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INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE
Adopted by the 141st General Assembly (2015)

The Presbyterian Church in Canada
To the Venerable, the 141st General Assembly: 

Introduction

The first section in this report is a biblical reflection on Jeremiah’s faith in God to bring peace to the land and to the people. The second section considers religious persecution. The report then considers the persecution of Christians in Madhya Pradesh, a province in Northern India, and in Syria. Recommendations in the section on Syria encourage Presbyterians to pray for all people harmed by and displaced by the conflict in Syria. Presbyterians are encouraged to learn about the Christian community in Syria. The committee highlights the connections between The Presbyterian Church in Canada and Christian organizations in Lebanon and Syria. The third section provides an overview of the global situation of refugees, including the millions of people displaced by the conflict in Syria. 
Section four comments on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The MDGs are a fifteen year global initiative to reduce poverty by the end of 2015. Plans are being set by participating members of the United Nations to build on the MDGs for the next 15 years. The fifth section is an update on the global Arms Trade Treaty. Canada is the only member of NATO that has not signed the Treaty. This section also draws attention to the 2014 $15 billion sale of light armoured vehicles to Saudi Arabia by London, Ontario-based General Dynamics Land Systems Canada. The final section of the report is an update on the shareholder dialogue between The Presbyterian Church in Canada and Goldcorp regarding the Marlin mine in Guatemala. 

Biblical Reflection

The International Affairs Committee began its meeting in January 2015 with a conversation, via Skype, with Dr. George Sabra, Principal of the Near East School of Theology in Lebanon. He inspired us to consider ways that Christians can bring hope to a struggling world with the example given in chapter 32 of Jeremiah: 

Jeremiah is in prison and the whole country is boiling. People are scared, anxious and panicking, due to external threats and internal corruption, lack of vision and failed leadership. They take what they can and what they cannot take, they try to sell. Meanwhile, Jeremiah calmly conducts a real-estate transaction. People are leaving the land while Jeremiah is investing in it. All indications are that there is no future, but Jeremiah does what he does on the basis of the Word of God which had promised: houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land. Trusting in God’s promises that there will be a future, Jeremiah acts against the seemingly inevitable direction of history and political events and binds himself even more to the land of his birth through the concrete but also symbolic act of purchasing property (Sabra, 2014).

Imprisoned, and surrounded by a turbulent countryside where the instinct of so many people was to flee, Jeremiah staked his life in God’s promise of peace. As Christians, we are called to be Jeremiahs in the 21st century: that is to act and plan with the goal of remaining to witness to the Word of God. Our church stands with persecuted people. As we live through challenging times, feeling the stress and anxiety of communities and countries in turmoil, we stand firm in God as our source of hope for the world. As a church, we are inspired by Jeremiah’s faith in God. This faith calls us to encourage actions by governments and other organizations to courses of action that reflect our call to embody Christ’s love and peace. 

We hold in our hearts a vision of God’s hope for the world: that war will wane; that uprooted peoples will find homes and that their culture and heritage will be remembered and passed on to the next generation; that crops will be planted, and harvests will come; that houses will be built; and that illnesses will be cured. The Lord is mighty and strong, and calls and empowers us build the Reign of God. 

RELIGIOUS PERSECUTION 

Freedom of religion is a basic human right. It is enshrined in many important international documents such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations as one of its founding documents in 1948. Article 18 of the Declaration reads: “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief, in teaching, practice, worship and observance.” 

Further efforts to strengthen freedom of religion in international law occurred when the United Nations passed the Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief in 1961. In 1986 a Special Rapporteur was appointed and he or she monitors and investigates violations of religious freedom and submits annual reports to the UN General Assembly.

Almost every nation in the world with a written constitution has a clause guaranteeing freedom of religion. Almost all counties without a written constitution, such as the United Kingdom, have established laws designed to serve the same purpose. However there are still at least thirteen nations which have neither clauses in their constitution nor laws that guarantee freedom of religion. 
In 1986 the American Congress passed the Religious Freedom Act establishing an Office of International Religious Freedom which provides detailed annual International Religious Freedom Reports on the state of religious freedom and on violations of religious freedom. In 2013, the Government of Canada established its own Office of Religious Freedom charged with the goal of advancing the cause of religious freedom around the world.

If well meaning legislation was sufficient, freedom of religion would surely be a present and an experienced reality for all peoples. Unfortunately, the gap between what is promised in international and national law and what is actually experienced by religious believers in many countries is immense. However, a recent book, The Price of Freedom Denied: Religious Persecution and Conflict in the Twenty-First Century, Cambridge University Press, 2011 by Brian Grim, Senior Researcher in Religion and World Affairs at the Pew Research Centre and Roger Finke, Professor of Sociology and Religious Studies at Pennsylvania State University and Director of the Association of Religion Data Archives (ARDA), conclusively documents the fact that religious persecution and most particularly violent religious persecution defined as “physical abuse or displacement due to religion” is a reality that is both pervasive and pernicious in many regions of the world.

Using data collected by ARDA from an analysis of information contained in International Freedom Reports from 2000 to 2007, Grim and Finke point out that in the 21st century there is no religion that is free from violent persecution somewhere in our world, whether it be Christians in the Middle East, India and China, Hindus in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, Muslim Rohingya people in Myanmar, Muslim Uygurs in China, and Shia Muslims by Sunni Muslims and Sunni Muslims by Shia Muslims in the Middle East, or Tibetan Buddhists and practitioners of Falun Gong in China. 

Grim and Finke further report that of 143 countries they have researched, representing 99% of the world’s population, 123 (86%) have documented cases of people being physically abused or displaced from their homes due to religious persecution. Of these countries, 36 had more than 1,000 people physically abused or displaced and 35 had more than 10,000 victims. 

Many of the instances of religious persecution documented in these countries happened as the result of actions by perpetrators who were primarily religiously motivated. A good example would be the persecution of Christians in India, where just a few years ago more than 200,000 Dalit Christians in the state of Orissa were physically abused and displaced from their homes by fundamentalist Hindus associated with the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) (National Patriotic Organization) in support of their doctrine of Hindutva which has as its goal an India that is entirely Hindu and free of Christians and Muslims, who must be either converted or expelled to make this goal possible.

