Table of Contents

•

Targeted Sanctions: Implications for International Religious Freedom
USCIRF Hearing

•

President Biden announces intent to nominate and appoint leaders to
serve in key religious affairs roles

•

Why we like Smith: We want neutral and general laws to prevent harm

•

Religious groups file brief in support of Amish appeal to Supreme Court

•

US group appeals for Pakistani woman jailed on blasphemy

•

The Parliament of the World's Religions calls for invoking the 25th
Amendment of the US Constitution to remove Donald J. Trump from
office

•

USCIRF Commissioner James W. Carr adopts Ramzan Bibi in Pakistan
through the Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project

•

Along with dozens of NGOs, HRWF signs a letter to President Elect
Biden asking him to keep international religious freedom as a high
priority

Targeted Sanctions: Implications for International
Religious Freedom USCIRF Hearing
State of play of the Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act
By Dr Zsuzsa-Anna Ferenczy for Human Rights Without Frontiers
HRWF (28.10.2021) - On October 27, the U.S. Commission on International Religious
Freedom (USCIRF) held a hearing to explore ways for targeted sanctions to be utilized to
address freedom of religion violations in the world.
USCIRF is an independent, bipartisan US federal government commission created by the
1998 International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA). USCIRF uses international standards to
monitor violations of religious freedom or belief abroad and makes policy
recommendations to the President, the Secretary of State, and Congress.
The panel included
Michael Weber, Analyst at Congressional Research Service,
Michael Breen, President and CEO of Human Rights First,
Justyna Gudzowska, Director of Illicit Finance Policy, The Sentry,
Tom Andrews, UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar and
Annie Boyajian, Vice President for Policy and Advocacy, Freedom House.
Through the 2016 Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act and the
related 2017 executive order, E.O. 13818, the U.S. government can issue visa bans and
asset freezes against foreign persons involved in “serious human rights abuses,”
including violations of religious freedom. Visa bans are also possible through Section
7031(c) of the Department of State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs
Appropriations Act. These tools have been used to impose consequences on violators of
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religious freedom in a variety of contexts, including Burma, China, Iran, and Russia.
These examples represent only a small percentage of the religious freedom violations
occurring globally. A more aggressive and effective targeted sanctions regimen can
contribute to deterring religious freedom violators, holding perpetrators accountable,
leading to a world where all are free to practice their religion or belief.
With legislative authority for Global Magnitsky sanctions expiring in 2022, the
reauthorization process presents an opportunity to strengthen and expand targeted
sanctions programs. The speakers in the panel explained how sanctions are utilized
within the broader U.S. foreign policy strategy to address religious freedom violations
and discussed ways to use these tools to curtail such violations.
In his opening remarks, Senator Ben Cardin stressed that the Global Magnitsky Human
Rights Accountability Act is an important tool to hold human rights abusers accountable,
and US leadership in this regard is important. “We need to stand up for religious freedom
for the sake of those persecuted”, he noted, stressing the need to make sanctions more
comprehensive by including also those who enable the perpetrators by materially
assisting and advising them.
Representative Jim McGovern, as one of the authors of the Global Magnitsky Human
Rights Accountability Act, stressed that if authorities fail, it falls to others, such as the
United States, to make sure perpetrators bear a cost to their actions. The Global
Magnitsky Act is a powerful and popular foreign policy tool, but its use must be increased
to better protect religious freedom. “We must remember it is one tool in the toolkit.
Sanctions are important but they are not enough”, he noted.
Senator Roger Wicker said that religious freedom is a foundational pillar of any free
and open society, a basic fundamental right. The Global Magnitsky Act gives the US the
tool to stand up for freedom loving patriots, being the most effective tool to fight against
human rights abuse.
Nury Turkel, Vice Chair of USCIRF noted that since the passage of the Global
Magnitsky Act, 243 entities and individuals have been sanctioned, including some for
religious freedom violations. As such, senior Chinese officials were sanctioned for their
direct participation in the surveillance and mass detention of Uyghurs. In 2020 the Biden
administration used the Act to introduce sanctions, including against those responsible
for the persecution of Falun Gong practitioners.
Going forward, the US government should coordinate with other countries with
similar sanctions regime. “When multilateral sanctions are issued, the stigma is
stronger”, he stressed.
Michael Breen, President and CEO of Human Rights First said that with the rising tide of
authoritarianism and wide spread of aggression against entire religious communities,
targeted sanctions can be a useful tool for governments to take action. Sanctions can
send a unified message of condemnation, also reaffirm countries’ conviction to uphold
global values. But there are limits to sanctions, he warned.
In the words of Justyna Gudzowska, Director of Illicit Finance Policy, targeted
sanctions should be used more frequently and systematically, and should be imposed
strategically, on those most responsible. For sanctions to have an impact, they must go
beyond naming and shaming, they must focus on entire networks, on all the facilitators
involved. Sanctions must be utilized in concert with other foreign policy tools; their
efficacy can vastly increase if sanctions are multilateral.
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Annie Boyajian, Vice President for Policy and Advocacy of Freedom House also stressed
the need for sanctions to be part of a robust coordinated strategy of coordinated action.
Also, clear steps should be outlined to ease sanctions if perpetrator change behaviour.
Tom Andrews, the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Myanmar
urged targeted coordinated sanctions. But sanctions are insufficient, he also stressed.
Sanctions have not impacted the ability of junta to continue atrocities, so the US
government should work with allies for coordinated sanctions, and further pressure on
military.
Overall the speakers agreed that a package of tools is needed to ensure the effectiveness
of targeted sanctions, to be applied in coordination, linked all together in a focused way.
In this regard, in the future the Global Magnitsky Acf can remain an important tool.

