Venezuela. 
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