However, in addition to those instances of violent persecution that occur for reasons that are primarily religious in nature, there are also many serious situations in which violent religious persecution can best be regarded as a form of social conflict that is often embedded in and exacerbated by larger conflicts both within societies and between countries. Many of the attacks and much of the displacement of religious minorities in the Middle East, especially in Iraq and Syria at the present time, fall into this category.

Grim and Finke report that of 130 countries around the world that have constitutional or other legal guarantees or promises regarding freedom of religion, 86% have at least one law restricting religious freedom and 38% have four or more such laws. In virtually every instance, countries that have such laws make the claim that these laws are necessary to preserve order by preventing inter or intra-religious conflict among its citizens. 

Based on the data contained in the International Freedom Reports, Grim and Finke effectively demolish this justification for restrictions on religious freedom. They provide conclusive evidence for their assertion that the countries throughout the world with the least restrictions on religious freedom are also the countries that experience the least religious conflict. It is the countries with the most restrictions on religious freedom that experience the most religious conflict. They also demonstrate that countries that are experiencing religious conflict leading to persecution can be placed on a scale, where the greater the number of restrictions, the greater the conflict. This sets up a vicious cycle in which increasing restrictions on religious freedom lead to increasing levels of conflict. Grim and Finke argue that the right of religious freedom is essential to breaking the cycle. 

India

The Republic of India is a good example of a nation where freedom of religion is guaranteed by the Constitution, but where it has been severely compromised by decades of relentless political and social pressure by Hindu fundamentalist organizations to restrict the religious rights of minorities, particularly Muslims and Christians. Article 25 of the Constitution guarantees the right of all citizens of India to profess, practice and propagate their faith, and yet five major Indian states, Chhattisgarh, Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh and Orissa have passed laws that ban religious conversion in all but name. These states are all states that have large populations of Dalit (formerly referred to as Untouchables) and Adivasi (formerly referred to as Tribals) peoples who have no place in the Hindu caste system and therefore are effectively at the bottom of the dominant Hindu society, culturally, politically and economically. 

Having no place in the Hindu system which considers them to be ritually unclean, and does not allow them even to enter Hindu temples to worship, the Dalit and Adivasi peoples have been more open than caste Hindus in India to conversion to Christianity. The result is that the overwhelming majority of all Christians in India come from Dalit and Adivasi backgrounds. 

One motivating fear of Hindu ultra-nationalist organizations, such as the RSS, is that a time will come when Dalits and Adivasi will refuse to accept their traditional place at the bottom of Indian society and will express that refusal by conversion to a religion such as Christianity that will empower their struggle for basic human rights. The empowerment of Dalits and Adivasi would mean that caste Hindus would experience a diminishment of their present place of privilege and power in Indian society and like privileged people everywhere they are not willing to give up their privileges without a struggle. 

Threats to Religious Freedom: Case of Bhil Christians in the Province of Madhya Pradesh 

India’s Constitution came into force in 1950. It guarantees all citizens of India the right to profess, practice and propagate their faith (Article 25). Contrary to the constitution, in practice, religious freedom has been contested in post-colonial India. As early as 1952 Christians in the Indian province of Madhya Pradesh complained of being treated unfairly. 

In 1954 Madhya Pradesh’s government appointed the Christian Missionaries Activities Enquiry Committee, known as the Niyogi Committee. It proposed anti-conversion regulations which seemed to contradict constitutionally protected rights of religious freedom and as such were not enacted. Current anti-conversion laws have been attributed to this committee’s report.

Madhya Pradesh passed its first anti-conversion law in 1968, ironically named The Madhya Pradesh Freedom of Religion Act. In July 2006, the government of Madhya Pradesh further tightened regulations requiring both clergy and the person seeking to convert to give a month’s notice to the state government before a conversion can take place (BBC News, “Conversions”). Failure to comply is punishable with a fine. 

The Ghar Wapsi Movement

There is an emerging re-conversion movement called Ghar Wapsi (home coming) that focuses on reconverting non-Hindus to Hinduism. Those who prescribe to Ghar Wapsi are particularly sensitive to the adoption of Christianity by Adivasis, accusing Christian missionaries of converting them through “force and allurement” (Stanislaus, n.d.). The courts are silent on Ghar Wapsi and do not treat these as ‘forced conversions’ even though there is evidence of violence. Churches in India have threatened to take legal action (DNA India, “Bishops”).

The Times of India reported on January 5, 2015, that in a joint press conference in the Diocese of Amritsar (Punjab), high-ranking representatives of the Roman Catholic Church of India spoke out against the Ghar Wapsi movement (Times of India, “3 Churches”). 

It is this fear of religious change leading to inevitable social change that primarily motivates ultra-nationalist Hindu organizations such as the RSS, the organization responsible for the attacks on the Bhil Christians who are members of the Church of North India, a partner church of The Presbyterian Church in Canada. The attacks took place on January 16, 2004. During these unprovoked attacks, the Amkhut church and school were heavily damaged, the Alirajpur church was set on fire and the Kathiwara and Puniyawat churches were also badly damaged. A Bhil woman was gang raped. Many Bhil Christians were forced to flee and to hide in the surrounding countryside to avoid being beaten. The local police force stood by and did nothing. A Hindu extremist was shot and killed during the attacks and seventeen local Bhils were arrested and charged with murder. No charges were ever brought against the RSS extremists who had raped the Bhil woman or attacked the Bhil churches. The arrested Bhil Christians spent three and a half years in prison before their case came to trial in May 2006. The judge dismissed the charges as groundless. 

This attack on the Bhil Christians of Madhya Pradesh is one of dozens of such incidents that occur every year in India because ultra-nationalist Hindu organizations such as the RSS seem to be able to act with virtual impunity. The Government of India has the responsibility to uphold freedom of religion as guaranteed in India’s Constitution. 

Recommendation No. 1
(adopted, p. 26)
That the Moderator write to The Presbyterian Church in Canada’s partners in India expressing the church’s dismay and condemnation of the Ghar Wapsi movement and prayers for our partners’ wellbeing.

