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1.

Is Involvement in the Fight Against the Persecution of Christians Solely for the Benefit
of Christians?
Why Involvement in the Cause of Religious
Freedom Should be a Central Political Issue
for Everybody

The following lecture was given at the Church of the Cross (Kreuzkirche) in Dresden on June 6, 2007, at the annual meeting of the Dresden
EAK of the Christian Democratic Union1 in commemoration of the Augsburg Confession of June 6, 1530. A shorter version was given when testifying to a part of the foreign commission (25 MPs) of the German Federal
Parlament.
[Official version authorized by the World Evangelical Alliance]

1.1. Religion Has Returned to Politics
The wonderful beauty and vibrancy of the churches here in Dresden are
a very appropriate image to symbolize the return of religion to the public
square—something that would have been considered unthinkable just
twenty years ago. Why? Those 3.3 million inhabitants of what used to be
the German Democratic Republic who consider themselves to be ‘authentic’ atheists nowadays are an anomaly. They account for approximately
2.5% of ‘authentic’ atheists worldwide, whose estimated total number is
147 million and shrinking. The total number of atheists represents slightly
more than 1.5% of the global population.
Perhaps no other number so clearly indicates just how our world has
changed in the last fifteen years and why it remains difficult for many people in Germany to understand what a central role religions are again playing in the future of the world, for better or for worse. For that reason, the
question of whether it is possible to stop the global increase in restrictions
of religious liberty and to strengthen existing religious liberty has a lot to
do with how our political future will look. When the Minister of Defense
1

The majority party in Germany.
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commented that Germany’s freedom would also be defended in the Hindu
Kush in Afghanistan, the same applies all the more for the global effort for
religious liberty.
When I was in school, the world appeared to become more secular and
atheistic on a daily basis. A large number of Third World countries had to
decide between two nonreligious blocs, the large Communist bloc, which
included countries such as China and the Soviet Union, and the secularized
Western countries. Bloc-free countries had to look out for their own politically secular future. For many, religion no longer had anything to do with
politics. For some it was a type of folklore, such as the Oktoberfest, which
perhaps had some private benefit. For others it meant intellectual confusion.
How different it is today: The atheistic-communistic world has shrunk to
include only a few small countries such as North Korea. In China religion
has grown enormously, and the leading country in the West, the USA, is
experiencing a revival of Christianity such as has never been seen before.
The entire Islamic world is awakening religiously, and even Turkey is
again ruled by an Islamic party. Additionally, countries such as India and
Indonesia are desperately trying to maintain their religious neutrality
against Hindu and Islamic political nationalists. Political and even violent
conflicts that have a covert or even overt religious aspect have returned and
are the order of the day. In religiously torn countries such as Sri Lanka,
Sudan, Nigeria, Timor, Israel/Palestine, the Philippines, and Indonesia,
civil-war-like conditions are part of the daily agenda.
There is good reason to be reminded that the ideas of human rights and
religious liberty were born neither in a world without religion nor in a
world of religious harmony but rather in a time of religious wars and their
aftermath.

