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Address to the Pan-European Working Group 

European Parliament, Strasbourg, 20 November 2012 

Religious Freedom and Christians Suffering Discrimination and Persecution 

Thank you for your warm welcome. I greet you in the name of the Pontifical Council for Justice and 

Peace. I am grateful to the Pan-European working group in the European Parliament for the 

invitation to address you on the vital topic of religious freedom and the discrimination and 

persecution that Christians suffer in many places. 

I am aware of your concerns. An important challenge in Europe today is that of free and peaceful 

coexistence between cultures and religions. I want to meet your expectations for useful thoughts 

about the way ahead for religious freedom in Europe, in the Mediterranean basin and indeed 

throughout the world. What I bring to share with you are the foundational insights and deep 

tradition of the Catholic Church on the matter of religious freedom. 

I also come as a sympathetic pastor, my role for many years. As humans and as Christians, when 

you hear about attacks against human dignity and religious freedom, whether nearby or elsewhere, 

you cry for the dead and the wounded; you weep for God's people injured in their physical and 

social bodies. In your political role, you are committed to develop policies and practices in Europe 

that encourage everyone to flourish fully, in all dimensions. This is how Europe can be true to its 

great historical, cultural and spiritual heritage.  

To assist in your mission, I will remind you of the inspired tradition of human rights. I will explain 

how the Church understands these rights, and in particular the right to religious freedom. Rights 

imply responsibilities, so I will also talk about how the Church understands the responsibilities of 

governments with respect to religious freedom. Then I will share the perceptions of Pope Benedict 

XVI about the challenges to this right and urge you to confront them in the name of human dignity. 

For religious freedom is a question of elementary justice, and it is an essential element of European 

identity, Europe cannot be Europe without religion at the core of its history and consciousness. 
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The development of human rights principles 

Let me begin with a brief reminder of the development of human rights in recent times.  

We know that concepts of human rights grew over many centuries, even millennia, and the 

principles of freedom of conscience and expression are part of that growth. One manifestation of 

freedom of conscience is freedom of worship, of religion. This is one of the pillars of all human 

freedoms. Of course, human freedoms have often been disputed, curtailed and denied. They have 

been abused by slavery and eliminated in genocides. So the ideas have gained strength, and so has 

the urgency to give them formal expression and practical implementation. 

Closer to the present moment, we remember the intense desire for peace in the aftermath of World 

War II. The United Nations proclaimed its Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 

December 1948. And in the preamble, with the very first sentence, we see the direct relationship 

between peace, human rights and the inherent dignity of the human person: “Whereas recognition 

of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is 

the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world….”1 

Further, this Universal Declaration was proclaimed “as a common standard of achievement for all 

peoples and all nations,” in the hope that everyone and all organs of society would promote respect 

for the rights and freedoms contained within it. Respect should mean local and international efforts 

to secure their universal and effective recognition and observance of these rights and freedoms.  

The next major United Nations proclamation came in 1968. The International Covenant on Civil 

and Political Rights (ICCPR) affirmed that no one should be subject to coercion with respect to the 

freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his or her choice. Moreover, freedom to manifest 

one's religion or beliefs may be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are 

necessary to protect public safety, order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms 

of others. It called on States Parties to uphold the liberty of parents to ensure the religious and moral 

education of their children in conformity with their own convictions.2 The ICCPR also affirmed the 

right of minorities to profess and practice their own religion.3  

Let us also recall several crucial characteristics of fundamental human rights. Human rights are 

universal in that they apply to all human beings without exception of time, place or subject. They 

are inviolable insofar as they are inherent in the human person and in human dignity, and because 

the proclamation of these rights demands their complete respect by all people, everywhere and for 

                                                 
1 General Assembly resolution 217 A (III] of 10 December 1948 [emphasis added]. 
2 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), Article 18, 2-4. 
3 ICCPR, Article 27. 
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all people. Finally, these rights are inalienable insofar as no one can legitimately deprive others of 

these rights, whoever they may be, since this would do violence to their nature.4  

To sum up these observations, let me return to peace. We all desire world peace. We all desire 

social peace. Peace can be created only where human rights are secured. Human rights necessarily 

include religious freedom. So one of the inescapable responsibilities of community leaders is to 

ensure religious freedom. Pope Benedict XVI focussed on this responsibility in his speech in 2011 

to the Diplomatic Corps accredited to the Holy See: “Peace is built and preserved only when human 

beings can freely seek and serve God in their hearts, in their lives and in their relationships with 

others”5. 

How the Church understands human rights, especially religious freedom  

I wish now to elaborate further on how the Church understands human rights, and especially 

religious freedom. 

