
 
 
 

THE LAST CHRISTIANS IN THE CRADLE OF CHRISTIANITY?

Today, the Cradle of Christianity, where Christ lived and 

the earliest Christian communities emerged, is sadly a place 

where extreme religious persecution threatens and disrupts the 

lives of all who live there. Reports of the self-proclaimed Islamic 

State’s brutality against Christians and other religious minorities 

have dominated international news coverage for much of the last 

year. The group has captured large swaths of territory in Iraq and 

Syria, forcing anyone who refused to support their ruthless rule 

to flee their homes, often leaving behind everything they owned.  

ISIL has killed many, sometimes using shocking methods 

such as beheadings. Reports of kidnappings of those from 

religious minority groups as well as Sunnis who oppose the 

group have been all too common, with many women and girls 

being forced into sexual slavery. Those Christians who did not 

flee were compelled to convert or pay a tax that would ultimately 

fuel the violence of ISIL.  The threat extends throughout the 

region. Its reach now extends to extremists in North Africa and 

Afghanistan who have pledged their allegiance to the “Islamic 

State.”  

The expanding threat of ISIL builds upon already 

tumultuous situations that threaten religious freedom. In Syria, 

the civil war has turned into a sectarian conflict. The Assad 

regime has primarily targeted members of the Sunni Muslim 

community, with Christians often caught in the cross-fire 

between the military and anti-government forces. Christians and 

minorities in Syria have been kidnapped, held for ransom, 

tortured and often brutally killed. At the end of 2014, it was 

estimated that 200,000 people (mostly civilians and many 

Muslims) had been killed and nearly 11.5 million were displaced 

within Syria or as refugees in other countries. In Iraq, in the wake 

of the 2003 U.S. invasion that led to political instability, 

Christians have been among those targeted by extremists. There 

have been terrorist attacks on churches and systematic 

kidnappings of priests and bishops for ransom.  In Egypt, Coptic 

Christians and religious minorities have been victims of attacks, 

especially as Christians were blamed for former President Morsi’s 

removal from power and the government’s subsequent violence 

against his supporters.  Christians have been victims of violent 

attacks on people and property while the State has failed to 

protect them or hold perpetrators accountable consistently.  

While Christians suffer the very real consequences of these 

attacks on their dignity, their livelihoods and their lives, they are 

also confronted with the harsh reality that their culture, dating 

back some 2000 years, is being systematically destroyed. The 

region has historically been religiously and ethnically diverse, but 

Church leaders throughout the region fear the indigenous 

Christian presence in the region will be lost since Christians are 

emigrating in disproportionately large numbers.  In December 

2014, Pope Francis captured the vibrant contributions made by 

Christians, saying, “Your very presence is precious for the Middle 

East…Even more than the many contributions which the 

Church makes in the areas of education, healthcare and social 

services, which are esteemed by all, the greatest source of 

enrichment in the region is the presence of Christians 

themselves….”  It is clear that the loss of the Christian presence 

in the Cradle of Christianity would be harmful for all. 

In March of this year the U.S. Bishops said: “Upon learning 

of the death of 21 Coptic Christians at the hands of ISIL 

terrorists, Pope Francis called their murder a "testimony which 

cries out to be heard." On behalf of America's Catholic Bishops, 

we pause to listen and invite people of all faiths to join us in 

prayer for those facing the stark reality of religious persecution in 

the Middle East and elsewhere… In union with the local 

Churches and the Holy See, we call upon our nation to: work 

with the international community to intervene and protect the 

rights of religious minorities and civilians within the framework 

of international and humanitarian law; address political and 

economic exclusion that are exploited by extremists; and increase 

humanitarian and development assistance…”
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INDIA- SECULARISM UNDER SIEGE 

India is a land where different faiths have long thrived. 

Not only is it the birthplace of Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Jainism, and Sikhism, but it is believed that Thomas the 

Apostle introduced Christianity to the subcontinent in the 

first century AD.  Islam came to India in the 7th century and 

expanded under the Mughal Empire.  India now has the 

third largest population of Muslims in the world. Given this 

history, it is no wonder that the 1950 Indian Constitution 

declared the country to be a secular republic guaranteeing 

freedom of belief, faith and worship. But how is India as a 

whole and its current government protecting that 

fundamental freedom? 