Recommendation No. 2
(adopted, p. 27)
That the Moderator write to the Government of Canada’s Minister of Foreign Affairs expressing The Presbyterian Church in Canada’s concerns about the attacks on Christians and other religious minorities in India by extremist Hindu organizations and encourage the Government of Canada to raise this issue with officials in the Government of India.

Recommendation No. 3
(adopted, p. 27)
That the Moderator write to the Prime Minister of India expressing The Presbyterian Church in Canada’s deep concern about the attacks on Christians and other religious minorities by extremist Hindu organizations and seek assurance from the Prime Minister that the government will ensure that those responsible for attacks on religious minorities will be brought before India’s justice system and that religious freedom, enshrined in India’s constitution will be enforced by the Government of India. 

The Impact of Conflict on Christians in Syria 

In Syria, where Paul found faith, and from where he spread Christianity to the world, many churches stand empty today, targets for bombardment and desecration.

Homs is a city of just over a million people in Western Syria, about 160 kilometers north of Damascus. Homs Presbyterian Church was bombed on Easter Sunday in 2012. Aleppo, a major city in Northern Syria, has been also been devastated by conflict. Many of its historic churches including, the Presbyterian church in Aleppo, were bombed. Christians in Aleppo live in constant uncertainty and fear (World Communion of Reformed Churches, “Churches help”). 

Prompted by the uprising in Tunisia, Syria’s “Arab Spring” started in March 2011 in the southern city of Deraa. It spread rapidly throughout the country. People took to the streets spontaneously, and were quickly joined by protesters – at first mostly secular, intellectual liberals – who had been planning a revolt for several years. Peaceful demonstrations called for reform of the Assad government.

The protests and then the brutal response by the Assad government provided an opportunity for several other groups to not only join in the protests, but to hijack what started as peaceful calls for reforms. These opposition groups were heavily armed and included Islamic, as well as secular groups, and defectors from the Syrian Armed Forces. Different opposition groups are supported by several Middle Eastern countries including Saudi Arabia and Qatar. Some reports have documented the smuggling of arms via Lebanon and Turkey to insurgents and militias in Syria. Two opposition groups–the Syrian National Council and the Syrian Free Army–have been given refuge in Turkey. Many Syrians support President Assad. Christians are divided; some are pro-government and others are not.

Until the war began, Syria was one of the last remaining strongholds for Christianity in the Middle East. Before the conflict there were approximately 1.8 million Christians in Syria, about 10% of the population (Presbyterian Church (USA) 2006). Hundreds of thousands of Christians have been displaced by the conflict. Syria and the Middle East is the cradle of the Christian faith and this community faces mortal danger. 

Huda Kandalaft is the director of Christian Development at St. Andrew’s Church in Ottawa. She immigrated to Canada from Syria. She says: “Children live with the sounds of the thunder of bombs and the rattle of gunfire day and night. It’s hard to describe how chaotic, terrifying and psychologically difficult it is when you have no idea what will happen next, or where the next rocket will fall. Many Christians cope with the tension by being fatalistic: that whatever happens is God’s will.”

The rise of the Islamic State, known as ISIS or ISIL, dominated headlines in 2014 as a self-proclaimed caliphate is sowing horrific death and destruction across Iraq and Syria. The extreme nature of ISIS and its quest for domination has included killing members of religious minorities and subjugating women and children, devastating villages and beheading hostages. 

Frightening stories were reported from Iraq and Syria about the terrible choice imposed on Christians by Islamic State jihadists: submit to Islam, leave, or be killed. Hundreds of thousands fled and many were killed. An Anglican priest in Iraq reported that children were beheaded by ISIS fighters for refusing to convert to Islam (Orthodox Christian Network, “Before being killed”). Two bishops (Syrian Catholic Bishop of Aleppo and Antiochean Orthodox Bishop of Aleppo) were kidnapped in Syria in 2012. No one has heard from or about them since. Father Francis Vand Der Lucht, a Jesuit priest of Dutch origin, lived in Syria for 50 years. He ministered in a monastery in Homs (Guardian, “Dutch Priest”). He refused to leave the besieged city until every Muslim and Christian captive was freed. He was shot in the head on April 7, 2014. The gunman’s motivations and affiliations are unclear. He was 75 years old.

Many Christians who can afford to leave the country have fled to escape the conflict and to find stability and education for their children. Those who remain are mostly from poor families. Many can no longer put food on the table. The health system has fallen apart. Many doctors have been threatened and forced to flee; some have been killed. People who have not left the conflict zones fear that if they are injured, there will be no one to treat them.

The humanitarian situation is desperate. The Rev. Habib Badr, minister of the National Evangelical Church of Beirut, describes the situation as “getting worse by the day; and we are truly concerned about our future presence and witness as Christians in this region of the world. In God we trust and in His hands we commit ourselves” (Karasch-Bӧttcher, “Urgent appeal”). In addition to extreme shortages of food, fuel, electricity and medical care in many cities and towns, the cost of basic needs tripled in the last four years. The Presbyterian minister (the Synod of Syria and Lebanon) of the congregation in Lattakia (on the Mediterranean coast in Northern Syria), said about the shortage of gas: “it is not only heating that we…need in the cold winter, but also fuel for cars. Our movement is limited because of the shortage in a time when we are constantly living in fear and everyone is contemplating fleeing every single moment.”

Andrew Bennett, Canada’s Ambassador for Religious Freedom, wrote in an August 22, 2014 National Post article: 

As noted recently by Prime Minister Stephen Harper ‘The very notion of religious freedom is what the Islamic State is working to eradicate, and what the Iraqi and Syrian people and the international community cannot surrender.’ The United States and our allies in the European Union have echoed this concern, condemning the atrocities and abuses of the Islamic State. And the Vatican, in Pope Francis’ own denunciation of the violence, has noted the unique responsibility of religious leaders, especially Muslim religious leaders, to speak out against Christian persecution. Taking up the call, a spokesman for Shi’a Grand Ayatollah Ali Al-Sistani recently called in Karbala for greater efforts to alleviate the suffering of Christians and other religious minorities in Iraq. (Bennett, “Canada raises”)

The Canadian Council of Churches wrote Prime Minister Stephen Harper on May 17, 2013, stating: “We are concerned for the safety and security of all the people in the region but in particular, the weak, vulnerable and powerless. The spread of sectarian violence puts all generations throughout the region at risk, and are a menace to the hopes and dreams of the younger generations.”

Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox leaders made a joint statement on May 7, 2014, to call for an end to the silence over persecuted Christian communities in Egypt, Iraq and Syria (Banks, “Christian leaders”). They were invited to Capitol Hill (Washington, DC) and joined by the co-chairs of the Religious Minorities in the Middle East Caucus, a bipartisan group of the US House of Representatives, who have pushed for the appointment of a special envoy focused on Middle East religious minorities.

More than 180 clergy, seminary professors, authors and activists have signed a “pledge of solidarity and call to action” that advocates for the special envoy in addition to a regional review of US foreign aid to ensure recipients uphold principles of pluralism and religious freedom. They also seek assurance that religious minorities receive fair access to US refugee assistance. 

In September 2014, eight Christian leaders from the Middle East met with US President Barack Obama, to discuss concerns for minorities in the Middle East. The summit was called “In Defence of Christians and Other Religious Minorities”. The outcome of this summit is not clear. Presbyterian minister, the Rev. Riad Jarjour, former Middle East Council of Churches president and currently the president of Islamic-Christian Arab dialogue, is now overseeing talks and meetings between the Syrian government and the opposition in Lebanon.1 

What can Canadian Presbyterians do?

Pray

When one part of the body of Christ suffers, all parts feel the pain. There is a Presbyterian church residence for senior citizens in Homs, in Western Syria. It was once home to 66 elderly residents. Thirty-nine residents have left to stay with family, but 27 cannot leave because they have no place to go. The city has been under siege for two years. In 2012, members of St. Andrew’s Church in Ottawa spoke with centre residents over the phone. They prayed, sang hymns and worshipped together. It was a deeply moving experience for members of St. Andrew’s. When a member of St. Andrew’s asked; “What can we do for you? How can we help?” The reply was; “Pray for us as we too will keep you in our prayers!” 

Recommendation No. 4
(adopted, p. 26)
That congregations pray for all people being persecuted and for their persecutors, that they have a change of heart; and pray for an end to violence in Syria. 

Learn about Christians in the Middle East

Christians are a numeric minority in the Middle East. In the absence of laws to protect the rights of minorities and governments committed to enforcing such laws, minorities risk discrimination, exclusion and oppression. To varying degrees this is the case for Christians in the Middle East. Yet, to only focus on the minority reality of Christians in the Middle East, risks diminishing and ignoring the contributions Christians have made and are making in all areas of life.

In supporting the fundamental human rights of Christians and challenging those institutions and organizations responsible for these violations, it is important to remember that the human rights of Muslims have been and are violated by governments and other organizations in the Middle East, either because the individual is a Shia Muslim and is persecuted by Sunnis or a Sunni Muslim persecuted by Shias or because the individual is persecuted for his or her commitment to democratic government and respect for human rights for all citizens in a particular country. 

Suggested Reading re the Conflict in Syria

1.
William R. Polk. “Understanding Syria: From Pre-Civil War to Post-Assad.” The Atlantic. December 2013. theatlantic.com. This 20 page article is a concise geo-political history of Syria from the Ottoman Empire to the current conflict.  

2.
The United Nations set up an Independent International Commission of Inquiry to investigate all allegations of human right abuses since March 2011, when the conflict began. This body produces reports and documentations from victims of human rights abuses in the Syrian conflict. 

ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/IICISyria/Pages/IndependentInternationalCommission.aspx 

3.
Open Democracy is an independent news agency that publishes a variety articles on the Syrian conflict. They have a newsfeed for stories related to the conflict in Syria: opendemocracy.net/countries/Syria. 

Information about Christian Community in Syria and the Middle East

1.
“Syrian Christian Leaders Call on U.S. to End Support for Anti-Assad Rebels.” Time Magazine. swampland.time.com.

2.
Presbyterian Church (USA). “The Cradle of Our Faith: the Enduring Witness of the Christians of the Middle East.” 2006. This resource provides an overview of Christians in the Middle East.

3.
“From Crisis to Catastrophe: The situation of minorities in Iraq.” Minorities Rights Group International. October 2014. This report contains current information about the impact of the conflict in Iraq on Christians and other non-majority groups in Iraq. minorityrights.org. 

Building Relationships

The Presbyterian Church in Canada, through PWS&D, is responding to the emergency in Syria through support to the ACT Alliance and the Canadian Foodgrains Bank. Act Alliance has program staff on the ground who are providing psychosocial and educational support for children and youth living in refugee camps. Canadian Foodgrains Bank provides basic food items such as rice, chickpeas, pasta and oil, hygiene kits, shelter, clothing and non-essential food items in Syria, and to Syrian refugees in Lebanon and Jordan. Presbyterians are invited support these programs.

Through International Ministries, The Presbyterian Church in Canada has a relationship with the Near East School of Theology in Beirut, Lebanon. When he spoke via Skype to the International Affairs Committee in January 2015, Dr. Sabra emphasized the need for Christian-Muslim dialogue so that Christians and Muslims can live in peace as neighbours in Lebanon, and in other countries in the Middle East. The International Affairs Committee is delighted that Dr. Sabra will be an ecumenical guest at the 141st General Assembly in June 2015. 

Through International Ministries, The Presbyterian Church in Canada, has relationships with the National Evangelical Synod of Syria and Lebanon and National Evangelical Church in Beirut. In 2011 the Moderator of the 137th General Assembly (2011) visited the Middle East. The delegation was warmly received by the General Secretary of the National Evangelical Synod of Syria and Lebanon and the Minister of the National Evangelical Church in Beirut. The Presbyterian Church in Canada can build on the moderator’s trip to the Middle East. The International Affairs Committee encourages and welcomes efforts by International Ministries to strengthen these relationships. There is much to learn from brothers and sisters who have witnessed to the Christian faith in the Middle East for two millennia. There is wisdom to be shared from a 1,400-year history of Christians, Muslims and others in the Middle East, especially through times of peaceful co-existence. This rich history is threatened today. A question to be asked of these partners is “what can Presbyterians in Canada do?”

