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Dear Reader: 

Religious freedom is one of our most cherished inheritances. It is known as the “First 
Freedom” because our Founders saw fit to place it first in the Bill of Rights. But it is not mere­
ly first in order; it is a freedom on which other freedoms rest. As President George W. Bush said 
in his Religious Freedom Day proclamation last year, “The right to religious freedom is a foun­
dation of America.”  He continued, “Our Founding Fathers knew the importance of freedom of 
religion to a stable democracy, and our Constitution protects individuals’ rights to worship as they 
choose. We reject religious discrimination in every form, and we continue our efforts to oppose 
prejudice and to counter any infringements on religious freedom.” 

In addition to its important responsibilities of enforcing federal civil rights statutes pro­
hibiting discrimination on the basis of race, sex, disability, and national origin, the Department of 
Justice is charged with enforcing a wide range of civil rights statutes designed to protect religious 
liberty: laws barring discrimination against individuals on account of religion in education, 
employment, housing, credit, public facilities, and public accommodations; laws barring local 
zoning authorities from discriminating against houses of worship and religious schools, or from 
imposing unjustifiable burdens on their religious exercise; laws protecting the religious rights of 
persons in state institutions; and criminal statutes such as the Church Arson Prevention Act that 
make it a federal crime to attack a person or a place of worship based on religion. 

This report summarizes the Department’s accomplishments during this Administration to 
protect religious liberty through enforcement of civil rights laws. Early in the Administration, the 
Department of Justice for the first time established a Special Counsel for Religious 
Discrimination to ensure that laws protecting religious freedom are enforced vigorously.  The 
Department’s recognition that these laws deserved greater attention has resulted in a dramatic rise 
in the number of cases brought to protect the religious rights of all Americans in category after 
category, as outlined in this report.  Just as important as these enforcement statistics, however, are 
the types of cases brought. The Department has made a sustained effort through the cases it 
brings to demonstrate to the public and to state and local officials the variety of ways in which 
the law protects religious liberty.  For example, the Department filed a lawsuit to protect the right 
of a Muslim student to wear a headscarf while attending public school, brought the first pattern­
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or-practice discrimination lawsuit against a government entity to require it to accommodate 
employees’ need to refrain from work on the Sabbath, defended in numerous cases the right of 
religious groups to meet in public facilities on an equal basis with secular groups, and defended 
the right of seniors to pray, sing religious songs, and hold Bible studies at a community senior 
center. 

But this should be only the beginning. Preserving religious liberty requires an ongoing 
commitment to protecting this most basic freedom for people of all faiths. It is my hope that this 
report will help educate the public, community and religious leaders, and government officials 
about the range of religious freedom rights that all Americans possess, ways that these rights can 
be respected, and the Department’s dedication to protecting them. 

Sincerely, 

Alberto R. Gonzales 
Attorney General 
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