President Biden announces intent to nominate and
appoint leaders to serve in key religious affairs roles
The White House (30.07.2021) - https://bit.ly/3xus42c - Today, President Biden
announced his intent to nominate and appoint individuals to serve in key roles at the U.S.
Department of State and the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom:
•

Rashad Hussain, Nominee for Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious
Freedom

•

Deborah Lipstadt, Nominee for Special Envoy to Monitor and Combat AntiSemitism with the Rank of Ambassador

•

Khizr Khan, Appointee for Commissioner of the United States Commission on
International Religious Freedom

•

Sharon Kleinbaum, Appointee for Commissioner of the United States Commission
on International Religious Freedom

Today’s announcement underscores the President’s commitment to build an
Administration that looks like America and reflects people of all faiths. Hussain is the first
Muslim to be nominated to serve as the Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious
Freedom, and Lipstadt is a renowned scholar of the Holocaust and antisemitism.
Rashad Hussain, Nominee for Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious
Freedom
Rashad Hussain is Director for Partnerships and Global Engagement at the National
Security Council. He previously served as Senior Counsel at the Department of Justice’s
National Security Division. During the Obama Administration, Rashad served as U.S.
Special Envoy to the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), U.S. Special Envoy for
Strategic Counterterrorism Communications, and Deputy Associate White House Counsel.
In his roles as Envoy, Hussain worked with multilateral organizations such as the OIC and
UN, foreign governments, and civil society organizations to expand partnerships in
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education, entrepreneurship, health, international security, science and technology, and
other areas. Rashad also spearheaded efforts on countering antisemitism and protecting
religious minorities in Muslim-majority countries. Prior to joining the Obama
Administration, Rashad worked on the House Judiciary Committee, served as a judicial
law clerk to the Hon. Damon Keith on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit, and
was an Associate Counsel to the Obama-Biden Transition Project. Rashad received his
J.D. from Yale Law School, where he served as an editor of the Yale Law Journal, and
Master’s degrees in Public Administration (Kennedy School of Government) and Arabic
and Islamic Studies from Harvard University. He has also taught as Adjunct Professor of
Law at Georgetown Law Center and the Georgetown School of Foreign Service. He
speaks Urdu, Arabic, and Spanish.
Deborah Lipstadt, Nominee for Special Envoy to Monitor and Combat AntiSemitism with the Rank of Ambassador
Deborah E. Lipstadt is Dorot Professor of Modern Jewish History and Holocaust Studies at
Emory University, where she was the founding director of the Institute for Jewish
Studies. She is the author of Beyond Belief: the American Press and the Coming of the
Holocaust 1933-1945; History on Trial: My Day in Court with a Holocaust Denier; The
Eichmann Trial; Holocaust: An American Understanding and Antisemitism: Here and
Now. After the British writer and Holocaust denier David Irving sued her for libel, a tenweek trial in London in 2000 resulted in an overwhelming victory for Lipstadt. Lipstadt is
currently on the Boards of the Jewish Forward Advisory Committee and the American
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee and serves as a judge for the Rohr Prize in Jewish
Literature. She has also served in several roles at the United States Holocaust Memorial
Museum, including twice as a Presidential Appointee to the Museum’s Council, and was
asked by President George W. Bush to represent the White House at the 60th
anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz. Lipstadt was previously a member of the U.S.
Department of State’s Advisory Committee on Religious Persecution Abroad and was a
Board Member of Hillel International, The Defiant Requiem, and The Covenant
Foundation. She has received numerous awards for her research and writing and is the
recipient of nine honorary degrees. Lipstadt received a B.A. from City College in New
York and an M.A. and Ph.D. from Brandeis University. She is fluent in Hebrew.
Khizr Khan, Appointee for Commissioner of the United States Commission on
International Religious Freedom
Khizr Khan, founder of the Constitution Literacy and National Unity Project, is an
advocate for religious freedom as a core element of human dignity. After immigrating to
the United States in 1980, he attended Harvard Law School and obtained his LL.M
degree. He is licensed to practice law before the Supreme Court of the United States,
various Federal District Courts, and Washington, DC and New York State courts. In his
law practice, he devotes a substantial amount of his time to providing legal services to
veterans, men and women serving in uniform, and their families.
Khizr Khan is a Gold Star parent of U.S. Army Captain Humayun Khan. Capt. Humayun
Khan was a University of Virginia graduate who was killed while serving in Iraq as he
stopped an attack on his camp and saved the lives of scores of U.S. soldiers and Iraqi
civilians. He was posthumously awarded the Purple Heart and Bronze Star with Valor. He
was buried in Arlington National Cemetery Section 60 with full military honors.
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Khizr Khan lives in Charlottesville, Virginia. He is author of three books, including An
American Family-A Memoir of Hope and Sacrifice, Founding Documents of the United
States of America, and This is Our Constitution.
Sharon Kleinbaum, Appointee for Commissioner
Commission on International Religious Freedom