Tensions among Indians of different faiths are not 

new. In 2002, violence between Hindus and Muslims led to 

the death of over 1,000 people and the displacement of over 

100,000, mainly Muslims, in Gujarat.  In 2008, in the eastern 

state of Odisha, Hindus blamed Christians for the death of a 

swami and went on a rampage, killing an estimated 100 

persons, injuring over 10,000, displacing 50,000. The fact 

that a Maoist group claimed responsibility for the swami’s 

killing made no difference. Hundreds of Christian churches 

and thousands of homes were torched.  Some Christians 

were forced to undergo “reconversion” to Hinduism as a 

pre-requisite for being able to return to their villages. Several 

Indian states have enacted laws that criminalize conversion 

by Hindus to other faiths.  Some also label any offer of 

humanitarian, health or educational assistance as 

“inducement” to convert, an act that can be prosecuted. 

Religious minorities have felt increasingly under attack 

following the 2014 election in which the Bharatiya Janata 

Party (BJP) won a majority of Parliamentary seats and 

elected Narendra Modi as Prime Minister. The BJP and its 

charitable arm, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), are 

known to promote Hindu nationalism.  Some in that party 

seek to define India as a “Hindu” nation in terms of 

language, culture and religion. There are BJP politicians who 

have become outspoken in their criticism of religious 

minorities. One prominent RSS official claimed that Mother 

Teresa’s only motivation for serving the poor was to gain 

converts. The attacks are not limited to hate speech.  There 

have been physical assaults on religious minorities, their 

homes, schools, businesses and places of worship. Christian 

villagers have been denied access to water and to their fields. 

The burning of St. Sebastian’s Church in Delhi at the end of 

2014 was just one stark example of the violence being 

perpetrated against religious minorities. 

In response, the Archbishop of Delhi and other 

Christian clergy signed a statement in December 2014 

decrying violence against Christians as being against the 

Constitution of India and its guarantees of freedom of 

religion. They said, “In a secular and democratic India, there 

is no place for a state religion. India is not a theocracy.” 

President Obama echoed these concerns in his visit to that 

country in January 2015, saying India is “a place where, in 

past years, religious faiths of all types have, on occasion, 

been targeted by other peoples of faith, simply due to their 

heritage and their beliefs.” Perhaps in reaction, in February 

2015, Prime Minister Modi condemned “violence against 

any religion on any pretext” and promised strong action, 

saying, “Nobody has the right to discriminate on the basis of 

religion…. All religions should flourish.” One can hope that 

his words will be heeded by others in the BJP and its 

associated organizations so that the acceptance of diversity 

outlined in the Indian Constitution can be fully realized and 

religious minorities will feel protected and secure.  
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LOCAL MAJORITY RULE THREATENS MINORITY RIGHTS IN MEXICO 

According to a Pew Forum study, Christians are the 

group most harassed and persecuted in the largest number of 

countries in the world.  In Mexico, religious freedom violations 

have risen significantly in recent years, with some statistics 

finding Mexico to be the world’s most dangerous country for 

Roman Catholic priests and lay leaders in 2014. Some 

persecution can be traced to incidents between Catholics and 

Protestants that cast a different light on religious freedom 

concerns. Although Mexico has signed many international 

human rights treaties and their constitution guarantees freedom 

of religion or belief, it also has a Law of Uses and Customs 

that, at times, is misused. This law gives considerable autonomy 

to places where there is a large indigenous population and 

grants certain rights, “including the right to implement their 

own social, economic, political, and cultural organization and 

the right to maintain and enrich their language and culture.”  

Most religious freedom violations linked to the Law of 

Uses and Customs are concentrated in those states that have 

significant indigenous populations. Under this Law, religious 

majority local communities have taken it upon themselves to 

make life difficult for religious minorities. In the most benign 

form, this can involve levying fees to support religious festivals 

of the majority, or fines for non-participation. In other 

instances, water and electricity are cut off or children from the 

religious minority cannot attend school. Such discrimination 

can escalate into beatings, imprisonment, forced displacement 

from homes and lands, and even murder. But because of the 

Law of Uses and Customs, federal and state governments have 

been slow to hold people accountable for these human rights 

abuses, or to protect religious minorities seeking to reclaim 

what is rightfully theirs or simply asking that justice be done.  