Recommendation No. 5
(adopted, p. 26)
That the Moderator write to the General Secretary of the National Evangelical Synod of Syria and Lebanon and the Minister of the National Evangelical Church in Beirut to express The Presbyterian Church in Canada’s prayers for an end to the conflict in Syria. 

Speak the Truth to Power

Andrew Bennett, Canada’s Ambassador for Religious Freedom, said in an August 2014 National Post article: “In the past, we in the West have been reluctant to speak out on behalf of persecuted Christian groups abroad. Whether this reflects a domestic cultural instinct to shy away from public reference to religion, or a concern that such advocacy could be somehow cast as renewed Western imperialism, the consequences of continued silence are the same. Christians in the Middle East now live under the very real threat of eradication” (Bennett, “Canada raises”). 

On May 7, 2013, the Canadian Council of Churches wrote to the Government of Canada emphasizing its “vigorous support” for compromise through diplomatic and political processes in Syria. Violence has continued. As Canada, the United States and some European countries are responding to ISIS, it is important to consider the long term impacts that military action has on civilians, witnessed in the 3.5 million people who have sought refuge from the conflict in Syria. Increasing the flow if armament into the Middle East is unlikely to contribute to peace and human security. 

“What is needed in these tragic days is not the arming of so-called ‘minority’ or ‘opposition’ groups. Haven’t most conflicts been triggered by this strategy of arming a supposedly ‘aligned’ group against another supposed ‘rogue’ group? What is needed at this point more than ever is a demilitarization and de-escalation of the conflict.” As Martin Akkad, Associate Professor of Islamic Studies at the Arab Baptist Theological seminary in Beirut continues, “If you want to support us, then support us in our mission of educating, developing communities, building states of accountability and transparency, fighting systemic corruption, and building civil societies!” (Akkad, 2014). 
Two thousand years ago Saul was on a dusty road to Damascus in Syria, “breathing threats” against the Christians there (Acts 9:1-20). His job was to persecute the Christians in a time when any threat to the dominant political and religious powers of the day was stomped out. Yet, on that road to Damascus, the power of God not only effectively stopped Saul from his evil intent, but turned it on its head. “I am Jesus, whom you persecute.” A voice from the whirlwind brought Saul to his knees. In a moment of dramatic conversion, Saul’s heart was turned around. His journey continued to Damascus, to be a champion of the Christian movement. Amidst the violence, destruction and death, there is hope. Therefore, we pray for Christians in the Middle East, with action, in confidence and in faith. 

REFUGEES

For the first time since World War II the number of refugees, asylum-seekers and internally displaced people has exceeded 50 million people (UNHCR, “World Refugee Day”). Of that number, some 16.7 million are refugees. According to the United Nations (1951 Refugee Convention), a refugee is someone who “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country” (UNHCR, “Refugees – Flowing”).
The general mandate of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is twofold: to protect refugees and to seek permanent solutions for refugees. It is becoming increasingly difficult to fulfill this mandate. There are 28.8 million internally displaced people (IDP). They have fled their homes but are still in their own country. The UNHCR cares for about 15 million IDP. Because IDP have not crossed international borders, they are not protected by the same international laws that protect refugees. There are an additional 4.8 million registered refugees living in 60 camps in the Middle East for displaced Palestinians.

The UNHCR’s 2012 budget was $4.3 billion USD and 93% of its budget supports programs for refugees and IDPs (UNHCR 2013, 2). It is funded almost entirely (86%) by voluntary contributions from UN members states. Half of the UNHCR budget is from three donors: United States, Japan and the European Union (UNHCR 2013). Canada’s gave $75 million USD in 2013. It ranked 11th in terms of its contribution. As a percentage of gross domestic product the most generous countries are Kuwait (0.061%), Denmark (0.028%) and Sweden (0.025%). By this measure, Canada’s donation was 0.004% of its GDP, and ranks 14. 

A majority of the world’s refugees are women and children, left behind or forced to flee when men become combatants or are killed in conflict situations. More than half of the “people of concern” to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees are children. Forcibly displaced women and girls face discrimination and violence. Women who are refugees often have poor access to reproductive health care. Rape, highly prevalent in conflict situations where the rule of law has disintegrated, is often used as a weapon of war. Survival sex is also a feature of refugee life particularly before assistance and protection mechanisms are established. Refugees are often treated as disposable people, pawns in larger political games or simply viewed as the unwanted refuse of intractable conflicts. Globally, a majority of refugees find themselves in what is known as “protracted refugee situations”. These refugees can spend years living in limbo either in isolated and insecure refugee camps or trying to survive a clandestine existence in urban areas with no permanent solution to their plight. 

Syrians have now overtaken Afghans as the largest refugee population aside from Palestinians. At least 200,000 people have died and half the Syrian population has been displaced since the conflict began in March 2011, with protests that spiraled into civil war (Nebehay, 2015). Over 9 million Syrians have been forced to flee. Three million Syrians have escaped abroad and 6.5 million have been internally displaced. Currently, Syria (with over 3 million refugees), Afghanistan (over 2.6 million) and Somalia (1 million) produce the most refugees. Pakistan (1.6 million), Lebanon (1.1 million), Iran (nearly 1 million), Turkey (over 800,000) and Jordan (over 700,000) receive the highest number of refugees (UNHCR, 2014). There are 5 million Palestinian refugees throughout the Middle East (UNHCR, “Refugee Figures”). 

The strain on refugee receiving countries, particularly those rapidly receiving hundreds of thousands of Syrian refugees, has led to calls for increased assistance from the international community.

In 2012 Canada ranked number one as the country with the highest number of resettled refugee arrivals per capita, according to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Global Trends report. One out of every 10 refugees resettled worldwide comes to Canada through government and privately sponsored refugee programs.

