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   FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
   Dec. 19, 2000

  

   Contact: 
   Lawrence J. Goodrich, Communications Director, (202) 523-3240
    

  

   The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom yesterday wrote to Secretary of
State Madeleine K. Albright urging the United States government to denounce forcefully the
targeting of holy places of any religion in Israel and the Occupied Territories and to condemn
those who call for violence in the name of religion. The text of the letter follows:

  

   Dear Madam Secretary:

  

   The United States Commission on International Religious Freedom has been observing with
great apprehension the increasingly religious nature of the Arab-Israeli conflict and the potential
impact of this trend on religious freedom. This is evinced by the growing instances of violence
against religious sites (mosques, synagogues, and churches), the use of religious rhetoric to
promote violence, the expanding controversy over religious claims to Jerusalem, and the
extension of religiously-based confrontations to other areas of the world (primarily in the form of
anti-Jewish actions in the Middle East, Europe, and even North America). The ongoing violence
in turn has led Israeli authorities to limit access to religious sites because of security concerns.
Moreover, religious conflict in the Middle East would escalate inter-religious tensions, and thus
pose a threat to religious freedom, everywhere.

  

   We therefore urge the United States government to denounce forcefully the targeting of holy
places of any religion and to condemn those who call for violence in the name of religion. We
hope that these goals will be emphasized by U.S. diplomats dealing with the Government of
Israel and the Palestinian Authority. In our view, the United States should call for restoration of
access to religious sites when legitimate security interests are met, restoration of sites that have
been damaged, and prosecution of those who perpetrate desecration of religious sites. We
believe that the United States should take the lead in calling upon government and religious
leaders everywhere to repudiate all attempts to turn the already grave situation in the Middle
East into a conflict among religions.
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   Thank you for your attention to the Commission's concerns.

  

   Sincerely yours,

  

   Elliott Abrams
   Chairman

  

   

    

              Hon. Elliott Abrams , Chair
    -   Dr. Firuz Kazemzadeh , Vice Chair  Rabbi David Saperstein  Laila Al-Marayati, M.D.  Hon. John R. Bolton  Dean Michael K. Young  Archbishop Theodore E. McCarrick  Nina Shea  Justice Charles Z. Smith  Ambassador Robert Seiple, Ex-Officio   Steven T. McFarland , Executive Director
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