In Chiapas, despite a National Human Rights 

Commission of Mexico ruling that Protestants should be 

allowed to return to their homes after being forcibly displaced, 

Protestants were stoned and beaten by some Catholics.  Two 

Protestant pastors were taken hostage before state officials 

intervened. The negotiated agreement stipulated that these 

Catholics would not continue to mistreat the Protestants or 

force them to pay fines to be released; in return the Protestants 

would not press charges! But the reverse can also happen. In a 

primarily Protestant village in Chiapas, a Catholic priest was 

attacked and 13 Catholic families fled after the local council 

sanctioned the Catholics for failing to obtain permission to 

remodel their church; the new construction was destroyed and 

land confiscated. Christian Solidarity Network reports instances 

where one Protestant denomination signed a pact with local 

Roman Catholics to exclude another Protestant group. 

These cases demonstrate an increase in the practice of 

“majority enforcement of religion.”  This trend undermines 

advancing international religious freedom for all. Many abuses 

take place in rural areas making it hard for state and federal 

governments to monitor. In addition, some illegal cartels may 

target churches and religious leaders, either to force them to 

launder money, or to challenge the Church’s programs and 

teachings that offer alternatives to a life of violence. Even if 

government officials are aware, they are sometimes reluctant to 

intercede given limited resources, preferring to defer to local 

customs, or they are unwilling to go against organized crime. 

This leads to a culture of impunity.  

To fight this culture of impunity, in February 2015, the 

Mexican bishops issued a powerful statement that called for all 

elements of government and civil society to combat corruption 

in all its forms. The Mexican Bishops’ Conference urged 

authorities to solve in a comprehensive and inclusive manner 

the violence afflicting so many individuals and families, so that 

citizens can live in peace, as is their right. In an earlier 

statement, the Bishops of Mexico affirmed their support for 

international religious freedom, stating they “want a truly 

democratic country with a secular and pluralistic state, that 

does not promote any religion nor any antireligious current” 

and called for the state to respect churches, religious 

associations and their members.  
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MORE REFORMS NEEDED IN MYANMAR TO COUNTER RELIGIOUS VIOLENCE

Change has come to Myanmar as the previously 

authoritarian government has allowed elections and some 

political, economic and social reforms. Many political prisoners 

have been released, including Nobel Peace Laureate Aung San 

Suu Kyi. Some investment is flowing in. But underneath this 

apparent progress there is uncertainty about the future as 

hardliners, especially the military, resist those who would push 

for more reforms. President Obama, in his second visit to 

Myanmar in November 2014, urged President Thein Sein to 

continue political and constitutional reforms and to end the 

persecution of ethnic minorities.  

The conflict between Muslims and Buddhists from the 

Rakhine ethnic group in the west has garnered the most 

international attention. The Muslims, who call themselves 

Rohingya and want to be considered another of the 135 ethnic 

groups that make up the country, claim to have come to 

Myanmar centuries ago. On the other hand, Rakhine Buddhists 

view Muslims solely as recent Bengali migrants, who compete for 

scarce resources, and would like to expel them. The government 

has denied citizenship to the Rohingya so they are “stateless.” 

They face restrictions on marriage, number of children, residence 

and the right to own property. 180,000 Rohingya Muslims are 

internally displaced, confined to squalid refugee camps where 

their food rations and access to essential services like health care 

are limited. Catholic groups offering humanitarian assistance to 

Rohingya internally displaced persons (IDPs) are only allowed to 

do so through the government. Militant Buddhists have 

boycotted Muslim businesses. 

The worst outbreak of anti-Muslim violence occurred in 

2012 following the rape of a Buddhist woman and the killing of 

10 Muslims. Violence against the Rohingya minority quickly 

spread to other communities. Many incidents of anti-Muslim 

communal violence were sparked by accusations against one 

individual, but followed by vigilante justice enacted against entire 

communities. Since 2012, more than 1,000 people have died and 

over 250,000 people have been displaced.  The State’s response 

in holding perpetrators accountable and protecting these 

vulnerable communities is widely viewed as inadequate at best, 

complicit at worst. Many Rohingya have fled on overcrowded 

boats seeking refuge, only to drown. 

