
Religious Persecution and the CRC

The Henry Institute 



Research Question

To what extent have organized Christian 

denominations in North America engaged the 

issue of religious freedom, and what strategies 

can a case study of the Christian Reformed 

Church yield?



Thesis
Organized Christian denominations in North America are not 

substantially involved in addressing the issue of religious 

persecution, despite having interests and capacities to deal with 

this growing problem. We validate this argument with a brief 

history of denominational non-involvement, an update on the 

current threat of religious persecution, and a case study on what 

a particular denomination, the Christian Reformed Church, has 

already done and what courses of action its overseas personnel 

suggest to become more engaged in the issue.



Levels of Religious Persecution 2015



Levels of Religious Persecution 2015

Pew Research Center’s most recent study on religious 

persecution finds that “restrictions on religion were high or 

very high in 39% of countries. Because some of these 

countries (like China and India) are very populous, about 

5.5 billion people (77% of the world’s population) were 

living in countries with a high or very high overall level of 

restrictions on religion in 2013, up from 76% in 2012 and 

68% as of 2007”.



Why should churches be involved in the 

issue of religious persecution?

“The new faith-based movement is filling a void in human 

rights advocacy, raising issues previously slighted––or 

insufficiently pressed–– by secular groups, the prestige 

press, and the foreign policy establishment.”

--Allen Hetzke Freeing God’s Children



Why should the Church be involved in the 

issue of religious persecution?

Churches have special resources: a massive 

population to sustain a social movement, a 

network of “entrepreneurial” national and local 

leaders, and particular patterns of civic 

engagement.

--Allen Hertzke Freeing God’s Children



Why should the Church be involved in the 

issue of religious persecution?

“Nearly every North American denomination or large non-

denominational church has an outreach abroad...To do 

their overseas work and protect their people, churches 

have a vital stake in political and social instability in the 

ministry fields”

--Kevin den Dulk



Areas of Denominational Involvement

Are Christian denominations involved in these 

methods that address issue of religious persecution?

1. The passing of the International Religious 

Freedom Act?

2. The Commission for International Religious 

Freedom?

3. Staff, statements, or resources dedicated to the 

issue of religious persecution?



1. Passing of the 1998 International 

Religious Freedom Act?

Although many who worked to pass this act were 

religiously motivated, among the 189 individuals Hertzke 

documented as playing a role in the passing of IRFA, 

whether they raised awareness, lobbied for legislation, or 

staged protests, only 46 represented parachurch ministries, 

denominations, or specific congregations/houses of 

worship.



2. Members of the Commission for 

International Religious Freedom?

Out of the 37 commissioners, who have worked on issues 

ranging from protecting refugees to contending against 

anti-Semitism, a mere seven came from backgrounds in 

houses of worship or denominations. Of these, four were 

bishops in the Catholic Church and the remaining three 

represented Protestant, Baha’i, and Islamic faith traditions.



3. Staff, Statement, or Resources?
Analysis of the website content of 

thirty-seven prominent 

denominations in the United States 

and Canada revealed that “while 

nearly half had some kind of formal 

statement on religious liberty and/or 

persecution, less than a third had 

committed any serious organizational 

resources to the issue (e.g., an office 

or dedicated staff member) and less 

than a fifth provided liturgies, prayer 

guidance, adult education materials, 

or other resources that could be 

used to raise awareness about 

religious freedom/persecution in their 

member churches.” --Kevin den Dulk
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Why use the Christian Reformed Church as 

a case study?

-Its small size facilitated a comprehensive study

-It has an outsized global footprint

-It has already developed a unique approach to 

combat religious persecution



CRC’s outsized footprint
The CRC has 239 

missionary and development 

workers around the world 

sponsored by only 1,103 

churches and 245,217 total 

members, which equates to 

1 missionary or development 

worker overseas per 1,026 

members.  In contrast, the 

Southern Baptist 

Convention’s 4,733 

“appointed field personnel” 

are supported by 15,735,640 

total members (1 per 3,324 

members) and the United 

Methodist Church’s 319 

“missionaries”, are 

supported by 7,299,753 

domestic members (1 per 

22,883 members). 



Different denominational approaches

The CRC has framed its efforts against persecution through two distinct strategies that resonate with churches across the 

theological spectrum. It has invested in both ecumenical initiatives, typically favored by mainline denominations (Fig. 2), 

and efforts for religious freedom, which is more commonly used by evangelical denominations (Fig.3). The CRC’s 

Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations Committee is committed to wrestling with problems through “dialogue” while its Office 

of Social Justice petitions domestic government to protect religious freedom.
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Ways the CRC was studied

1. Content analysis of the CRC’s main publication 

The Banner looking for instances of reporting 

on religious persecution

2. Survey sent to all CRC overseas missionary 

and relief personnel asking about their 

experiences with religious persecution as while 

as their suggestions for the denomination



Banner Attention to Religious Persecution
Among all of the content reported in 

this magazine, from January 2001 to 

April 2014, there were only 123 cases 

that cited incidents of religious 

persecution, outlined threats to 

religious freedom, or provided more 

general commentary on those issues. 