In 2013, Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) announced that Canada would accept up to 1,300 Syrian refugees by the end of 2014. Throughout 2014, Canadians waited for a government response to the UNHCR’s call for 100,000 third country resettlement spaces for Syrian refugees. In December 2014, the General Secretary of the Life and Mission Agency of The Presbyterian Church in Canada joined 24 other faith leaders – Christian, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim and Sikh – in signing an Inter-Faith Statement on Syrian Refugees calling upon the government “to resettle Syrian refugees without discrimination based on religion.” The statement asserted that “refugees must be selected for resettlement based on need.” It was in reaction to declarations in the House of Commons that suggested that Canada would only resettle Syrian members of religious minorities, while the UN has established resettlement submission categories that underscore need as the determining criterion (UNHCR, “Resettlement Handbook”).

In January 2015, the government announced it would sponsor 4,000 Syrian refugees over three years and allow for 6,000 privately sponsored Syrian refugees over the same period (Mas, 2015). 

The Canadian Council for Refugees (CCR) has identified a number of barriers that have made private sponsorship more challenging in recent years. They include:

-
New restrictive rules limiting which refugees can be sponsored, from where and how many.

-
More burdensome paperwork: forms are extremely complicated and sponsors no longer have access to government officials locally to guide them.

-
Very slow processing, especially in some regions of the world.

-
Shortcomings in communication and consultation with sponsors by the Canadian government.

-
New government expectations that sponsors will resettle refugees identified by the Minister of Citizenship and Immigration, while the government is itself resettling fewer refugees.

It is a challenging time internationally for those who have a heart for refugees. The refugee ministry of PWS&D is a response to Christ’s call to serve and defend those who are vulnerable and persecuted. PWS&D supports displaced people living in refugee camps through the provision of food, clean water, shelter, education, income-generating opportunities and emotional support. When a situation stabilizes and refugees are able to return home, PWS&D partners work to rebuild lives by providing housing, education, seeds and tools, and clean water wells. The Presbyterian Church in Canada is an official Sponsorship Agreement Holder with Citizenship and Immigration Canada. The Presbyterian Church in Canada also has an entente-cadre (sponsorship agreement) with the Government of Quebec. Action Réfugiés Montréal promotes and supports sponsorship, with a Memorandum of Understanding with PWS&D. Fifteen Presbyterian congregations in Canada are currently sponsoring refugees.  

As Christians we are called to care for those on the margins, the widow, the orphan, the exile and refugees, even in these challenging times. Congregations are encouraged to learn more about the needs of refugees, advocate on their behalf and make friends with newly arrived refugees to Canada or partner with local agencies and service providers to assist in integration through programs such as ESL.

Recommendation No. 6
(amended, p. 27)
That the Moderator, and members of the church be encouraged to, write to the Government of Canada urging that the number of Government-sponsored refugees be increased to, at a minimum, match the number of privately sponsored refugees.

Recommendation No. 7
(adopted, p. 27)
That the Moderator write to the Government of Canada urging that Canada increase its annual contribution to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.

Millennium Development Goals

At the ‘Millennium General Assembly’ of the United Nations in 2000, 189 countries signed on to eight development goals. The Millennium Development Goals were intended to guide both donor and recipient states, UN institutions and World Bank and International Monetary Fund in setting policies to tackle global poverty and inequality. The MDGs were designed to:

1.
Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

2.
Achieve universal primary education

3.
Promote gender equality and empower women

4.
Reduce child mortality

5.
Improve maternal health

6.
Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

7.
Ensure environmental sustainability

8.
Develop a global partnership for development 

Most counties in the Global South aligned their development programs with the MDGs both in terms of negotiations with external donors as well as setting priorities for NGOs operating in-country. As a donor, Canada placed particular emphasis on goals 4 and 5 (reducing child mortality and promoting maternal health) through development assistance as well as advocacy at the G8 meetings.

Since 2012 the UN has set up a participatory process to hear the voices of people in both developed and developing economies as the next MDGs being developed for post-2015. Meetings and workshops were held in 88 countries (involving almost 1 million people) to elicit comments both on the success of the original MDGs and the direction the UN and its agencies should take after 2015. 

The MDGs have received both praise and criticism. There were notable successes over the past 15 years, especially in the areas of alleviating absolute poverty, HIV/AIDS initiatives, and child and maternal health care. The MDGs have been critiqued because they set quantitative targets with inadequate analysis of the quality and sustainability of interventions. There was not enough emphasis on:

-
Quality of governance and strengthening institutions to deliver programs

-
Security of the most vulnerable

-
Equality in access to resources and programs 

-
Community over individual access to programs

-
Goals were not ‘rights based’

The consultations and workshops tasked with looking forward to the next round of development goals came up with a long list of priorities. At the risk of over-simplification, the basic themes emerging are:

-
Policies and programs must be ‘rights based’; this involves concern for human dignity and the right to be involved in decisions that affect them directly

-
Governance: the integrity and accountability of national governments and those tasked with implementing programs

-
Emphasis on communities rather than individuals

-
Security: protection against crime and terrorism

-
Universal access to health care and education

-
A just and shared vision for people and the planet, i.e. environmental integrity 

-
Addressing global inequality

The latter point is critical. Both within and between nations there is growing economic inequality. Oxfam estimates that by 2016 1% of the world’s population will own 50% of its wealth (Oxfam, 2015). Without policies to counter this trend, it will continue. 

The Government of Canada will be involved in setting priorities for the next round of MDGs. The Presbyterian Church in Canada can bring reasoned and principled input into this process which will guide Canada’s development program for the next decade or more. The MDGs have become the overarching goal of international development efforts; they are widely recognized and central to state and organizational development plans and programs (Fukuda-Parr and Hulme, 2009). The post-MDG goals will have a captive global audience, and can be an effective rallying point for international development advocates. Members of the United Nations will meet in July 2015 to negotiate the final post-MDG documents. If these negotiations are successful, the final outcome document is expected to be released in September 2015 (United Nations, 2014). The International Affairs Committee will monitor this process and report back to the 2016 General Assembly.