In addition to the conflict between Buddhists and Muslims, 

there are other long-standing tensions that erupt into armed 

conflict between ethnic/tribal minorities, who generally live 

along the borders, and the Burmese majority who occupy the 

central plain. Some of these struggles have taken on religious 

overtones. The Kachin in the north, who are 95% Christian, have 

been fighting with the government for years over their right to 

land and resources (timbers, gems) found in the region. In 2011, 

about 100,000 fled their homes, many to China, only to be 

eventually forced back across the border to live in camps. Other 

ethnic groups, e.g. Kayah, Shan, and Chin (many of whom are 

also Christian), live in buffer zones where they have often been 

persecuted and forced into labor for the military. They have been 

struggling for equality, justice and freedom since 1948, resisting 

the loss of their language and culture by “Burmanization.” In this 

time of transition, marginalized groups are finding it difficult to 

make their voice heard.  

To further complicate the situation, the Government has 

been promoting new laws that threaten religious freedom. 

Parliament began 2015 by debating bills that would require 

permission from local authorities before converting to a new 

religion, limit interfaith marriage and allow governments in ethnic 

minority areas to set their own population controls. These 

proposed laws have been widely criticized by the international 

community. 

Many religious leaders voiced concern that despite the 

current religious overtones, the violence is motivated by forces 

that want to slow the pace of reforms. The Catholic Church has 

been very active in advocating for dialogue between Buddhists 

and Muslims to resolve conflicts and is also providing substantial 

humanitarian assistance and social services to ethnic/tribal 

populations. 
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BOKO HARAM ADOPTS A STRATEGY SIMILAR TO ISIS 

In 2014, the extremist group Boko Haram expanded its 

terrorist attacks on Christian and Muslim Nigerians in the 

northeast and extended its reach to other parts of the 

country.  In April of that year, Boko Haram gained global 

notoriety when they kidnapped 276 school girls in Chibok, 

forcibly converting them to Islam, “marrying them off” to 

Boko Haram soldiers, or selling them into slavery.  This 

atrocity led to the #BringBackOurGirls movement. In the 

past year Boko Haram killed 6,374 people, a huge increase 

over the number killed in 2013. 2015 has started off badly 

with a Boko Haram attack on Baga that may have killed up 

to 2,000 people. 

2014 also marked a significant change in Boko Haram’s 

strategy.  Instead of simply creating terror, they started to 

take over and hold territory. By September 2014, Boko 

Haram had gained control over a significant portion of 

northeast Nigeria that it called its “caliphate.”  Its fighters 

repelled the Nigerian army’s attempts to take back ground 

and conducted numerous attacks into neighboring 

Cameroon, killing many soldiers and even kidnapping the 

Cameroonian Vice President’s wife.  Boko Haram also took 

aim at disrupting elections to further undermine the 

legitimacy and credibility of the government.  As a result, the 

February elections were postponed until the end of March 

2015.  

The attacks into Cameroon forced neighboring 

countries to recognize the regional threat that Boko Haram 

now poses.  Cameroon, Chad, Niger and Benin joined 

Nigeria to formulate an armed force of 8,700 troops that has 

taken back a significant number of towns from Boko Haram 

fighters since the start of 2015.  In response, Boko Haram 

has returned to its terror attacks, launching daily suicide 

bombings in many cities, some by children, killing scores.  

Boko Haram, a designation that means “Western 

education is forbidden,” has evolved significantly since its 

inception in 2002.  The group started off as a small, 

insignificant sect of Islam that considered the secular 

Nigerian government and all Muslims that collaborated with 

it as illegitimate. It aimed to establish Sharia law in Nigeria as 

a purer form of government.  In 2009, after the death of its 

leader while in police custody, the group turned radical, 

attacking police and military barracks, and places of worship.  

The group has intentionally targeted Christian churches, 

schools and gatherings but also attacked mainstream 

Muslims whom they see as corrupt apostates.  Overall, more 

Muslims have been killed in these attacks than Christians.  

The high level of corruption in the Nigerian government 

and police and military abuses of civil and human rights also 

served to radicalize Boko Haram followers.  