of

the

United

States

Rabbi Sharon Kleinbaum serves as spiritual leader of Congregation Beit Simchat Torah
(CBST) in New York City. She was installed as CBST’s first rabbi in 1992, arriving at the
height of the AIDS crisis when the synagogue was in desperate need of pastoral care and
spiritual leadership. She guided the congregation through a period of loss and change,
while addressing social issues and building a strong and deeply spiritual community.
Under her leadership as Senior Rabbi, CBST has become a powerful voice in the
movement for equality and justice for people of all sexual orientations, gender identities,
and expressions. Rabbi Kleinbaum has long been involved in the fight for human rights,
including religious freedom. She previously served on the U.S. Commission on
International Religious Freedom in 2020. For many years Rabbi Kleinbaum has been
ranked by Newsweek among the 50 most influential rabbis in America. Rabbi Kleinbaum
is also a Commissioner on New York City’s Commission on Human Rights, serves on
Mayor de Blasio’s Faith Based Advisory Council, and serves on the boards of the New
York Jewish Agenda and the New Israel Fund.
Sharon Kleinbaum’s longtime leadership of Congregation Beth Simchat Torah and her
outspoken activism have made her a powerful voice for religious freedom, LGBTQ rights
and other human rights in America and around the world.
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Why we like Smith: We want neutral and general laws to
prevent harm
BY LESLIE C. GRIFFIN AND MARCI A. HAMILTON

