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BQ 777 – No. 34/2023 
ISHR President calls for protecting and en-
forcing religious freedom 
Prof Thomas Schirrmacher makes an appeal to German 
political decision-makers on the occasion of the presen-
tation of the Yearbooks for Religious Freedom 
(Bonn, 12.12.2023) As part of the annual presentation of the ‘Yearbooks on Religious 
Freedom and Persecution and Discrimination against Christians’ on 11 December 2023 
in Berlin, Prof. Thomas Schirrmacher, Pres-
ident of the International Institute for Reli-
gious Freedom (IIRF) and of the Interna-
tional Society for Human Rights (ISHR), 
made an appeal to the German federal gov-
ernment and state governments. 

“Religious freedom must be protected by 
democratic states. The state is particularly 
challenged when those it protects threaten 
or even attack people of other faiths. Pro-
tecting and enforcing go hand in hand. 
When houses in which Jews live are marked 
and religiously motivated hatred is spread 
on our streets, the state must take action 
against the perpetrators with the utmost res-
oluteness,” Schirrmacher explained. 

In Europe, religious intolerance, anti-Chris-
tian and anti-Semitic hate crimes, and calls 
for violence are booming, and Christians are 
the second most frequently attacked reli-
gious group after Jews. This includes not 
only everyday threats, insults, marginalization and other discrimination, but also mur-
ders and physical assaults. In contrast, Schirrmacher declared, “Anyone who questions 
our Jewish fellow citizens or Israel’s right to exist must be confronted by the German 
state!” 
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Even small religious communities need protection 
Standing up for religious freedom does not only mean standing up for large religious 
communities such as Christians or Muslims when they are discriminated against. It is 
just as important to protect believers from small religious communities, such as indige-
nous peoples in Latin America. This topic is addressed by several authors in the current 
‘Yearbook on Religious Freedom’.  

Frank Schwabe, Federal Government Commissioner for Freedom of Religion and Be-
lief, is one of the authors. He explained the spirituality of indigenous peoples as a new, 
important topic of religious freedom, adding that recognizing indigenous religions and 
worldviews as fundamen-
tal components of religious 
freedom and cultural diver-
sity is of central importance 
for the sustainable, coop-
erative and peaceful devel-
opment of our world. 
Schwabe continued: 
“Christians—the largest re-
ligious community in the 
world—are particularly af-
fected by the violation of 
religious freedom. We 
must not let up in our ef-
forts anywhere, as current 
examples from India, 
China and Nigeria show. 
For reasons of credibility, 
we must maintain the 
broad horizon of the many 
violations of religious freedom.” 

Intertwining of state and religious extremism 
In some countries, the persecution of people of other faiths arises from a symbiotic 
connection between religious extremism and state power. Iran, Myanmar, India and Pa-
kistan systematically discriminate against and persecute people of other faiths. Reli-
gious subjugation and persecution laws also serve this purpose; for example, they 
“make alleged ‘blasphemy’ or “bringing destruction on earth” subject to the most severe 
penalties, including the death penalty,” according to Martin Lessenthin, human rights 
expert and co-editor of the Yearbooks. The marginalization and persecution of people 
who do not profess any religion or who make their renunciation of religion public is also 
on the rise. The Islamic republics in Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan are particularly 
prominent in this regard. 

(from left): Frank Heinrich (Chairman of the Evangelical Alliance in Germany), 
Volker Beck (President of the German-Israeli Association), Frank Schwabe 
(Federal Government Commissioner for Religious Freedom and Belief), and 
Matthias Boehning (Secretary General of the International Society for Human 
Rights) © Evangelical Alliance Germany 
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Persecutors are totalitarian states and extremists 
“Religious minorities are currently victims of persecution by totalitarian states such as 
China, Cuba, North Korea and the theocracy in Iran. At the same time, they are victims 
of non-state extremist movements. Religious extremist persecutors include the Islamic 
State, al-Qaeda, al-Shabaab in Somalia, Hezbollah in Lebanon, Houthi militias in 
Yemen, Hamas and Islamic Jihad in the Palestinian territories, Hindu extremists in India, 
and Boko Haram and Islamist Fulani militias in Nigeria,” Lessenthin continued. 