The Church holds that the ultimate source of human rights is found in the human person and in God 

his Creator. In the words of the philosopher Jacques Maritain: “The worth of the person, his liberty, 

his rights arise from the order of naturally sacred things which bear upon them the imprint of the 

Father of Being and which have in him the goal of their movement. A person possesses absolute 

dignity because he is in direct relationship with the Absolute, in which alone he can find his 

complete fulfilment.”6 Human rights arise from our dignity as created in the image and likeness of 

God; they are a given in human nature. Human rights do not depend upon the will of another. They 

are not produced by the State or public powers. They are not the product of a vote or a consensus, 

any more than being human is subject to a vote.  

The Church declared herself forcefully on this subject at the conclusion of the Second Vatican 

Council in December 1965. Dignitatis humanae, the Declaration on Religious Liberty, affirms the 

right of the person and of communities to social and civil freedom in religious matters. Here the 

Council Fathers said that the human person has a right to religious freedom, which is to say, “to be 

immune from coercion on the part of individuals or of social groups and of any human power, in 

such wise that no one is to be forced to act in a manner contrary to his own beliefs, whether 

privately or publicly, whether alone or in association with others, within due limits.”7 In addition, 

they pointed out that human beings have the innate capacity to seek the truth; this implies the 

                                                 
4 Cf. Compendium on the Social Doctrine of the Church, 153. 
5 Address of His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI to the members of the Diplomatic Corps, Vatican City, Regia Hall, 
Monday, 10 January 2011. 
6 Jacques Maritain, The Rights of Man and Natural Law (Ignatius Press, 2011), p. 67. 
7 Dignitatis humanae, 2. 
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further responsibility “to adhere to the truth, once it is known, and to order their whole lives in 

accord with the demands of truth. However, people cannot discharge these obligations in a manner 

in keeping with their own nature unless they enjoy immunity from external coercion as well as 

psychological freedom. Therefore the right to religious freedom has its foundation not in the 

subjective disposition of the person, but in his very nature.”8  

Accordingly, Dignitatis humanae highlights the primacy of conscience and its freedom. It raises a 

shield to protect the sacred freedom of our conscience as we make our way through our lives. The 

conscience's supremacy constitutes an essential and inalienable principle of freedom and 

responsibility: “We must obey God rather than human beings!”9 and “Which is right in God’s eyes: 

to listen to you [rulers], or to Him?”10 

Saint Paul says in the letter to the Galatians: “For freedom did Christ set us free: stand fast 

therefore, and be not entangled again in a yoke of bondage.”11 Indeed, we are called to freedom: “if 

you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set 

you free.”12 

Man's freedom comes from God, who loves us to the point of sending His Only-Begotten Son to 

give His life for us. In this way, Christ's love is a source of freedom for us. Without this love and 

nourishment, we remain slaves to illusory forms of nourishment. 

Freedom is the first gift we Christians receive from God, as it makes us all equal sons and daughters 

in the presence of the Father. Our freedom is the primary support to our faith, since it allows us to 

comprehend what responsibility means in this life: responsibility to ourselves, to our brothers and 

sisters, to our Father. 

We each have the right to seek truth through our beliefs, experiences and ideas. In terms of the 

religious pursuit of truth, the Holy Father warns that if the spirituality of an individual who strives 

for transcendence is thwarted, “the human person withdraws within himself, fails to find answers to 

the heart’s deepest questions about life’s meaning, fails to appropriate lasting ethical values and 

principles, and fails even to experience authentic freedom and to build a just society.”13 Such 

individuals would not enjoy peace within themselves or with their brothers and sisters.  

                                                 
8 Dignitatis humanae, 2. 
9 Acts 5:29. 
10 Acts 4:1-22. 
11 Gal 5:1.13-18. 
12 John, 8:31f. 
13 Benedict XVI, Message of His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI for the Celebration of the World Day of Peace, 1 January 
2010, n. 2. 
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For this peace to be actualized in today’s pluralistic societies, religious freedom needs to bond with 

a concept of secularity14 that is very dear to Benedict XVI and all of us. This respect of pluralism 

and freedom values religion in the public space. It encourages everyone to dialogue and to acts of 

recognition. It goes beyond mere tolerance. It celebrates the variety of faiths and cultures that help 

to define our ever more interreligious societies. Religious freedom is an inviolable right, which 

obliges us to respect each other's beliefs regardless of what they may be.15 

How the Church understands the responsibility of the political order for religious freedom 

I have just explained that the Church’s understanding of human rights and especially of religious 

freedom links to active respect for other religions too. Therefore, in the public space, in the political 

order, it is imperative that political and religious leaders themselves protect and promote religious 

freedom through dialogue and with respect for one another's beliefs. 