We all benefit from neutral and general laws, just as those adjectives suggest. The
Supreme Court protected such laws in Employment Division v. Smith, its seminal free
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exercise case. The current Supreme Court, however, is undermining neutral and general
laws in the name of a new theory of religious freedom adopted in its shadow docket
COVID case, Tandon v. Newsom. This new theory is being sold as a “most favored
nation” theory; the problem with making religious entities “most favored nations” in our
country is that it requires the recognition that some are less favored than they are, which
means we must abandon the common good for their specific agendas. We oppose this
theory now, and do not want it to be adopted in cases that the Court hears in full in the
future, including this term.
Neutral and General
If you work at a drug rehabilitation facility, you may be prohibited from using drugs. It
goes with the work, and the rule should apply to everyone, even if you like to use drugs
at church or at home. That’s the rule that the Supreme Court correctly upheld in its free
exercise case, Smith.
Most people think an earlier Court case, Sherbert v. Verner, set a different standard,
ruling that the government always has to meet a compelling interest whenever it burdens
religion in any way. In Sherbert, the state denied unemployment compensation to a
woman who would not work on her Saturday Sabbath. The Court sided with the
employee. Pre-Sherbert, however, the Court had upheld the constitutionality of Sunday
closing laws, a clear preference for one religion’s Sabbath. That pro-religion decision was
actually wrong, because the law was not neutral and generally applicable. If the Court
had struck down Sunday mandatory closings, Sherbert would never have been
unemployed for her Saturday adherence. The law would have applied equally to Saturday
and Sunday Sabbath worshippers, as it should. Neutral and general laws protect
everyone, in the past and in the present.
Usually people are afraid to remember or mention the thousands of child abuse cases, in
which religions’ clergy and members abused children. Then their superiors hid the abuse
and protected the abusers. The churches argued that the First Amendment protected
their actions from judicial review. They won many early cases, though as the reality of
reckless endangerment of children has become transparent, the vast majority of states
now reject a First Amendment privilege for harming children. There are a few remaining
states where the “most favored nation” status of religious organizations holds sway even
in child sex abuse cases, as we saw in the Missouri Supreme Court’s recent decision
in John Doe 122 v. Marianist Province.
People are in denial about those cases because they prefer to think that religion is a
source of good only, and that therefore it should be free to do whatever it wants. The
child abuse cases are a stark reminder that everyone must obey neutral laws of general
applicability without religious exception, or else other people can be seriously harmed.
The Supreme Court has not heard a religious child abuse case, so we do not know what
the Justices would say about it. But they foolishly give religion freedom to do bad things
in other situations. In the name of the First Amendment, the Court has created a
seemingly limitless ministerial exception, which allows religious organizations—not only
mosques, synagogues, and churches, but hospitals, medical facilities, elementary and
secondary schools, and universities—to fire anyone they call a minister. Ministers’ cases
for racial, gender, sexual orientation, age, national origin, disabilities, retaliation, and fair
wage discrimination have all been dismissed as long as the employer can convince the
court that the employee is a minister according to their lights…even if the employee
never believed or knew that he or she was.
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Anti-Smith
Congress fought Smith and gave us a federal Religious Freedom Restoration Act, which
allegedly supports religious freedom. Twenty-one states also have RFRAs. What kind of
religious freedom do they support? The RFRAs protect the right of employers to deny
contraceptive insurance to their employees, and can be used to argue that gays and
lesbians should not receive health insurance or other employee benefits. RFRAs unfairly
privilege religion at the expense of civil rights. In fact, they foster cruelty to the
vulnerable.
We are waiting to see if the Court will side with religious freedom over LGBTQ rights
in Fulton v. Philadelphia, a case where the Court heard oral argument on November 4,
2020. Philadelphia is enforcing its antidiscrimination laws, asking all groups that
participate in its foster parent program to consider LGBTQ couples as possible parents.
Catholic Social Services, however, is insisting that it has a free exercise right to disobey
the city’s antidiscrimination laws and refuse to consider LGBTQ parents. Even though
every record has shown that many LGBTQs, like many heterosexuals, are great parents.
Fulton’s side is suggesting that Smith be overruled in order to give the religious
groups more protection to discriminate. They are demanding a right to receive
government funding in a bubble where they don’t have to associate with LGBTQs as
employees (see the ministerial exception above) or as beneficiaries. They seek not
diversity, but separation.
Imagine if the Court recognizes a free exercise right to discriminate against LGBTQs in
government programs. Such a ruling would undermine the neutral and general laws that
the Court once wanted to protect. Such an exception would open the doors to other
forms of discrimination favored by some groups, including religious discrimination, racial
discrimination, and gender discrimination. We want the government to protect neutral
and general antidiscrimination laws for everyone and not allow groups to discriminate
however they want. We want the Court to reintroduce the notion of a shared, common
good, and stop now before they enter dangerous waters.
In its shadow docket COVID cases, after the replacement of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg
with Justice Amy Coney Barrett, the Court has turned away from protecting neutral and
general public health laws meant to deal with the pandemic emergency.
Dissenting Justice Kagan wrote in the most recent case, Tandon v. Newsom, California
limits religious gatherings in homes to three households. If the State also limits all
secular gatherings in homes to three households, it has complied with the First
Amendment. And the State does exactly that: It has adopted a blanket restriction on athome gatherings of all kinds, religious and secular alike.
Kagan, with Justices Breyer and Sotomayor, reminds us of the neutral and general health
laws that protect everyone, without religious exemption. Those Justices understand that
a home gathering is not at all like a hardware store or a hair salon.
There was a ray of light here: Chief Justice Roberts, without comment, refused to join
the five Justices in the majority.
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Unfortunately, five members of the Court disagreed with Roberts and the dissenters. In
an unsigned, per curiam opinion, those five—Justices Thomas, Alito, Gorsuch,
Kavanaugh, and Barrett—reject Smith and adopt what many call a “most-favored nation”
theory of the First Amendment. “Under this approach, otherwise neutral laws that might
incidentally burden religious exercise (like zoning laws or public health regulations, for
instance) are constitutionally suspect if they create any exceptions for what judges deem
to be ‘comparable’ secular activities.” So if anyone else has a different rule, the religion
gets hyper-strict scrutiny, making it easy for religions to follow their own rules instead of
obey the law, and separating our country into two camps: the most favored and
everyone else.
Where Are We Headed?
Professors who favor the most-favored nation theory supported the anti-LGBTQ
challengers to Philadelphia’s law in Fulton v. Philadelphia and urged an overruling
of Smith. If the Court joins them in Fulton as in Tandon, we will have an exception-full
law. A law that permits religions to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sexually abuse children;
Hide the sexual and other abuse;
Discriminate on the basis of race, gender, sexual orientation, age, national origin,
retaliation, disability, and fair wages against most of their employees;
Deny reproductive health care;
Deny health insurance and treatment to LGBTQs;
Disobey the public health laws;
Threaten public health;
Let children die of treatable illness;
Deny mental health treatment to those in need; and
Allow healthcare professionals to “conscientiously” refuse medical treatment even
when it is necessary to the patient’s life.

And who knows what else would happen in the law-free world we fear the Court may
enter?
Justice Kagan wrote, “As the per curiam’s reliance on separate opinions and unreasoned
orders signals, the law does not require that the State equally treat apples and
watermelons.”
We hope the Court will continue to back neutral and general laws and to recognize that
apples are not watermelons.
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LESLIE C. GRIFFIN
Dr. Leslie C. Griffin is the William S. Boyd Professor of Law at the University of Nevada,
Las Vegas Boyd School of Law. Prof. Griffin, who teaches constitutional law and bioethics,
is known for her interdisciplinary work in law and religion.
•

MARCI A. HAMILTON
Marci A. Hamilton is the Fels Institute of Government Professor of Practice, and Fox
Family Pavilion Resident Senior Fellow in the Program for Research on Religion at the
University of Pennsylvania; the founder, CEO, and Academic Director of the nonprofit
think tank to prevent child abuse and neglect, CHILD USA, and author of God vs. the
Gavel: The Perils of Extreme Religious Liberty and Justice Denied: What America Must Do
to Protect Its Children. Her email address is marcih@sas.upenn.edu.