In countries such as Cuba and Nicaragua, representatives of religious communities are 
systematically pressured to document their loyalty to the state leadership, and if they 
resist, there is a threat of imprisonment, isolation and coercion against other believers 
or relatives. “The hallmark 
of German foreign policy” 
must always be “reliable 
and committed advocacy 
for the victims of religious 
discrimination and other 
human rights violations,” 
Lessinthin stated. “Every 
politically responsible per-
son who wants to enter into 
dialogue with Germany or 
take advantage of good 
economic relations must 
know that they will be 
judged by their commit-
ment to freedom of faith 
and belief”. 

The press conference to 
present the yearbooks was 
also attended by Matthias 
Boehning, Secretary General of the International Society for Human Rights; Volker 
Beck, President of the German-Israeli Association; Michael Brand, spokesman for the 
CDU/CSU parliamentary group on human rights and humanitarian aid; and Frank Hein-
rich, Chairman of the Evangelical Alliance in Germany (EAD). 

The 2022/23 yearbooks 
The ‘Yearbook on Persecution and Discrimination of Christians 2022/23’ (‘Jahrbuch 
Verfolgung und Diskriminierung von Christen 2022/23’) and the ‘Yearbook on Religious 
Freedom 2022/23’ (‘Jahrbuch Religionsfreiheit 2022/23’) are now available free of 
charge for download and for free distribution and provision on other websites. 

(from left): Frank Schwabe (Federal Government Commissioner for Religious 
Freedom and Belief), Michael Brand (CDU/CSU parliamentary group 
spokesman on human rights and humanitarian aid), Volker Beck (President 
of the German-Israeli Association) and Frank Heinrich (Chairman of the 
Evangelical Alliance in Germany) during the press conference © Evangelical 
Alliance Germany 
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The yearbooks are also made available to 
all members of the German Bundestag by 
the German Evangelical Alliance. A similar 
service is provided in Switzerland and Aus-
tria. Further copies can be requested for dis-
tribution to politicians and church leaders. 

The yearbooks are published by the Interna-
tional Society for Human Rights (ISHR), the 
International Institute for Religious Freedom 
(IIRF) and the religious freedom working 
groups of the three German-speaking alli-
ances: the German Evangelical Alliance, the 
Swiss Evangelical Alliance and the Austrian 
Evangelical Alliance. 

The printed version was published on 5 De-
cember 2023 by Culture and Science Pub-
lishing (VKW). Both yearbooks are com-
bined in a single reversible book. Both books 
are available from booksellers at a price of 
14 euros. 
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Germany), Volker Beck (President of the German-Israeli Association), Frank 
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• All issues of the ‘Yearbooks on Religious Freedom and Persecution of Chris-
tians’ since 2001: http://jahrbuch.iirf.global 

• Further press releases (in German): 
o Volker Beck: Noch nie soviel Angst unter Juden erlebt (Jüdische All-

gemeine): https://www.juedische-allgemeine.de/politik/volker-beck-
noch-nie-soviel-angst-unter-juden-erlebt/ 

o Gläubige Menschen weltweit in Bedrängnis (Domradio): 
https://www.domradio.de/artikel/jahrbuch-zur-religionsfreiheit-vorge-
stellt 

o Menschenrechtler Bielefeldt: Religionsfreiheit wird verbogen (Kath-
press): https://www.kathpress.at/goto/meldung/2328942/menschen-
rechtler-bielefeldt-religionsfreiheit-wird-verbogen 

o Menschenrechte: „Reden allein reicht nicht“ (Medienmagazin pro): 
https://www.pro-medienmagazin.de/menschenrechte-reden-allein-
reicht-nicht/ 
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