We all know about the religious tensions nowadays in Europe and elsewhere. An American 

research centre16 shows a general increase in social hostilities based on religion between 2007 and 

2011 in the four European countries they tracked (the U.K., France, Germany and Italy) but only a 

small rise in government-imposed restrictions. This is fortunate, because they have also concluded 

that the more a nation protects religious freedom for all, the lower the level of religion-based social 

hostilities.17 The research shows that these hostilities are more pronounced elsewhere, especially in 

some parts of Asia and Africa. In late October, for instance, “a suicide bomber crashed a jeep laden 

with explosives into a packed Catholic church in Kaduna, northern Nigeria, killing at least eight 

people and injuring more than 100.” The reporter for The Telegraph wrote that “The tragedy bore 

the imprint of numerous similar attacks by Boko Haram (which roughly translates as ‘Western 

education is sinful’), an exceptionally bloodthirsty militant group. Other notable trouble spots 

include Egypt, where 600,000 Copts … have emigrated since the 1980s in the face of harassment or 

outright oppression.” The title of the article is “Christians persecuted throughout the world”.18 

Let me clarify at the outset that religious freedom in public spaces is not a manoeuvre to put 

religion in charge of politics. Rather, it guarantees freedom and the ability to pursue the common 

good in peaceful and stable social conditions. This is because human beings are essentially social 

                                                 
14 Secularity and secularism denote two opposed orientations; the Holy Father regards the first positively, the second 
negatively. This speech adheres to the distinction. 
15 Let us note that other religions share this view. In a perceptive article in The Telegraph (Oct. 29, 2012), writer Rupert 
Shortt suggests: “When they are true to their guiding principles, both faiths [Christianity and Islam] insist on the 
sanctity of the person as a seeker of God. From this should follow a recognition of religious liberty as the first of human 
rights... Freedom of belief is the canary in the coalmine for liberty in general, and thus for the flourishing of a society.” 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/religion/9640825/Christians-persecuted-throughout-the-world.html 
16 Pew Research Center Forum on Religion and Public Life. http://www.pewforum.org/ 
17 Brian J. Grim & Roger Finke, The Price of Freedom Denied. Cambridge University Press, 2010. 
18 The Telegraph, ibid. 
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and relational. In the same way that every person defines his or her individuality in relation to 

others, the religious freedom of the individual is only full realized in communion with others. 

Indeed, all forms of freedom are fulfilled in relation to others. The idea of relationship is at the core 

of Christianity. The Incarnation and the Cross establish our relationship with God. Articulating this 

relationship in our times is one of the pillars of Benedict XVI's pontificate. 

This is why laws must protect religious freedom both as a private matter and in the public sphere, 

where communication and relationship occur. Religion necessarily contributes to public discussions 

and provides social, cultural and spiritual inspiration. If religion does not have freedom in the public 

sphere, society's development is mutilated. 

Through an interesting chain of ideas, we come from the core of religious freedom to the common 

good, which of course is the special responsibility of political leaders. 

I begin at the most fundamental point of our created nature. In his message for the 2010 World Day 

of Peace, Pope Benedict writes that the transcendental nature of the human person – in whose 

dignity, religious freedom is founded – “must not be ignored or overlooked. God created man and 

woman in his own image and likeness.19 For this reason each person is endowed with the sacred 

right to a full life, also from a spiritual standpoint.”20 

Next, because the fundamental entitlement to religious freedom resides in human dignity, this right 

concerns all humans, including those who have various religious beliefs and those who do not 

express any. Therefore it is essential to recognize this issue as a fully moral duty, a question of 

universal justice. It is not contingent on particular and changeable political or legal arrangements. 

Thus, because it is inherent in all, because it is a universal, religious freedom is at the base of the 

common good. Now this common good is not just an element of the social Doctrine of the Church; 

it is also a responsibility of political policymakers. The common good, as is stated in the Gaudium 

et Spes, is “the sum of those conditions of social life which allow social groups and their individual 

members relatively thorough and ready access to their own fulfilment.”21 The common good 

includes religious freedom because the human person has a transcendental dimension. The forms of 

religious expression can endure or change, but spirituality is a permanent feature of being human – 

it is not transitory. 