Religious groups file brief in support of Amish appeal to
Supreme Court
The Jewish Coalition for Religious Liberty and the National Committee for Amish
Religious Freedom filed a brief with the U.S. Supreme Court in support of the
Amish gray water case.
By Emily Cutts
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Duluth News Tribune (11.03.2021) - https://bit.ly/3rKTUW5 - Two national religious
liberty groups filed a brief with the U.S. Supreme Court in support of members of the
Fillmore County Swartzentruber Amish community's petition to overturn a Minnesota
court's decision that would require them to install septic systems against their religious
practices.
The Jewish Coalition for Religious Liberty and the National Committee for Amish Religious
Freedom filed a so-called amici curiae brief on March 5. An amici curiae brief allows those
who are not directly involved in a case, but would have an interest in the outcome, to
submit arguments to the court in support of a party that is directly involved.
Through their attorney Brian Lipford, four members of the Fillmore County
Swartzentruber Amish community filed a petition with the U.S. Supreme Court on Jan.
20, 2021, asking the high court to consider two questions under the Religious Land Use
and Institutionalized Persons Act: Does the government have a compelling interest in
regulating the disposal of "gray water," which includes laundry, bath and dishwater; and
is a septic system the least restrictive method when 20 states allow mulch basin
systems?
The petition comes after years of legal battles in Minnesota's courts against the
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency and Fillmore County over concerns that the agency
and county were requiring the Amish to install wastewater systems for gray water that
go against their religious beliefs.
The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency filed a waiver of response with the nation's high
court stating it did not intend to respond to the petition. Fillmore County did not respond.
Neither party is required to respond to the petition.
The petition is scheduled to be discussed at a judicial conference on March 26. At that
point, the high court could grant or deny the petition or ask the government to respond
before making a decision.
Amicus curiae brief
The 31-page brief argues that the district court's ruling, and the Minnesota Court of
Appeal's decision to uphold it, failed to hold the county and MPCA to their burden under
the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act.
The act, also known as RLUIPA, was unanimously passed by Congress and signed into
law by President Bill Clinton in 2000 and subjects any land-use regulation imposing a
substantial burden on religious exercise to strict scrutiny, permitting application of the
regulation only if the government demonstrates that the imposition is in furtherance of a
compelling government interest and that it is the least restrictive means of furthering
that interest.
"From before the Founding, the United States has offered succor for adherents of
uncommon or disfavored faiths," the petition reads. "In the United States, practitioners
of diverse faiths are not merely 'tolerated,' but welcomed as members of the community
and fellow citizens. To be sure, we have at times fallen short of our ideals of religious
freedom."
The brief argues that the county and the MPCA failed to show "that their generic interests
in public health and environmental protection were so compelling in this specific
application as to justify trampling Petitioner’s religious beliefs," the brief states.
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The brief also notes that the county and the MPCA failed to prove that the mulch basins
proposed by the Amish as an alternative, and used in 20 other states, were not an
acceptable option.
When strict scrutiny is abandoned or misapplied, the brief states, the results can gravely
undermine sincerely held religious beliefs.
"This case presents exactly the scenario Congress anticipated in RLUIPA, and the Court
should clarify that RLUIPA strict scrutiny forbids the effective exclusion of the Amish from
Fillmore County," the brief reads.