Arms Trade Treaty 

As of February 2015, 130 UN member states have signed the Arms Trade Treaty; 61 have ratified it. Since 50 member states had ratified the treaty on September 25, 2014, the treaty entered into force on December 24, 2014. Canada is the only member of NATO that has not signed the Arms Trade Treaty. The government has indicated that it “will make sure that any treaty we sign is good for Canada, and good for Canadians” (Pugliese, 2014). 

The treaty is an important effort to control the trade in arms and reduce as much as possible arms transfers to regimes that violate human rights, to terrorists and to organized crime. Regrettably, until the Government of Canada signs and ratifies the treaty, Canada remains outside of a significant international effort.

The 2013 General Assembly approved a recommendation that the Moderator write to the Minister of Foreign Affairs congratulating the Government of Canada for voting in favour of the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) at the United Nations General Assembly in April, 2013. The Moderator encouraged the Government to sign the ATT and submit it to Parliament for ratification (A&P 2013, p. 289–90, A&P 2014, p. 291–92).

In his response to the Moderator’s letter, Minister Baird stated that: “Canada worked closely with its allies and partners during the development of the treaty to help move the international community closer to Canada’s world leading standards. This was in order to develop a treaty that would keep arms out of the hands of criminals, terrorists, and those who abuse fundamental human rights.”

Minister Baird continued, “At the same time, it is important that such a treaty should not affect lawful and responsible firearms owners nor discourage the transfer of firearms for recreational uses, including sport shooting, collecting and hunting. That is why Canada took a leadership role at the United Nations to try to ensure that the ATT acknowledges legitimate trade and lawful ownership, and use of certain conventional arms for recreational, cultural, historical and sporting activities.” In conclusion, Minister Baird stated that the government would review the final text of the treaty and consult with civil society, firearms users and industry as well as the provinces and territories.

In the fall of 2013, the Moderator of the 139th General Assembly wrote to Minister Baird inquiring if the technical review had been completed. To date, the Minister has not responded to the Moderator’s inquiry. 

A member of the International Affairs Committee member wrote to his local member of Parliament, Stella Ambler, on November 18, 2014, seeking information with respect to the government’s position regarding the treaty. Stella Ambler responded on December 9, 2014, stating: “Signing the ATT would not improve upon how we assess exports of military items. Canada already has some of the strongest export controls in the world, through the Export and Import Permits Act, and the automatic Firearms Country Control List. The ATT actually brings other countries up to our export standards… Canada rigorously assesses all export of military goods and technology on a case-by-case basis and our government will make sure that any treaty we sign is good for Canada, and good for Canadians.”
The member states that have ratified the treaty will meet later in 2015 at a UN Conference of the Parties meeting to discuss implementation of the treaty. If Canada does not ratify the treaty, then it will not be able to present its views at this first meeting of the Conference of the Parties (COP). However, Canada may attend as an observer. The deadline for the initial report from the COP on national implementation is December 24, 2015.

Control Arms is a global civil society alliance that has campaigned since 2003 for an Arms Trade Treaty. Control Arms is developing a monitoring program to provide timely and independent information and analysis on the universal implementation of the Arms Trade Treaty including non-party countries such as Canada.

The crown corporation Commercial Corporation of Canada helped broker a $15 billion contract for the sale of light armed vehicles to Saudi Arabia by the London Ontario-based General Dynamics Land Systems Canada. The sale was widely covered in the Canadian media in early 2015 with reports that Saudi Arabian blogger Raif Badawi, a champion of free speech, had received a 10 year sentence and 1,000 lashes for insulting Islam. Badawi’s wife and children were granted refugee status in 2013. They live in Quebec. 

There is evidence that Canadian-built armoured vehicles were used by Saudi Arabian troops in their support of Bahraini forces when the latter were suppressing peaceful public demonstrations against the Bahrain government (Mason, 2015). Given the appalling human rights record of the Saudi Arabia government the church should inquire what assurances does the Government of Canada have that Saudi Arabian forces will not use the vehicles against civilian populations.

Recommendation No. 8
(adopted, p. 27)
That the Moderator write to the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, International Trade and Defence regarding the sale of light armed vehicles to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia requesting assurances that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia will not use the vehicles against civilians engaged in peaceful activities.

The Auditor General’s office is reviewing Canada’s export control policies and procedures. A report is expected in the fall of 2015. 

Recommendation No. 9
(adopted, p. 27)
That the Moderator write to members of the House of Commons Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs encouraging the Committee to hold public hearings to examine Canada’s export controls of weapons and military equipment as the last study was done in 1991. 

Report on Goldcorp Dialogue

In reports to the General Assembly in 2011 and 2012, the International Affairs Committee commented on the impact of the Goldcorp owned Marlin gold and silver mine in Guatemala. (A&P 2011, p. 289–91, A&P 2012, p. 278–79) The mine is controversial because of the social and environmental effects it has on several Indigenous communities. The Presbyterian Church in Canada has partners that report having concerns about the impact of mining activities on water quality and other environmental issues. In accordance with a recommendation approved by the General Assembly, The Presbyterian Church in Canada joined a shareholder dialogue with Goldcorp in the fall of 2012 (A&P 2012, p. 25). The Presbyterian Church in Canada owns 29,000 shares in Goldcorp in its consolidated portfolio and 22,500 shares in its pension plan fund. 

The dialogue is organized by SHARE: Shareholder Association for Research and Education (share.ca), a Vancouver-based organization, that conducts shareholder engagement on behalf of its clients. The goal of the dialogue is for Goldcorp to develop, implement and document human rights and environmental policies and due diligence procedures for all company operations. 

Goldcorp has taken several important steps to address concerns regarding environmental degradation, water supply contamination and allegations of human rights violations. These include provision of human rights training to managers and security staff, developing a mine closure plan and working with the Guatemalan government on provision of water supplies to some of the surrounding communities. The company is evaluating how lessons learned from the 2010 Human Rights Assessment (HRA) done at the Marlin mine, which resulted from a shareholder proposal, can strengthen the culture of respect for human rights in all its mining operations. Investors, through SHARE, continue to urge the company to provide further transparency at Marlin by issuing a public update of the HRA. 

