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September 23, 2022
WASHINGTON (RNS)—The Department of Homeland Security announced
the appointment  of  a  25-member faith-based advisory  council  to  assist
Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas in finding ways to protect houses of worship.

The council consists of Christian, Jewish, Muslim and Sikh clergy plus some
law enforcement and nonprofit faith group leaders.

Allen Sanders (right) kneels next to
h is  wi fe  Georget te ,  both  o f
McClellanville, S.C., as they pray at
a sidewalk memorial in memory of
the  shooting  victims  in  front  of
Mother  Emanuel  AME  Church  in
Charleston, S.C. (AP Photo / David
Goldman / File Photo from June 20,
2015)

The safety of religious congregations has been a growing concern for a
decade, since the shooting at the Oak Creek, Wisc., Sikh temple in 2012. It
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was followed by the massacre at  Emanuel  AME in Charleston,  S.C.,  a
mostly  Black  congregation,  in  2015;  the  killing  of  nearly  two  dozen
worshippers at First Baptist Church in Sutherland Springs; and the killing
of 11 Jews at the Tree of Life synagogue in Pittsburgh in 2018.

And those are only the most notable mass killings. Other acts of violence
include the 2017 and 2019 firebombings of mosques in South Texas and
Escondido, Calif.

The council is expected to help the department evaluate the effectiveness
of existing security-related programs and improve coordination and sharing
of threat and security-related information.

The Federal Emergency Management Agency, an agency of the Department
of  Homeland  Security,  has  a  Nonprofit  Security  Grant  Program  that
provides federal funds for nonprofits and houses of worship to beef up
security on their premises.

Funding for the program was increased to $250 million in 2022, up from
$180 million in 2021. But not all houses of worship that apply get the grant.
This year, just over half of the 3,470 applications received were approved,
the Jewish Insider reported. Several religious groups are advocating for
$360 million in funding in 2023.

The advisory council’s mission will be broader than advocating for more
money through the grant program, said Jonah Dov Pesner, director of the
Religious Action Center  of  Reform Judaism,  who was appointed to  the
council.

“I  don’t  think  we’re  going  to  pay  our  way  out  of  the  crisis  of  white
supremacy  and  violent  antisemitism  and  too  many  guns  in  too  many
hands,” he said. “This is not just about more security cameras. We have to
get to the root of these questions.”



Sept. 25 marks the start of the Jewish High Holy Days, beginning with Rosh
Hashana, the Jewish New Year. The holidays draw the highest attendance
at synagogues across the country. While services in the last two years saw
lower attendance because of the coronavirus pandemic, Jewish leaders are
expecting  a  return  to  record  attendance this  year.  With  that  comes a
degree of anxiety about security.

“There’s a sense of both joy and return and renewal and fear,” Pesner said.

Rabbi  Charlie  Cytron-Walker  was
taken  hostage  at  gunpoint  for  11
hours  along  with  three  other
congregants  at  Congregation Beth
Israel  in  Colleyville  on  Jan.15.
(Screen  grab  image)

Earlier  this  year  a  gunman  entered  a  Colleyville  synagogue  and  took
several congregants hostage as he demanded the release of a person in
prison.  The  congregants  and  their  rabbi  managed  to  escape,  and  the
gunman was killed by an FBI hostage rescue team.

Mosques and predominantly  African American churches face their  own
threats.

This  is  not  the  first  council  to  address  the  issues.  Salam Al-Marayati,
president of the Muslim Public Affairs Council,  said he served under a
previous  Homeland  Security  advisory  council  during  the  Trump



administration.  He  was  also  appointed  to  the  new  council.

“Part of the experience is understanding what other communities are going
through,” Al-Mayarati said.

For example, not everyone will be served well by a large law enforcement
presence, Pesner said.

“There’s a real danger of over-policing and of policing in such a way that
does harm to communities of color that have historically been on the wrong
end of over-policing,” Pesner said. “We have to be thoughtful and sensitive
to all those who are suffering from violence and make sure policing and
security are appropriate to the threat.”

The advisory council’s first meeting will take place online Oct. 6.