US group appeals for Pakistani woman jailed on
blasphemy
By Kathy Gannon
AP News (08.01.2021) - https://bit.ly/3bvK3hg - The U.S. religious watchdog appealed
Friday for the rights of a Pakistani woman from the country’s minority Ahmadis who has
been jailed on blasphemy charges, declaring her a prisoner of conscience and urging
Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government to immediately set her free.
The statement by the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom said 55-yearold Ramazan Bibi was jailed last April under Pakistan’s draconian blasphemy law that
carries the death penalty.
Under the law, anyone accused of insulting Islam can be sentenced to death if found
guilty. While authorities have yet to carry out a death sentence for blasphemy, just the
accusation of blasphemy can incite mobs in Pakistan.
“The Pakistani government must immediately release Ramzan Bibi, and all others
detained for blasphemy,” said commission head James W. Carr.
Domestic and international human rights groups say blasphemy allegations have often
been used to intimidate religious minorities in Pakistan and to settle personal scores.
“Authorities allowing these laws to be used for personal gain or vendetta are only
enabling systematic discrimination based on religious belief,” Carr added.
The Ahmadi faith was established on the Indian subcontinent in the 19th century by
Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, whose followers believe he was the messiah that was promised by
the Prophet Muhammad. Pakistan’s parliament declared Ahmadis non-Muslims in 1974.
Since then, they have repeatedly been targeted by Islamic extremists in the Muslimmajority nation.
Bibi was jailed after a dispute over a donation she tried to make to a non-Ahmadi
mosque in her village in Punjab province. The donation was rejected and when she
sought an explanation from her non-Ahmadi relatives, a quarrel erupted followed by an
assault on Bibi, according to members of her community.
Mainstream Muslim clerics later alleged she was blasphemous and brought out an alleged
witness to corroborate their allegations.
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“She is facing imprisonment simply because of her Ahmadi faith,” said the U.S.
commission.
The Pakistani prime minister’s special adviser on religious affairs and religious harmony,
Maulana Tahir Ashrafi, said he was not aware of the case but would investigate and
promised “justice” for the woman.
“No Muslims will be allowed to hurt the sentiments of people belonging to other religions
and no non-Muslim should insult Islam,” said Ashrafi.
Blasphemy has been a contentious issue in Pakistan. A Punjab governor was killed by his
own guard in 2011 after he defended a Christian woman, Aasia Bibi, who was accused of
blasphemy. She was acquitted after spending eight years on death row and later left
Pakistan for Canada to join her family after receiving threats.
In just the last year, more than 24 Ahmadis, including their senior leadership have been
charged with blasphemy and for referring to themselves as Muslims. Scores of Ahmadis
are in jail simply for reciting Islamic prayers or greeting others with a traditional Muslim
greeting.
Last year, five Ahmadis were killed in targeted killings in Pakistan, according to an
Ahmadi official who spoke on condition of anonymity, fearing for his life.
According to a report last month by the U.S. Commission for International Religious
Freedoms, Pakistan recorded the most cases of blasphemy in the world, even though 84
countries have criminal blasphemy laws.
On Friday, an anti-terrorism court in Islamabad sentenced three people — two Sunni
Muslims and an Ahmadi — to death in connection with charges that they shared
blasphemous content on social media in 2017. A fourth man, a Shiite Muslim college
professor, was sentenced to 10 years in prison for insulting God during a college lecture.
The U.S. commission described the conditions for religious freedoms in Pakistan as
continuing to “trend negatively” and urged the government to repeal the blasphemy law.
Pakistan has rejected the commission’s assessment.

The Parliament of the World's Religions calls for invoking
the 25th Amendment of the US Constitution to remove
Donald J. Trump from office
Parliament of Religions (07.01.2021) – https://bit.ly/3q3gYxR – The Trustees of the
Parliament of the World's Religions call on the Vice-President and the Cabinet of the
United States to transmit to the President pro tempore of the United States Senate and
the Speaker of the House of Representatives their written declaration that the President
is unfit and therefore unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office, in
accordance with Article 4 of the 25th Amendment to the United States Constitution.
Donald J. Trump has forsaken his credibility and demonstrated that he is incapable of
discharging the powers and duties of the Office of the President of the United States of
America. The Parliament of the World’s Religions is a global institution and recognizes the
influence that the President of the United States has on the world. Those with the
greatest opportunity and power to affect the world have the greatest responsibility to act
with unflinching moral integrity. The Parliament of the World’s Religions remains
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committed to a culture of non-violence and a life of truthfulness, as agreed upon in our
signature document Towards A Global Ethic (Towards A Global Ethic: A Declaration of the
Parliament of the World’s Religions):
Persons who hold political power must work within the framework of a just order
and commit themselves to the most non-violent, peaceful solutions possible...for
the leaders of countries, politicians, and political parties, to whom we entrust our
own freedoms. When they lie in the faces of their people, when they manipulate
the truth, or when they are guilty of venality or ruthlessness in domestic or
foreign affairs, they forsake their credibility and deserve to lose their offices and
their voters.
The Parliament of the World’s Religions cultivates harmony among the world’s spiritual
traditions and fosters their engagement with guiding institutions in order to achieve a
more peaceful, just, and sustainable world. Its origins are rooted to the 1893 World’s
Columbian Exposition in Chicago, where the historic first convening of the World
Parliament of Religions created a global platform for engagement of religions of the east
and west. Headquartered in Chicago, Il, USA, the Parliament of the World’s Religions is
an international 501c3 NGO affiliated to the United Nations Department of Public
Information.
The Parliament hosts the world’s premier interfaith convening in cities across the globe.
Past Parliaments have convened nearly 60,000 people across the world in Chicago, IL,
USA; Cape Town, South Africa; Barcelona, Spain; Melbourne, Australia; Salt Lake City,
USA; and Toronto, Canada.