Overall, the coverage varied on a 

year-to-year basis, with a general 

trend of decline after 9/11 (Fig. 4). 

Though this attention did not amount 

to a significant portion of issue space 

in The Banner, it is worth noting that 

the observations roughly aligned with 

the status quo illustrated by the Pew 

report, as they  reported on social 

hostilities more often than government 

restrictions on religion.



Explanation of Survey
As part of a study committee appointed by the 

CRC’s governing body (the Synod), a survey 

was fielded in the summer of 2014 to the 

CRC’s overseas missionary and relief 

personnel in order to figure out how religious 

persecution affects their ministries and what 

they think the denomination could do to better 

combat religious persecution.



Study Committee Mandate
a. Provide a Reformed framework that establishes a biblical and 

theological grounding for religious liberty and the injustice of 

religious persecution.

b. Propose individual and group action that empowers the church 

in our increasingly secularized North American setting to walk 

alongside and intercede on behalf of those who are subject to 

religious persecution or denied religious liberty at home or 

abroad.

c. Report on their progress to Synod 2015 and provide the 

completed study to Synod 2016.

(Minutes of Synod 2013, Article 90)



Landscape of Social Hostilities 

where CRC is involved
Survey Social HostilityPew Social Hostility 

The environments in which the CRC’s missionaries and development workers live and serve, according to the survey’s results, 

understandably, different from the aggregate global picture shown by the Pew Research study, but both indicate social hostility as a 

key concern.



Threats Faced by Field Staff

None Few Some Strong

Government 

Bans

Social Hostilities
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Threats Faced by Field Staff
Strong Threats
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14.7 percent of survey 

respondents experienced 

“moderate” or “strong” 

social  hostility. In 

contrast, 10% of the 

respondents reported that 

the government of the 

area they were serving 

banned some or many 

religious activities.



“Career, Partner, and Volunteer 

Missionary Orientation now includes a lot 

more cross- cultural and security 

awareness training”

The CRC “has become more aware and 

engaged in matters related to justice, 

freedom of conscience, and human rights”

“I’m not sure what the CRC can do at this 

point”

When asked how effectively the 

CRC was addressing the issue 

of religious persecution, CRC 

field staff had responses that 

varied widely. Many found the 

CRC to be adequately 

addressing the issue and 

praised specific approaches the 

CRC has taken, while others 

noted that though the CRC has 

been developing a better 

approach to this issue over time 

suggest that there is still work to 

be done, and still others bleakly 

did not see much hope for the 

CRC having an effective role in 

addressing this issue in the near 

future. 



Which five strategies are the most important for the 

CRCNA to pursue to promote religious freedom?



Which five strategies are the most important for 

the CRCNA to pursue to promote religious 

freedom?

In the survey module in which they could rank strategies 

going forward, the respondents prefered providing greater 

resources to guide corporate and individual prayer. The 

next most popular choice was enlarging and deepening 

interdenominational and interfaith networks with a focus on 

building trust and understanding across religious groups. 

The third choice was strengthening informational networks 

so that field staff are better equipped to deal with 

persecution or restrictions on religious freedom.



“They also have a hard time understanding 

the dynamics involved in why persecution 

happens, and would likely be content with 

addressing the symptoms of the problem 

rather than getting at the root issues”

-Get a contextual understanding (6)

-Better educate domestic congregations (4)

-Speak out for religious freedom (3)

-Utilize individual agency and grassroots movements (3)



Respondents’ suggestions
However, when given the opportunity to present their own suggestions, the most 

frequently recommended course of action, supported by six respondents, involved the 

CRC seeking a more proper contextual understanding of the issues surrounding religious 

persecution. “I don't think the CRCNA as a whole understands persecution very well.  For 

one, they haven't experienced it. They also have a hard time understanding the dynamics 

involved in why persecution happens, and would likely be content with addressing the 

symptoms of the problem rather than getting at the root issues,” claimed one missionary.  

Others claimed that the denomination needed to understand the nuances of why fighting 

persecution in certain religious environments, such as the Islamic world, might be difficult. 

Four respondents urged that the CRC better educate its domestic congregations and 

three suggested that the CRC should speak out for domestic religious freedom. Finally, 

three suggested that individual agency/grassroots methods be utilized more.



Conclusion

Christian denominations in general and the CRC in 

particular are underutilized resources in the struggle 

against religious persecution. Every denomination 

approaches this issue from a unique perspective, but each 

can develop ways to help people who are being persecuted 

because of their religion, especially if the denomination is 

willing to to take the time to learn more about this issue and 

heed the advice of their missionaries and development 

workers.