In the past year, the company made progress in developing a sustainability management system that includes indicators to evaluate human rights impacts on new sites under development. The purpose of this initiative is to ensure that human rights are fully integrated into all projects and are not ad hoc responses to specific grievances. 

The company is also considering the impact of Free Prior Informed Consent (FPIC) principles on mining operations and procedures. Goldcorp supports a mining industry statement on FPIC which commits companies to seek to obtain the consent of Indigenous communities for mining developments. Areas for future discussion with the company include water standards, FPIC and further development of its sustainability strategy.

In summary, progress is being made in persuading Goldcorp to strengthen respect for human rights and environmental protection at its mine sites. Shareholder dialogues are one of the few measures available in trying to persuade a corporation to respect human rights and limit environmental degradation in the absence of Canadian legislation that makes Canadian mining and resource companies accountable in law for their overseas operations as it pertains to human rights and the environment. 

Religious Tension in Nigeria

Approximately half of Nigeria’s 176 million citizens are Muslim and live mainly in the north, and half are Christian who reside mainly in the south and central regions of Nigeria.2 Nigeria has experienced long standing ethnic and religious tensions. Today, religious tensions that exacerbate conflict are occurring frequently in the northeastern regions of Nigeria where the Boko Haram is active. 

Boko Haram is an Islamist terrorist group. Its Arabic name, Jama’a-tu Ahlus-Sunna Lidda’Awati Wal Jihad means “People committed to the propagation of the Prophet’s teachings and Jihad”. A shortened version simply means “Western education is evil”. Since 2008 Boko Haram has killed thousands of people. It gained international attention when it took responsibility for the 2014 kidnapping of 234 school girls from the Christian town of Chibok in Borno State.3 Boko Haram controls huge tracks of territory in several states in northeastern Nigeria, but most notably in Borno state. The frequency of Boko Haram attacks have increased over the past several years and in 2013 a state of emergency was declared. Former president Olusegun Obasanjo told the BBC, “I believe that some of them (kidnapped Chibok girls) may never be released; we will still be hearing of them many years from now, even maybe decades from now.”

The Nigerian armed forces have been criticized for slow and inadequate responses to the Boko Haram. In spite of a $6 billion USD military budget, Nigeria has not been able to quell this terrorist insurgency.4 Civilian vigilante groups have attracted thousands of people in an effort to respond to Boko Haram attacks. In an interview with the New York Times, a member of the vigilante group called Civilian J.T.F stated that the reason he joined was in part because of his frustration with the army’s inability to protect its citizens against Boko Haram attacks.5 Boko Haram’s boldness has been felt even in the capital city, Abuja and other large northern cities such as Kano with suicide bombers reaching UN compounds, churches and market places.

Boko Haram declared allegiance to ISIS early in 2015. While this may or may not result in joint terrorist activities it is indicative of Boko Haram’s extremist nature. The Boko Haram terrorizes both Muslims and Christians. An overwhelming majority of Nigerians have an unfavourable view of the Boko Haram, a negative view equally shared by Muslims and Christians.6 At least 250,000 are internally displaced and an equal number are refugees in neighbouring Chad, Niger and Cameroon. In 2014 the death toll by Boko Haram violence surpassed 3,300.  

The Presbyterian Church in Canada has a longstanding partnership with The Presbyterian Church of Nigeria through International Ministries. Since 1954 there have been 61 Canadian Presbyterians seconded to The Presbyterian Church of Nigeria working as ministers, teachers, agriculturalists, doctors, architects, volunteers and interns. 

The Nigerian High Commissioner to Canada, His Excellency Chief Ojo Uma Maduekwe, notes that while there is some discrimination, Christians are not persecuted in Nigeria. He names defective governance systems rather than overt persecution policies as the source of discrimination. Forms of discrimination occur in areas where Christians would be in the minority. Ethnic tensions over land issues are often couched in religious rhetoric and that fact should not be forgotten.

This is not the case where the Boko Haram is active, particularly in the Northeastern states of Borno, Yobe and Adamawa. The High Commissioner observes “In these areas where Boko Haram is active, what emerges is varying degrees of the same kind of misery being afflicted on the populace by ISIS and Al-Queda in the Middle East. In fact in areas of northeastern Nigeria, Muslims have suffered more casualties by Boko Haram than Christians.”7 

Recommendation No. 10
(adopted, p. 27)
That the Moderator write to the Prelate and Moderator of the General Assembly of The Presbyterian Church of Nigeria, His Eminence, The Right Reverend Dr Emele M Uka, assuring him and the members of the Presbyterian Church of Nigeria of the prayers of our church during this time of extreme terrorist activity in their country.  

Recommendation No. 11
(adopted, p. 27)
That the Moderator write to the Nigerian High Commissioner to Canada, His Excellency Chief Ojo Uma Maduekwe expressing the concern of The Presbyterian Church in Canada as his nation faces this devastating terrorist activity. 

End Notes

1.
Personal correspondence between Huda Kandalaft and Riad Jarjour, 2015.

2. 
Less than 10% of the population practice Indigenous spiritual beliefs.

3. 
The 2014 student kidnapping elicited a commissioner’s overture at the 2014 General Assembly, which adopted a recommendations that congregations pray for the safe return and wellbeing of the girls, and that the Moderator write to the President of Nigeria communicating the church’s prayers for a peaceful and successful outcome. (A&P 2014, p. 39–40)

4. 
Geoffrey York, The Globe and Mail, “How Not To Fight Extremism”, February 28, 2015.

5. 
Alexis Okeowo. “Inside the Vigilante Fight Against Boko Haram”, New York Times. 

6. 
Pew Research Centre. “Concerns about Islamic Extremism on the Rise in Middle East”, July 1, 2014 www.pewglobal.org/2014/07/01/concerns-about-islamic-extremism-on-the-rise-in-middle-east/ accessed March 13, 2015.

7. 
Correspondence with the Nigerian High Commissioner to Canada, His Excellency Chief Ojo Uma Maduekwe.
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