When religious freedom is recognized by positive law, by culture and mentality, human dignity is 

respected, and this strengthens the people's ethos and institutions. When it is violated and denied, it 

                                                 
19 Cf. Genesis 1:27. 
20 Benedict XVI, Message for the Celebration of the World Day of Peace, 1 January 2010, n. 2. 
21 Gaudium et Spes, 26. 
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offends human dignity and threatens justice and peace.22 When anyone's dignity is wounded in a 

relationship or in society, then man's nature is not able to express itself fully, nor is the social order 

upright. This is the fundamental reason for which international law recognizes that rights of 

religious nature deserve the same status as the right to life and personal freedom. This confirms 

their clear correlation with other fundamental rights: the natural and universal ones that no positive 

or human law will ever deny.23 

The State must protect these rights; however it is not competent in the matter of religion. Dignitatis 

humanae states: “The religious acts whereby men, in private and in public and out of a sense of 

personal conviction, direct their lives to God transcend by their very nature the order of terrestrial 

and temporal affairs. Government therefore ought indeed to take account of the religious life of the 

citizenry and show it favour, since the function of government is to make provision for the common 

welfare. However, it would clearly transgress the limits set to its power, were it to presume to 

command or inhibit acts that are religious.”24 Further: “government is to see to it that equality of 

citizens before the law, which is itself an element of the common good, is never violated, whether 

openly or covertly, for religious reasons. Nor is there to be discrimination among citizens.”25 From 

this follows that “wrong is done when government imposes upon its people, by force or fear or 

other means, the profession or repudiation of any religion.”26 

Pope Benedict offers this summation in Caritas in veritate, in the fifth chapter dedicated to the 

Collaboration of the human family, where he writes: “The Christian religion and other religions can 

offer their contribution to development only if God has a place in the public realm […] Denying the 

right to profess one's religion in public and the right to bring the truths of faith to bear upon public 

life has negative consequences for true development. The exclusion of religion from the public 

square — and, at the other extreme, religious fundamentalism — hinders an encounter between 

persons and their collaboration for the progress of humanity. Public life is sapped of its motivation 

and politics takes on a domineering and aggressive character. Human rights risk being ignored 

either because they are robbed of their transcendent foundation or because personal freedom is not 

acknowledged. Secularism and fundamentalism exclude the possibility of fruitful dialogue and 

effective cooperation between reason and religious faith.”27 

The defence and promotion of religious freedom 

                                                 
22 Cf. Gaudium et Spes, n.5. 
23 Cf. Message of His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI for the Celebration of the World Day of Peace, 1 January 2010, n. 5. 
24 Dignitatis Humanae, § 3. 
25 Dignitatis Humanae, § 6 
26 Dignitatis Humanae, § 6. 
27 Caritas in Veritate, n. 56. 
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I have drawn a path through United Nations declarations on human rights and religious freedom to 

how the Church understands these fundamentals of human existence, and the roles of Church and 

State in relation to the public expression and protection of religious freedom. 

What is the present state of affairs? And how must religious freedom be defended and promoted in 

challenging times?  

Religious freedom can be in great danger, whether there is a religious majority or a minority. For 

example, in early November, an article in an American Catholic weekly reported these 

observations:  

Father McCulloch notes that the major problems facing Christians in Pakistan today arise 

from “continuing discrimination based on religion” and “the ever-present threat of abuse and 

misuse of the blasphemy laws.” He believes “the very talk of minority and majority” 

actually “marginalizes Christians in their own country” and asserts that “the educational 

syllabus/textbooks promote a climate of intolerance” that is “offensive” and “insults” 

Christian and Hindu young people in school.28 

In both cases, religious freedom may be exposed to political and ideological manipulation, and even 

outright persecution. Faced with this, we must remain firm in our adhesion to the Gospel message 

and inspiration, for it is the Gospel that gives us our best understanding of this topic. Jesus 

proclaimed himself to be the way, the truth and the life (John 4:16); he taught how to lead the good 

life that leads to salvation. Yet he did not force anyone to follow his prescription; he accepted that 

some would turn away because they did not want to make the needed changes in their lives (Mt 

19:16-30; Mk 10:17-31; Lk 18:18-30). The religious freedom of the rich young man in these 

encounters was paramount to Jesus.  

Spurred by Vatican II, ecumenism and dialogue amongst various religions are hallmarks of the 

Church in our times, and have relevant consequences in the general public sphere. Unfortunately, 

humanity has not matured beyond the abominations of persecution and oppression. The news from 

various parts of the globe reports a vast and painful reality, especially painful when we hear about 

violent attacks directed at peaceful communities united in prayer.  

