[image: image1.jpg]AN T ERNATIONAL

y Goalition for Religious Freedom





Major Religious Freedom Conference 
Calls for an End to Religious Persecution
ICRF was proud to lend assistance to a groundbreaking conference of persecuted faith groups, held at the Washington Times on July 13.The event was co-sponsored by the Universal Peace Federation and the Washington Times Foundation, with assistance from the American Clergy Leadership Conference (ACLC).
More than 200 people attended the event. Many were representatives of faith groups, including mainstream Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, Jews, Hindus, and Sikhs, as well as newer faiths such as the Baha’is, Scientologists and Unificationists. Religious freedom advocates and representatives from such groups as the Center for Understanding Islam, the Hindu America Foundation and China Aid also attended.

[image: image1.jpg]Congressman Gus Bilirakis (R-FL-09) welcomed the participants at the morning session. He spoke personally of his family’s experience as Greek Orthodox victims of Turkish Ottoman rule and his deep commitment to religious freedom. 
“Religious persecution is an issue that has personally touched me,” he said. “I will always be there for you, I promise you, because this is an issue very dear to my heart.”
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Congressman Bilirakis is a member of the House Foreign Affairs Committee and the Religious Freedom Caucus. He also praised the Washington Times for its commitment to religious freedom: “I commend the Washington Times for being a consistent singular voice in the vast media that reports with integrity and courage on the plight of the voiceless.” The Congressman published a video of his speech, which is available here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XhadzdJ0q08
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US Ambassador-at-Large for Religious Freedom Suzan Johnson Cook attended the event with several staff members. Ambassador Cook was confirmed this year as the State Department’s ambassador-at-large for international religious freedom. She greeted the conference on behalf of Secretary of State Hilary Clinton and pledged she would be a strong advocate for religious freedom. “Everyone should have the right to believe or not believe,” she said. “That is their God-given right.” The conference gave her the opportunity to meet with the religious freedom advocates and hear their concerns.

A morning panel, chaired by Tina Ramirez of the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty, featured 12 religious leaders who reported to the gathering the problems their faith groups are experiencing: from Uygur Muslims in China to Greek Orthodox believers in Turkey, Sikhs in the United States, several groups in Pakistan, Coptic Christians in Egypt, Scientologists in Russia and several others.  The ICRF website (www.religiousfreedom.com) will post a number of the papers presented shortly.
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Another panel, chaired by ICRF President Dan Fefferman, addressed the practical issue of what we can do to influence Congress in the coming months. Speakers were: Rev. N.J. “Skip” L’Heureux of the National Council of Churches Religious Liberty Committee; Dr. Barrett Duke, VP of Public Policy of the Southern Baptist Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, Ms. Lisa Sferrazza of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, and Mr. Joe Grieboski, President and CEO of the Institute for Religion and Public Policy.
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Several speakers at the daylong conference spoke in favor of a bill before Congress proposed by Rep. Frank R. Wolf, Virginia Republican, which would strengthen the role of Ambassador Cook. Provisions of the bill would require religious training for foreign service officers, and reauthorize an independent panel that monitors restrictions placed on beliefs and practices abroad. The bill would also require the State Department to report to Congress about concrete measures it has taken toward countries that violate religious rights.
Rev. In Jin Moon, president and CEO of the Holy Spirit Association of World Christianity and daughter of Washington Times founder Rev. Sun Myung Moon, was the keynote speaker. She called for an understanding among faith groups that rises beyond their differences: “Do we not belong to one family?” she said. “How can you mistreat [image: image6.jpg]


another faith group just because you don’t understand them, just because you don’t agree?”
She urged fellow religious leaders to do more than simply “tolerate” or “coexist” with people from different faiths.
“I certainly do not look at my children and say, ‘I tolerate you’ or ‘I think we can coexist,’ ” she said.
In her address she also called attention to the plight of Japanese Unificationists who face kidnapping, confinement and forced conversion: 
“In Japan 4,300 of our [Unificationist] brothers and sisters have been incarcerated and have suffered mental, emotional, physical and many times sexual abuse. Our members in Japan who have been abused and silenced over the years need to be heard. People should be allowed to exercise their faith in the way they choose to, but in Japan these freedoms are being denied to our brothers and sisters. So we have come together to make our presence known on Capitol Hill and to make known what is taking place, and I know that the good senators and the good representatives of Capitol Hill are beginning to listen,” she said.


The program’s final session was a media panel featuring experts from the Washington Times who engaged in an interactive discussion with participants to help the understand how to effectively communicate their message to the mass media, and how to use social networking tools such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube.
Many of the conference participants expressed a keen interest in making gatherings of religious freedom advocates a regular event, thus fostering greater cooperation and a more powerful impact on Capitol Hill and beyond.
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Congressman Gus Bilirakis promises to fight against religious persecution.











Ambassador Suzan Johnson Cook greets participants





ICRF president Dan Fefferman (right) and panelists





Rev. In Jin Moon reports on the plight of Japanese Unificationists





Participants listen to luncheon speaker at the Arbor Ballroom of the Washington Times. 








