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*Annual offering for SBC seminaries proposed to make up funding gap
*Yemeni gunman sentenced to death for shooting Baptist mission workers
*Missiologist Alan Neely dies from lung illness

*Should Christian missionaries have role in Iraq relief?

*New mission agency warranted by global shifts, BWA leader says
*Religious freedom doesn't exist in Saudi Arabia, U.S. panel says

Annual offering for SBC seminaries
proposed to make up funding gap

By Mark Wingfield

NEW ORLEANS (ABP) - The president of one of the Southern Baptist
Convention's six seminaries has proposed creating an annual offering for
the seminaries on the scale of the Lottie Moon Christmas Offering for
international missions and the Annie Armstrong Easter Offering for North
American missions.

This new offering should be named for W.A. Criswell, suggests Chuck
Kelley, president of New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary.

The seminaries need more money, he suggests, because SBC conservatives
aren't doing as good a job of funding theological education as SBC
moderates did in the past.

Kelley proposes the offering in a white paper titled "Roots of a
Dilemma: SBC Entities and the Cooperative Program." It is published in
New Orleans Seminary's online journal, "Journal for Baptist Theology and
Ministry."

The special offering is one of several possible ways to provide greater
funding for the six SBC seminaries, Kelley wrote. It is the primary
option he personally recommends.

Gifts to the SBC Cooperative Program, while increasing in total dollars,
have not made gains against inflation, Kelley noted, and the recent
demise of an SBC capital-needs budget has hit the seminaries hard.

The SBC's attempts to redirect more money to front-line missions through
agency restructuring in 1997 helped but did not solve the problem,
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spirit of friendship with the people of Saudi Arabia. We think good
friends can talk about these things."

By press time, representatives of the Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia had
not returned phone calls from an Associated Baptist Press reporter
seeking reaction to the report.

State Department and White House officials have repeatedly said that the
best way to encourage greater religious freedom in Saudi Arabia is to
work through behind-the-scenes private diplomacy rather than public
actions.

When asked for Bush's reaction to the report's allegations during a May
14 press briefing, White House Press Secretary Ari Fleischer said, "the
President believes that around the world, freedom of religion and
tolerance are important and they should be pursued." When asked if the
U.S. was doing enough to pursue those ideals in Saudi Arabia, Fleischer
added, "I think you can assume, through State Department's contacts,
this is a constant issue that comes up. It's something the president
does care about.”

In the annual report and press conference, commissioners also
highlighted a number of other states where religious freedom is
endangered. The commission issued detailed reports on Afghanistan,
Belarus, Vietnam and Russia. Besides Saudi Arabia, the panel recommended
that Burma, China, India, Iran, Iraq, Laos, North Korea, Pakistan,
Sudan, Turkmenistan and Vietnam be placed on the State Department's list
of countries of particular concern with regard to religious-freedom
violations.

In regard to Afghanistan, commissioners again voiced their frustration
with a religious situation they described as dangerous. "The groundwork
is being laid in Afghanistan for a regime almost as repressive as the
Taliban," said commissioner Leila Sadat. "And sometimes it is happening
with the permission and sometimes even the encouragement of the U.S.
government."

Commission chairperson Felice Gaer said the commission is still pursuing
its request, made last year to administration officials, for President
Bush to appoint a high-level official to monitor the human-rights
situation in Afghanistan -- paying particular attention to religious
freedom. So far, Bush has not heeded that recommendation. The
administration so far has also denied the commission's request to send
its own representative to monitor the religious-freedom situation in
Afghanistan.

Sadat said the panel believes U.S. officials have a copy of a draft of
the proposed new constitution for Afghanistan, to be revealed around May
24, but so far have not allowed commission members to examine it. The
panel wants to see how the constitution handles religious liberty and
other human-rights issues. "We're getting, I suppose, stonewalled,"
Sadat said.
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