Moreover, as Pope Benedict XVI pointed out during his recent Apostolic Journey to Lebanon, for 

the right to religious freedom to be upheld, it must also be preserved free from two opposed trends 

                                                 
28 Gerard O'Connell, "Recent events raise religious fundamentalism fears," Our Sunday Visitor 4/11/2012, 
http://www.osv.com/tabid/7623/itemid/10070/Recent-events-raise-religious-fundamentalism-fears.aspx 
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today that run contrary to freedom of religion. These are extreme and negative forms of 

secularization, and a violent fundamentalism that claims to be based on religion.  

The Holy Father decries the secularism that wants to reduce religion to a purely private concern, 

and that sees personal or family worship as unrelated to daily life, ethics or one’s relationships with 

others. Further, secularism denies citizens the right to express their religion openly, giving the State 

control over religious expression. By contrast, secularity29 is a positive orientation. It frees religion 

from the encumbrance of politics. It maintains the necessary distance, a clear distinction between 

the two spheres. At the same time it allows an indispensable collaboration between them in 

harmonious service to the common good. No society can develop in a healthy way if it does not 

uphold a spirit of mutual respect between politics and religion. Such secularity ensures that political 

activity does not manipulate religion, while the practice of religion remains free from a politics of 

self-interest which at times is barely compatible with, if not antithetical to, religious belief.30  

The other problem is extreme forms of fundamentalism. The Holy Father explains how this 

phenomenon arises from economic and political instability, a readiness on the part of some to 

manipulate others, and a defective idea of religion. Fundamentalist extremism afflicts all religious 

communities and denies their long-standing tradition of co-existence, for it wants to gain power 

over individual consciences and over religion itself, at times violently, for political reasons. It 

follows "a logic opposed to divine logic, in other words, not by teaching and practicing love and 

respect for freedom but rather by intolerance and violence."31 This is not religion but a falsification 

of religion, for it goes against the essence of religion which seeks to reconcile and create God’s 

peace throughout the world. In this regard, religions are called to undertake a purification of 

religion from such temptations and to illumine and purify consciences. All persons are called to 

respect in the other both his and her otherness, and, within that otherness, the essence we truly have 

in common as the image of God. We are all called to treat the other as an image of God. The 

essential message of religion is against violence, which is also a falsification of it, and must be the 

education, illumination and purification of consciences to make them capable of dialogue, 

reconciliation and peace.32  

What we need, then, are agents of peace who guarantee the free and safe public space for everyone 

to exercise their religious freedom. The ever-present persecutions that fill our times with horror 

must end! So let me urge you parliament members: pursue your responsibility for the peaceful and 

effective protection of persecuted minorities. Many of the first Christians were martyred, and 
                                                 
29 The French notion of laicité. 
30Cf. Benedict XVI, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in medio oriente, 29. 
31 Benedict XVI, Homily opening II Synod for Africa, 4.10.2009. 
32 Benedict XVI, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in medio oriente, 30. 
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martyrs' blood continues to nourish the earth. Let our goal be for all men to live in a more just world 

–- a world that is more respectful of the sacredness of each and every life.  

Conclusion 

Finally, we should not only recognize that religious freedom is the source and synthesis of all 

human rights. We should also recall what genuine religious belief contributes. Genuine religious 

belief points us beyond present practicalities towards the transcendent; and it reminds us of the 

possibility and the imperative of moral conversion of all persons, of the duty to live peaceably with 

our neighbour, of the importance of living a life of integrity. In the apt words of Jürgen Habermas, 

“Among the modern societies, only those that are able to introduce into the secular domain the 

essential contents of their religious traditions which point beyond the merely human realm will also 

be able to rescue the substance of the human.”33 Properly understood, religious belief brings 

enlightenment; it purifies our hearts and inspires noble and generous action to the benefit of the 

entire human family; and it motivates us to cultivate the practice of virtue and to reach out towards 

one another in love.34  

We Christians collectively form the most persecuted religious group in the world. We must 

continue to promote a message of peace. We must respond to violence with peace and to abuse with 

dialogue. We must respond to ideological violence and religious fundamentalism with politics 

geared towards justice and the common good. We must respond to prejudice and abuse with love. 

We must meet those who distrust us with a spirit of openness and reciprocity. In this endeavour, 

persecuted Christians and non-Christians alike will always have the support of the Holy See, which 

will never cease to speak out against the persecutions and the abuses that people inflict upon each 

other.  

      Cardinal Peter K.A. Turkson, 

  President  

                                                 
33 Jürgen Habermas, An Awareness of What is Missing: Faith and Reason in a Post-Secular Age. Polity Press, U.K., 
2010. 
34 Cf. Address of His Holiness Benedict XVI, St. Mary’s University College, Twickenham, 17 September 2010. 