1.2. 1789: Two Paths of Progress toward Religious Liberty
Religious liberty means two things: it means the state takes no steps
against particular religions; and it also means that various religions are
allowed to peacefully coexist alongside each other. Both of these conditions are prerequisites for many other human rights.
Religious liberty, which was unknown for most of the world’s history,
has come at great cost and through a painful course of events in the West-
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ern world. A first step in the direction of religious liberty was the 1526
resolution of the Reichstag in Speyer. The resolution officially tolerated
two (Christian) religions (Catholic and Protestant, meaning Lutheran) for
the first time. The 1555 Peace of Augsburg expanded toleration, and
gradually this included a third Christian confession, that of the Calvinist or
Reformed churches. However, religious wars ensued in Central Europe as
well as within France, England, and Holland. After suffering untold numbers of victims, Europe returned to the Peace of Augsburg via the Peace of
Westphalia. One hundred years had been wasted. Nonetheless, Europe had
had enough of religiously motivated or religiously veiled wars. Additionally, the religion-state system and demographic migrations accounted for
the fact that more and more people lived in the ‘wrong’ regions, meaning
regions where a religion other than their own was that of the state. Prussians first extended religious liberty beyond the Christian confessions mentioned in the Peace of Westphalia to include Arminians and others. Key
steps were the Patent of Tolerance conferred by Joseph II in Austria in
1781. It gave Jews the first set of liberties, and the Prussian Land Law of
1794 extended rights. Gradually Jews were the first adherents of a nonChristian religion to be included. Still, general religious liberty in Germany
has only been in place since 1919 under the Weimar Constitution, and truly
comprehensive religious freedom has only been practiced since the acceptance of the 1949 Constitution. This is because the 1848 Constitution developed at St. Paul’s church in Frankfurt am Main, which included rights
of religious liberty, never came into effect. But let us return to the eighteenth century.
In 1789 two central constitutional documents, one in France and the
other in the United States of America, provided the anchor for religious
liberty that illuminates an antithesis to the prior history of religious liberty.
The modern concept of religious liberty, which we have seen developing in
the Christian world over the last two hundred and fifty years, has been
achieved along two completely different paths of struggle. Both paths led
to the separation of church and state, but they were pursued very differently, as is shown in present-day secular France and in the religiously
friendly Germany and USA.
On the one hand, religious liberty was a struggle conducted against the
churches. I am thinking primarily of the French Revolution. Coercion that
did not allow others their liberty emanated from the Christian (Catholic)
church and was supported by it. What its supporters wanted to struggle for,
among other things, and what was indeed at least theoretically sought for,
was freedom from a religion that forced a person to follow a certain religion. Often this led to a critical stance toward religion in general, eventually
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causing all religion to be rejected. In turn this easily led to a situation
where other things, such as nationalism, became substitutes for religion. In
practice this led to other forms of coercion that did not officially count as
religion. But that is another story. The French Revolution did not necessarily lead to a situation where individuals were safer from reprisals than they
had been before. Indeed, in this case, what we have is what we might call
an “atheistic” or “religiously critical” struggle against the church for religious liberty. The French Revolution achieved religious liberty by pushing
religion back in return for a very powerful and drastic state.
At about the same time, there was a completely different development in
the USA (and at a later time in Great Britain, Holland, and Switzerland). In
the USA, religious liberty was not accomplished against the church or
against Christians but by Christians. In the USA, Christians from all sorts
of churches, splinter groups, and sects wanted to live in freedom that they
had not been afforded in Europe, in a manner that was free from state coercion and free from the grasp of other religious groups. This freedom was
set out in the 1636 Rhode Island Constitution to include atheists, pointedly
demonstrating that developments in America were prior to those in France.
While in the USA it was Christian theologians and politicians who demanded religious liberty and brought it to pass, the Catholic Church in
Europe – influenced by the clash with increasingly secularized European
states – did not even recognize religious liberty as a correct stance until the
Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). Until that time, at least as far as the
standard Roman Catholic teaching represented for centuries by the Popes
was concerned, one goal of the church was that as many people as possible
in a given country belong to the one true religion. An important task of the
state was to ensure that this one church legally, ethically, and morally had
the final word. Protestants had already previously changed allegiances
from one church to another. Today there is no question that a long time ago
the viewpoint of eighteenth-century American Christians already carried
the day in churches worldwide.
Evangelicals associated with the Alliance can show somewhat better results since from the beginning, the idea of religious liberty was connected
with the Alliance. Evangelicals in Germany have historically been dependent on the conservative Christians in the USA and were always supporters
of religious liberty. Even at the time when the Alliance was founded in
London in the middle of the nineteenth century, it was in favor of religious
liberty. Numerous national alliances grew out of a desire for religious liberty. Primarily Christians in the so-called “free churches” or Christians
from smaller churches got together in order to seek the right to exist. At an
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early stage, Anglican priests brought in conservative German pastors from
the state churches, and the topic of religious liberty was on the agenda at
each major conference. In the nineteenth century, an appearance was made
before the Turkish Sultan in an effort to support Orthodox Christians. International support from the Evangelical Alliance also came at the end of
the nineteenth century for the protection of Jehovah’s Witnesses. That,
incidentally, would even be associated with difficulties nowadays. However, religious liberty is not partial. The Alliance specifically did not want
Baptists to stand up only for Baptists, Lutherans only for Lutherans, and
Jews only for Jews. Rather, the idea was that religious liberty needed to be
pursued for everyone. The problem the Alliance had in its later history was
more its severe restraint in societal and political issues, which has only
been reversed in recent decades.
Historically, Christians have been found on both sides of the issue. On
the one hand, there have been Christians who were against religious liberty, with apparently biblically based reasons, as long as the state was on
their side. The Old Testament seemed to offer several possibilities for such
a stance. On the other hand, there was an increasing number of Christians,
theologians, and churches, chiefly from oppressed churches, who referred
to the fact that biblical faith is a faith that cannot be reconciled with coercion. It cannot be forced or purchased. On the contrary, it has to be a fully
voluntary decision.
For that reason, every missional thought that includes an effort to use
state power or economic factors to produce Christians or to punish nonChristians has to be condemned. In the meantime, this viewpoint has become that of Christians worldwide. As strange as it may sound, the current
viewpoint has been significantly promoted and spread by the ecumenical
and evangelical missionary movement.
Even today, Christianity’s conflicting prior history is still playing a role
in the issue of human rights and in the particular case of religious liberty
that we are addressing today. On one hand, we have the fact that the Christian church has had difficulties with the idea of religious liberty. This
means that the church has had to see religious liberty asserted against its
opposition. This is noticeable, for instance, in colonial history.
On the other hand, we can say that the entire concept of human rights
and the question of religious liberty grew out of Christian roots and are a
product of the Christian West. Historically, this is not a point of contention.
The theological reasons are the following:
1. The separation of church and state, and everyone’s subordination under law as the highest binding constitution, began in the Old Testament.