USCIRF Commissioner James W. Carr adopts Ramzan
Bibi in Pakistan through the Religious Prisoners of
Conscience Project
USCIRF (07.01.2021) - https://bit.ly/35qDU29 - United States Commission on
International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) Commissioner James W. Carr today announced
his adoption of Ramzan Bibi through the Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project.
On April 30, 2020, Ramzan Bibi, a 55-year-old Ahmadi woman, was detained and
accused of making blasphemous remarks during a personal dispute over the return of her
charitable donation to a local mosque in Cheleki village in Pakistan’s Punjab province.
Bibi was charged under Section 295-C of the Pakistan Penal Code, an offence that carries
the death penalty. She is currently imprisoned at Central Jail Lahore.
“The Pakistani government must immediately release Ramzan Bibi, and all others
detained for blasphemy,” said Commissioner Carr. “Authorities allowing these laws to be
used for personal gain or vendetta are only enabling systematic discrimination based on
religious belief. This is clear in Bibi’s case, as she is facing imprisonment simply because
of her Ahmadi faith. The Pakistani government needs to repeal blasphemy and antiAhmadiyya laws and until this is accomplished, enact comprehensive reform.”
A village committee formed in Cheleki to investigate the case concluded that there was
no evidence to prove the accusations of blasphemy against Bibi. However, hardline
Muslim clerics compelled a non-Ahmadi resident of the village, who was not present
during the dispute, falsely testify against Bibi resulting in her incarceration.
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Bibi’s bail application was rejected by the judge on November 18. An appeal has been
filed for the mother of six, who has been waiting in jail throughout the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic.
In its 2020 Annual Report, USCIRF recommended that the U.S. Department of State
continue to designate Pakistan as a Country of Particular Concern, a recommendation
USCIRF has made since 2002 due to Pakistan’s systematic, ongoing, and egregious
violations of freedom of religion or belief.
In December 2020, USCIRF published a report on Violating Rights: Enforcing the World's
Blasphemy Laws, which examines the enforcement of blasphemy laws worldwide. This
report found that the country with the most cases of state enforced blasphemy laws was
Pakistan, with 184 cases identified between 2014-2018. In June, USCIRF released a
Policy Update on Pakistan that outlines the path for reforming and eventually repealing
its blasphemy law.

Along with dozens of NGOs, HRWF signs a letter to
President Elect Biden asking him to keep international
religious freedom as a high priority
5 January 2021
Dear Mr. President-Elect:
We write as an informal group of organizations and individuals, who are scholars,
religious and secular leaders, human rights advocates, and practitioners to urge you to
prioritize U.S. leadership in the area of international religious freedom. We ask that your
administration affirm and strengthen the governmental structure created by the
International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 (IRFA) and the Frank R. Wolf IRFA of 2016.
We also ask that you nominate a qualified Ambassador-at-Large for International
Religious Freedom and appoint others to key IRF posts as soon as possible.
We are participants in the International Religious Freedom (IRF) Roundtable, which is a
multi-faith, inclusive model that has proven it is possible to engage cooperatively and
constructively across deep religious and policy differences and to increase mutual
understanding, respect, trust, and reliance through joint advocacy actions. Central to our
efforts is our non-sectarian, non-partisan approach that identifies problems around the
world and builds upon common ground and multi-faith consensus to develop joint
initiatives.
Founded in 2010, we have actively supported the international religious freedom
initiatives of both the Obama and Trump administrations working closely with successive
Ambassadors at Large: Suzan Johnson Cook, David Saperstein, and Sam Brownback. We
have also worked with members of Congress on both sides of the aisle and the US
Commission on International Religious Freedom and have actively engaged in assisting
various executive branch bodies, such as Treasury and USAID, in developing policies
responsive to IRF issues. Participants in the IRF Roundtable are currently working to
replicate our inclusive model and operationalize a global network of roundtables. There
are currently 31 religious freedom roundtables and partners in the global
network.
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We look forward to working closely with your administration to continue this work that
has led to foreign policy wins, including:
●
●
●
●
●

●
●

A multi-government campaign that resulted in the release of more than 2,000
prisoners of conscience around the world.
Increased international awareness and pressure on China due to its campaigns
against religious/ethnic minorities and efforts to “Sinicize” all religions.
Interventions in Syria and Iraq to stop genocidal attacks and war crimes against
religious minorities.
Roadmaps to reform and major legal and policy advances in Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan, and Sudan.
The launch of the Abrahamic Faiths Initiative, a dialogue led and organized by
religious leaders of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, working together to
emphasize the peaceful expression of faith and the renunciation of violence.
The establishment of the International Panel of Parliamentarians for Freedom of
Religions or Belief (IPPFoRB).
The creation of the International Religious Freedom or Belief Alliance with 32 likeminded member states.

While we hold an extremely broad diversity of theological views and political positions,
we all agree on the importance of international religious freedom. It strengthens cultures
and provides the foundation for stable democracies and their components, including civil
society, social harmony, and economic prosperity. As such, it is also an effective counterterrorism weapon, key to US national security interests, as it pre-emptively undermines
religious extremism. History and modern scholarship make it clear that where people are
allowed to practice their faith freely, they are less likely to be alienated from the
government, and more likely to be good citizens.
Such conclusions are increasingly bolstered by empirical research. Dr. Brian Grim, a
noted expert on society and religion, found a strong correlation between government
restrictions on religion and religiously-motivated violence.1 Further, an exhaustive study
by academics from Harvard, Notre Dame, and Georgetown found “that religious
communities are most likely to support democracy, peace and freedom for other faiths,
and least likely to take up the gun or form dictatorships, when governments allow them
freedom to worship, practice and express their faiths freely and when religious
communities in turn renounce their claims to permanent offices or positions of policymaking authority.”2
The current state of international religious freedom, however, is one of deepening crisis—
government restrictions on religion rose to a record high in 2018, while religion-related
social hostilities fell slightly but remained near peak levels, according to Pew Research
Center’s 11th annual study of restrictions on religion.3
Further, situations such as the Rohingya genocide in Burma, mass imprisonment and
exploitation of Uyghurs and other faith groups by the Chinese government, ISIS genocide
against Yazidis and Christians in Syria and Iraq, religious conflicts and violence in Nigeria,
and the spike in terrorist attacks in many parts of Africa only underscore the importance

