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An unholy aiiance of'local Christians
and fundamentalist Christian groups in
the US is being formed. The following
article spewing out misinformation and
- partial truths is a result of this alignment.
| The Christian churches for a brief
period after Independence atteropted to
distance itself from their colonial role
of being lackeys of foreign powers. They
are now going back to Mama and
reverting to their role as agents of
foreign interests.

The rise of theocratic extremism
in the Middle East is known and
deplored by most everyone around
the globe. Fewer, though, are
aware of a similar rise in South
Asia. Anti-conversion and anti-
blasphemy legislation has already

become law in India, Pakistan, and

Indonesia. Sri Lanka may be
next-—further threatening the sta-
bility of this island nation.

Sri Lanka, blessed with a di-
verse population of Buddhists,
Hindus, Christians, and Muslims,
has suffered a miserable recent his-
tory. A 20-year civil war between
ethnic Sinhalése and Tamils re-

. sulted in tens of thousands of
* deaths and hundreds of thousands
of refugees. Happily, this racial
strife has decreased dramatically
since the 2001 ceasefire. However,
religious oppression—both official
and otherwise—i% now taking its
place. A small but determined seg-
ment of its population is intent on
maintaining Buddhist hegemony at
all costs, enlisting politicians, re-
ligious leaders, and the police in
their efforts. And last week, the
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nation’s highest court added its
authority to this movement.

In the last-two years alone,
more than a hundred Sri Lankan
churches have been burnt, demol-

ished, or otherwise attacked. And.

there were 44 assaults on churches
in the first four months of this year.
But the anti-Christian campaign is
not limited to attacks on property.
Ministers and their friends are at-
tacked, their bones broken; women
are sexually assaulted, all in the
name of protecting Buddhism.

* Sadly, the police and local courts

are alternatively unwilling -or un-
able to address the problem. Visit-
ing with Sri Lankan ministers, I
was distressed by their obvious
helplessness. I was dismayed to
learn that this violence against
Christian ministers, laymen and
womern—including beatings and
death threats—has become rou-
tine. Even more troubling is the
fact that even when the perpetra-
tors are known—it is often the resi-
dents and head monk of the local
village—they are never pros-
ecuted. The attackers—Iled by the
politically powerful monks—act
with impunity.

This violence will be legiti-
mized by new legislation currently

making its way through thé Parlia-

ment. This bill, introduced by a
political party comprised of Bud-
dhist monks who ran on a platform

of Sinhala Buddhist nationalism,
would be nothing less than a tool
that would allow the government
to regulate which faiths Sri
Lankans may profess. They would

eriminalize any speech or conduct

that could lead to Christian conver-
sion. Sri Lankan politicians and
others justify this bigotry by claim-
ing that Christians engage in *“un-
ethical conversions.” In fact, these
“unethical” conversions involve
Christians simply engaging in the
same social service activities—
education, heaith care, food pro-
vision—that they pursue every-
where else in the world. The mere
use of the term “unethical conver-
sion” should raise red flags in any
society that believes in the funda-
mental human right of religious
liberty.

On August 13, the country’s

Supreme Court officially sanc-
. tioned religious intolerdance by rul-

ing that this."anti-conversion” law
was constltut.ional Not' only does
this decxsxon ignore the country’s
own organi¢ law, which: declares
that *“every. person is entitled to
freedom-of thought, conscience
and religion, including the freedom
to have or to adopt a religion or
belief of his choice,” but it lso vio-
lates the international norms and

obligations that Sri Lanka has ex-?

plicitly agreed to abide by through
United Nations protecols and con-

ventions. {More threateningly, it
promisesfto increase instability
between various religious factions
during these tenuous times.

The Becket Fund brought this
issue to the attention of the United
Nations Commission on Human
Rights, explaining how these ac-
tions violate Article 18 of the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human
Rights and the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights,
which mandate that “Everyone
shall have the right o . . . adopt a
religion or belief of his choice, and
freedom, either individually or in
community with others and in pub-
lic or private, to manifest his reli-
gion or belief in wotghip, observ-
ance, practice and teaching” The
anti-conversion billd;blithely ig-
nore these. constramt§

And far from stabxhzmg this -
still fragile democracy, the Su--

preme Court ruling will contidue
to favor majority Buddhist control
and, in the words of one commeén-
tator, “\Xlll sharpen the dxvxslon of
communities on religious lines.”
The ruling gives sustenance; to
militant segments of Sri Lankan
society that have turned to-ever mare
sinister means to terrorize rcllglous
minorities.

Observers from around the
world, and of various religious tra-

- ditions, including Hindus, Mus-

BLEIEN e e B
| . I . [T
. P .

lims, and moderate Buddhists, :
have strongly condemned Sri Lan--
ka’s proposed anti-Christian legis-
lation. But the Supreme Court de*
cision gives the government a clear.
path to deny its citizens one of the
most basic of human rights, free-
dom of conscience. What can be-
lievers in religious tolerance do 10
prevent this?

The international community
must put pressure on the Sri
Lankan parliament. Enactment of
either bill would represent an egre--
gious violation of the freedom of
religion, expression, and assembly
of Sri Lankan citizens guaranteed
under that country’s various, en-
forceable international treaty ob-
ligations. We should also remind
members of parliament how much
Sri Lanka’s economy owes to its
burgeoning textile industry—and
encourage businessmen and poli-
ticians worldwide to forge an un-

" breakable link between human

rights and free trade. Nothing less
than the lives of thousands of
Christians in Sri Lanka are at stake.

Roman Storzer is the Execu-
tive Vice President for The Becket
Fund for Religious Liberty http://
www.becketfund.org/ an: interna-
tional, interfaith, publi¢ interest
law firm dedicated to protecting
the free expression of all religious
traditions.
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