12

May a Christian Go to Court?

For Jesus, the supremacy of law was self-evident, and this has become
accepted throughout Christianity in what was certainly an arduous process.
In other cultural and religious milieus, however, this has been achieved
only in part, and with difficulty, up to the present day.
Viewed historically, religious liberty is a right to defend against religions
themselves. Religious liberty is also just as much a right to defend against
the state. Since church and state used to be able to conjointly determine the
religion citizens were to follow, individual religious liberty was possible
only when the two were separated. A real separation of the two was first
achieved for Germany in 1945/1949; otherwise, Hitler would not have
been in a position to control the Kirchenministerium (Ministry of
Churches).
2. For Christians, the ideas of human rights and religious freedom find
their theological basis in all of mankind having being created in the image
of God. This applies not only to the adherents of one’s own religion.
Rather, it expressly applies to all people. That this is not self-evident is
seen in a comparison to Islam. Article 24 of the 1990 Cairo Declaration on
Human Rights is formulated as follows: “All the rights and freedoms stipulated in this Declaration are subject to the Islamic Sharia.” Article 25 supplements the statement: “The Islamic Sharia is the only source of reference
for the explanation or clarification of any of the articles of this Declaration.” Human rights are thus valid only in the manner supported by the
Islamic Sharia, which does not grant equal rights to people of other religions.