1

Brian Grim, “The Price of Freedom Denied: Religious Persecution and Conflict in the Twenty-First Century.” (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2011).
2
Monica Duffy Toft, Daniel Philpott and Timothy Samuel Shah, “God’s Century: Resurgent Religion and Global Politics.”
(New York: Norton, 2011), p. 18.
3
Government restrictions on religion around the world reached new record in 2018, Pew Research Center.
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and urgency of expanding and strengthening U.S. international religious freedom policy,
engagement, and leadership.
As you recently wrote in The Christian Post, “every person on earth is equal in rights and
dignity… It is the same creed that is at the core of our American experiment and written
into our founding documents – that we are all created equal and endowed by our creator
with inalienable rights… We have to strive harder to come together, and to love our
neighbors as ourselves… We must again become a nation that defends the inherent
dignity of every human, upholds the blessings of liberty, and provides a haven for those
fleeing violence or persecution.”
As you emphasized, we need new approaches to defend and advance religious freedom
and we encourage your administration to work on these issues through cooperative
engagement with a focus on human dignity and pluralism.
We encourage your administration to work with us in the global movement that is
building around religious freedom; to consolidate and expand recent improvements in the
US IRF infrastructure, strengthen U.S. IRF policy, and make a major contribution to
international justice and stability, fundamental human rights, economic growth, and U.S.
national security.
To those ends we respectfully recommend the following actions:
●

●

Ensure Key IRF Offices & Positions are Filled
○ State Department: Stress the mission and vital role of the IRF Office
throughout the U.S. government. Advance IRF as a whole-of-government
effort in coordination with USCIRF, USAID, Treasury, DoD, and other
agencies.
○ IRF Ambassador: Appoint a highly qualified Ambassador in the first 100
days of your administration (someone with visibility and rank, who can
engage at high levels both domestically and abroad). We urge you to allow
the current IRF Ambassador, Sam Brownback, to serve until your
appointment to this office is confirmed so this important post does not
remain vacant (as we urged the prior administration to retain former
Ambassador David Saperstein.)
○ U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF):
Appoint Commissioners on a timely basis, including the first White House
appointment by May 14, 2021. Engage with USCIRF as a valuable resource
on FoRB information and policy recommendations to advance religious
freedom.
○ Senior Advisor for IRF on the National Security Council: Appoint a
Senior Advisor for IRF on the National Security Council, who serves as the
head of the interagency efforts on IRF, in the first 100 days of your
administration.
Advance Multilateral Engagement on Religious Freedom
○ Annual Ministerial to Advance Religious Freedom: Support and
participate in this annual global gathering of governments, faith
communities, and civil society. While the U.S. hosted the first two events
in 2018 and 2019, Poland hosted the third in 2020 and Brazil has agreed to
host the fourth in 2021.
○ International Religious Freedom or Belief Alliance: Strengthen and
expand the now 32-member multi-lateral Alliance and ensure cooperative
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●

●

engagement and coordination of actions with the Global Network of
Religious Freedom Roundtables and the International Panel of
Parliamentarians for Freedom of Religion or Belief.
Fortify Religious Freedom Frameworks
○ National Security Strategy of the United States: Expand and
strengthen the human dignity and religious freedom sections in the
National Security Strategy.
○ Executive Order on Advancing International Religious Freedom:
Expand and implement the plans to prioritize IRF in the planning and
implementation of U.S. foreign policy and in the foreign assistance
programs of the State Department and USAID.
Empower Civil Society Action
○ Weekly IRF Roundtable Meetings: We hope your Senior Advisor for IRF
and your Ambassador-at-Large for IRF and their staffs will continue the
tradition of regularly participating in our weekly IRF RT meetings along
with USCIRF and Congressional representatives. Prior to COVID-19, our inperson meetings were attracting an average of 150 representatives of all
faiths and none. Since COVID-19, we have continued to meet virtually
every Tuesday and the meeting has become increasingly global in nature.
More than 900 people from more than 50 countries, with a wide range of
faiths and beliefs, have participated in these meetings.
○ Annual National Summit on IRF: Consider supporting and participating
in an annual national IRF summit in collaboration with the IRF Roundtable
and civil society.

By implementing these recommendations and working with IRF civil society advocates
and the growing IRF global movement, you will strengthen your planned foreign policy
initiatives to build strong bilateral and multilateral partnerships, advance global security
in the fight against persecution, religious extremism and terrorism, and send a clear
message in support of the inherent dignity of every human being.
We stand ready to serve as a civil society partner and resource to help your
administration build on the more than two decades of bipartisan tradition of supporting
IRF and advance this universal freedom to the next level.
Respectfully,
Greg Mitchell
Chair
International Religious Freedom Roundtable
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