The Catholic Church has a major presence in Nigeria 

that has worked to calm religious tensions.  In February 

2015, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria deplored 

the ongoing violence, death and destruction and the use of 

innocent children as suicide bombers.  Earlier they 

condemned the kidnapping of the girls in Chibok and called 

on politicians to stop radicalizing and mobilizing young 

people against political opponents.  With regard to the 

elections, the President of the Conference said, “The 

Church wants to make sure that the election results are 

credible and accurate, hoping that this will contribute to 

peace in our Country.”  The Church deployed significant 

resources to educate voters and to monitor the validity of 

the electoral process. For years the Church has worked with 

other Christian religious leaders to build mutual respect and 

peace with Muslims.  The Church has also worked to 

strengthen good government, reduce corruption and protect 

religious freedom. 

 

USCCB Fact Sheet                                                                                                                                    2015 

 



 
 
 

PROTECTING RELIGIOUS MINORITY RIGHTS IN PAKISTAN 

Being a member of a religious minority is dangerous in 

Pakistan. It’s not just that the cards are stacked against you 

when it comes to getting an education or a job. It’s that you 

face harassment and attacks. Like Asia Bibi, a Christian 

mother of five unjustly accused of blasphemy in 2009, you 

may be arrested, convicted and sentenced to death. Bibi 

remains jailed pending an appeal, her family in hiding. And 

even if you are found not guilty of blasphemy, you can be 

gunned down in broad daylight.  If you are a young 

Christian or Hindu woman, you may be kidnapped, forcibly 

converted and married off to a Muslim, but dare not protest, 

lest your family be targeted. 

It doesn’t matter if you hold a high-level position. The 

federal Minister for Minority Affairs, Shahbaz Bhatti, who 

happened to be a Christian, and Punjab Governor Salman 

Taseer, a Muslim, were assassinated for encouraging changes 

to the draconian anti-blasphemy laws that are used to justify 

attacks on religious minorities. Taseer was killed by his own 

bodyguard and some imams have called the bodyguard a 

hero.  

Ordinary Pakistani minorities live in constant fear of 

violence. Churches, temples and mosques, homes, schools, 

and businesses are burned, and livelihoods destroyed. 

Blasphemy laws make it easy to denounce minorities, often 

to gain economic or personal advantage or to take revenge. 

Police are reluctant to register complaints by minorities.  

In 2014, the U.S. Commission on International 

Religious Freedom declared that “Pakistan represents the 

worst situation in the world for religious freedom,” given 

“chronic sectarian violence targeting mostly Shi’a Muslims, 

but also Christians, Ahmadis and Hindus.” The government 

of Pakistan appears unable or unwilling to respond 

effectively to these attacks on religious minorities so a 

climate of impunity prevails.  

According to a worldwide study, Pakistan has the 

highest level of social hostilities involving religion, meaning 

it takes very little to mobilize a mob when a charge of 

blasphemy is broadcast. That’s what happened in November 

2014 to a young Christian couple. An accusation of 

blasphemy led to them being burned alive in the very brick 

kiln where they worked. This tragedy and others, such as the 

September 2013 suicide bombing at All Saints Church in 

Peshawar, which killed 81 people and injured over 130, and 

the assassination of noted human rights attorney, Rashid 

Rehman, who was defending blasphemy cases, have led 

Catholic bishops to assert that the "increase in violence and 

religious intolerance threatens social and civil life in 

Pakistan." 

The Pakistan Catholic Bishops’ Conference has asked 

their government to apprehend those responsible for 

attacks, better protect all places of worship, and address the 

growing religious and sectarian intolerance that threatens the 

security of all Pakistanis. They have said that "intolerance in 

the name of religion has gone far beyond the rule of law. 

Such incidents reflect a lack of governance, the failure of the 

civil and the judiciary administration, which ensure the 

impunity of these crimes against humanity." 

The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 

(USCCB) has written letters of solidarity to the Pakistani 

bishops as well as letters asking the Department of State to 

urge Pakistan to restore the rule of law and promote 

tolerance in that country. Pope Francis, responding to the 

Peshawar attack, prayed that “the Virgin always help us to 

work for a better world, to take the path of construction, the 

path of peace, and never the route of destruction and war.”  
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