1.3. Involvement in the Struggle against the Persecution
of Christians Means Involvement in the Struggle for
the Freedom of All Religions
At least three-quarters of all religious liberty violations worldwide are
directed against Christians. As far as the killing of people because of their
religious beliefs is concerned, the rate is probably in excess of 90 percent.
The problem is also growing. In 1999, when, in an aktuelle Stunde (a public debate in German parliamentary procedure used to address issues within
a limited time frame), the Bundestag was discussing a inquiry by the Christian Democratic Union/Christian Social Union faction into the question of
persecution of Christians, the German Federal Government officially replied that it was incorrect to say that the persecution of Christians was on
the rise. Rather, the government claimed, it had remained the same, except
for the cases of India and Indonesia. This is basically correct. However, it
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is to be noted that India and Indonesia together account for one-quarter of
the world’s population, and, in contrast to twenty years ago when Christians were never killed for religious reasons in these countries, such occurrences nowadays are the order of the day. If the persecution of Christians
remains the same on three-quarters of the globe and in one-quarter of the
world it is increasing, then there is an overall increase in the persecution of
Christians.
The persecution of Christians is not only an issue for Christians, who according to their central statement of faith show solidarity with their suffering fellow believers (“If one part suffers, every part suffers with it.” 1 Corinthians 12:26 NIV). Rather, it is an issue for everyone who wants to
support the cause of religious liberty. Wherever more religious liberty is
achieved for Christians, there is a benefit for all religions and all people.
Being involved in the support of persecuted Christians in Iran and for
converts who seek asylum in Germany means at the same time to help the
Bahá’í, who are brutally persecuted in Iran too. Their cause for religious
liberty is far less well known around the world, and they have practically
no lobby. Whoever helps India and Indonesia remain secular states and not
give in to the pressure of religious nationalists is at the same time supporting all adherents of all religions. As far as India and Indonesia are concerned, only Christians have at their disposal the infrastructure to publicize
the human rights situation in these countries for the benefit of those living
in these countries and internationally.
Involvement in the effort for human rights for Christians often directly
helps a country’s adherents of leading religious majorities. Involvement for
the sake of converts to Christianity from Islam in Afghanistan draws
worldwide attention to the lot of many Buddhists and Muslims in that
country. Only by involvement in the cause against the difficult lot of Philippine Roman Catholics in Saudi Arabia is attention drawn to the suffering
of Philippine Muslims in Saudi Arabia. For instance, the religious police in
Saudi Arabia persecute adherents of other schools of Islamic law because
they pray at the wrong times. If one were to try to pray in Saudi Arabia at
the wrong time, he would find himself in jail as fast as if he were to hang a
cross somewhere. Sunni Islam has four different schools of law and four
different understandings of prayer times. Prayer in Saudi Arabia is allowed
only at those times prescribed by the Hanbalitic school of law as accepted
by the Wahabis. Adherents of the other three Sunni schools of law, as well
as those adhering to the Shi’ite school of law, are persecuted.
The worldwide Christian legal association Advocates International is associated with the World Evangelical Alliance. Advocates International
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works for the cause of persecuted adherents of different religions. For example, it is involved on the forefront in various parliaments for workable
laws that advance religious liberty for everyone. The International Day of
Prayer for the Persecuted Church that takes place at the beginning of November every year brings the ideas of religious liberty and peaceful coexistence among all religions to tens of thousands of local church communities
and into the hearts of millions of people worldwide. The motto of the Roman Catholic Day of Martyrdom on December 26 (also known as the Feast
of St. Stephen) confirms the same thing: “Active involvement for the realization of global religious liberty is a duty of faith.”
The World Evangelical Alliance’s Religious Liberty Commission has on
numerous occasions become involved in peace discussions between other
religions. It also reports regularly on violence against adherents of all religions via its global network for the media and parliamentarians. Something
similar applies for the global organizations of other confessions. Such an
international commission includes affected members who have a very
strong interest in seeing that their own countries in general—and not only
Christians but all inhabitants in particular—live in peace, freedom, and
security. These indigenous Christians remind us that one should not see
religious persecution and persecution of Christians only within the context
of favorite political enemies (or within the context of the major enemies of
the USA), as was the case for decades with Communism and since then
with Islam.
As a Christian, I have written a book entitled The Concept of an Enemy
– Islam (original German title Feindbild Islam). Many a person is astonished in the face of my critical publications regarding the relationship between Islam and human rights. However, as a Christian, I intend to shield
everyone from slander—also from Christian slander—because with regard
to Islam, or, for that matter, Communism, the following applies: “You shall
not give false testimony against your neighbor” (Exodus 20:16, NIV).
At the same time, there is an additional core reason why politicians and
the states that they represent should be involved in the cause of persecuted
Christians. Christians, apart from a few exceptions, consistently support
the separation of church and state and in doing so support a state monopoly
on the use of force. This means that Christians simultaneously give up the
possibility of protecting themselves against violence and persecution. Such
a situation can only function as long as the state uses its monopoly on the
use of force to protect Christians against others who do not accept this
monopoly, but rather see force as a legitimate means in religious strife.
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1.4. Why Are Christians So Persecuted?
In the June 6, 2006, issue of the major German newspaper Welt am
Sonntag (World on Sunday), Till-R. Stoldt commented that “eighty percent
of all those people persecuted worldwide are Christians. Never before have
they been more intensely persecuted. And nowhere are they more often
discriminated against than in Islamic countries. This is the report of the
International Society for Human Rights and the World Evangelical Alliance.” He continues, “No regime in the world wants to be watched when it
is taking blood. Most of the time public critique from a Western government is sufficient in order to prevent the killing of converts in Iran, Afghanistan or Nigeria. However, European politicians waver on consistently
exercising this power, and promoters of human rights complain about this
fact. Nevertheless, solidarity with Christians could aid in this clash of cultures, because Muslim and Hindu governments and aid organizations primarily help only their own people. This selectivity toward those needing
help forces the West to also take on those who are ‘not worthy’ of help.
This of course is not a reason to copy such selectivity. Rather, it means that
in the future we need to be as ardently involved in the case for Christians
as for Islamic Kurds, Bosnians, Kosovans or detainees in Guantánamo
Bay. Tortured and threatened Christians also turn their hope to Europe
because they are slandered and persecuted in Muslim countries as the
Western world’s ‘fifth leg.’ However, EU countries ignore this responsibility far more often than the USA does, and they remain in a position of restraint that amounts to an omission of assistance.”
There is really nothing to add to this.
We want to pursue the question of specifically why it is that Christians
are most often affected by religious liberty violations. Moreover, reasons
for the persecution of Christians are complex, and most often not purely
religious. Political, cultural, nationalistic, economic, and personal motives
can play an important role. This is made clear even in the Old Testament.
In the case of Queen Jezebel, hatred for God and His prophets was mixed
with a desire for power as well as with unmitigated attempts at personal
enrichment (1 Kings 16-19). In John’s Revelation, in addition to hatred for
the church, there are political and economic reasons as well. An additional
good example is the artisans, goldsmiths, and silversmiths in Ephesus
(Acts 19:23-29), who saw a “danger” to their welfare (v. 27, NIV) in
Paul’s successful proclamation of the gospel and therefore instigated a riot.
The irritation a slave owner experienced because of lost revenues when a
fortune-telling spirit was driven out of a slave led a slave owner to have
Paul and Silas taken into custody (Acts 16:16-24). We should always be

