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Disclaimer


The information contained in this book is for general information purposes only. The author assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions in the book.


This book is designed to provide information and motivation to our readers. It is provided as a public service with the understanding that the author and copyright holder is not engaged to render any type of professional advice. The content of each chapter is the sole expression and opinion of its author. No warranties or guarantees are expressed or implied. Neither the publisher nor the individual author shall be liable for any physical, psychological, emotional, financial, or commercial damage, including, but not limited to, special, incidental, consequential or other damages. Our views and rights are the same: You are responsible for your own choices, actions, and results.

The author reserves the right to make additions, deletions, or modifications to the contents of the book at any time without prior notice.

The book may contain links to external websites that are not provided or maintained by or in any way affiliated with the author. Please note that the author does not guarantee the accuracy, relevance, timeliness, or completeness of any information contained herein.

This book does not endorse any products and any surmise that it does so is incorrect.

The author has no connection to any product company, vendor or distributor, mentioned in the book.

This book is designed for educational purposes only. You should not rely on this information as a substitute for, nor does it replace professional security advice or recommendations and support by vendors.


Dedication

To the volunteers who help our holy places stay safe and to the guards, police and military who defend them

Nehemiah 4:9

But we prayed to our God, and because of them we set up a guard against them day and night.

Surah Al-Hijr, 46

"Enter ye here in peace and security."


A New Preface for 2026 and Beyond




Bondi Beach: A Shooting that Never Should Have Happened




The Chanukah celebration in Archer Park at Bondi Beach in Sydney, Australia on December 14, 2025, was attended by approximately 1,000 people. It ended in a mass tragedy.  Fifteen people at the event were murdered, and 40 others were hit and wounded. One of the two shooters was killed and the other wounded. Among the dead were a 10-year-old girl, Matilda Britvan, Rabbi Eli Schlanger, Assistant Chabad Rabbi, Rabbi Yaakov Levitan, Chabad COO and a Holocaust survivor, 87-year-old Alex Kleytman. Terrorists consider this an achievement, not a cause for regret.


(Alex Kleytman and his wife Larisa. He died protecting her.)


There is a lot to be written and understood about Bondi Beach, but the broad lesson, and the one that must precede all others, is that neither governments, police nor religious organizations have been taking threats seriously or protecting citizens and congregants adequately.


Bondi Beach could have been prevented.  There were no security measures in place, no access control, no perimeter security, only a few police in the wrong places, no communications, and huge publicity enabling the shooters to survey the area ahead of the event, select lines of fire, and arrive at the beach area with long guns undetected.  The guns, legally registered in Australia, included one Beretta BRX1 .308 straight-pull rifle, a modern, high-speed rifle, and two Stoeger M3000 M3K 12-gauge straight-pull shotguns. The shotguns were identified as the primary weapons used to fire into the crowd.


It didn’t happen in a vacuum. There were warnings provided by Australia's own intelligence services, including several serious warnings to Australia's government and security authorities by Israel, which tracks global terrorist threats and other governments and multinational organizations. 


	
American officials, including the Director of National Intelligence (DNI), had warned allies including Australia that Israel’s war against Hamas in Gaza would have a "generational impact" on global terrorism and could inspire "copycat" attacks. 


	
A UN committee overseeing sanctions on Al-Qaeda and ISIS noted in late 2024 and early 2025 that terrorist propaganda was increasingly targeting Western nations with large Jewish populations. Australia was specifically named as a high-risk zone for "lone actor" or "small cell" radicalization.   


	
Canadian security services highlighted the risk of "family-unit radicalization," which precisely matched the father-son dynamic of the Bondi shooters. 


	
British intelligence (MI5) reportedly shared assessments regarding the vulnerability of public religious festivals, citing similar plots that had been disrupted in Europe. 





The Australian government ignored them all, including its own domestic agencies.  

	
Australian Security Intelligence Organization (ASIO) itself had identified foreign-directed threats earlier in 2025.  Australia had already expelled Iran’s ambassador earlier in the year after ASIO linked Iranian operatives to arson attacks on Jewish businesses and synagogues in Sydney and Melbourne. This led to a public warning that foreign state-sponsored actors were active on Australian soil. 




Whether any of the intelligence information was passed to Chabad, the religious organization that organized the festival is unknown.  Chabad (or Chabad-Lubavitch) is a global, outreach-focused movement within Hasidic Judaism, known for its non-judgmental approach to Jewish religious practice and its presence in public spaces.  Chanukah is a key celebration for Chabad.

In 1974, Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, the Lubavitcher Rebbe (the chief Chabad religious authority) launched a global campaign to move Chanukah celebrations out of private homes and into the public square.  He was following the tradition of "publicizing the miracle," referring to the basic Chanukah story of cleansing the Temple in Jerusalem that had been desecrated, and using sanctified oil to relight the oil lamp over the Arc of the Covenant. As the story has it, there was only enough oil for one day, but it lasted 8 days. Hence, the miracle.

The public face of Chabad made it a target. 


	
On November 26, 2008, ten members of the Lashkar-e-Taiba terrorist group launched a series of coordinated attacks across Mumbai. One of the primary targets was Nariman House, the local Chabad center.  Six people inside the Chabad House were murdered, including Rabbi Leibish Teitelbaum (a kosher supervisor from New York/Jerusalem)  


	
A 19-year-old gunman entered the Chabad of Poway synagogue on April 27, 2019, and opened fire with an AR-15 style rifle, killing Lori Gilbert-Kaye, reportedly while shielding the rabbi. Three others were wounded, including the founding rabbi, Yisroel Goldstein, who lost an index finger. 


	
In 1994 a gunman opened fire on a van carrying Chabad-Lubavitch students across the Brooklyn Bridge. 16-year-old Ari Halberstam was killed, and three others were wounded. 


	
In August 2020 a massive fire destroyed the Jewish Student Center in Newark, Delaware. The fire marshal ruled it arson, causing over $75,000 in damage. 


	
In April 2022 a devastating fire (two separate blazes within 12 hours) gutted the Chabad center in Louisville, Kentucky. While the Torah scrolls were saved, the building was effectively destroyed. 


	
In September 2025 several prominent members of the Chabad community in Jerusalem were killed when terrorists opened fire at the entrance to the city: Rabbi Yosef David (43); Rabbi Mordechai Steinsteg (79); Rabbi Levi Yitzhak Pash (57) 


	In 2014 Rabbi Shmuel Notik, a Chabad emissary who had only recently moved to Nairobi, was walking to a synagogue on a Friday evening to blow the shofar. He was ambushed by a group of six men armed with knives. The attackers robbed him of his religious items (his shofar and prayer book). While he was physically assaulted and the experience was deeply traumatic for the local Jewish community, he survived the attack. 





The terror attack on Israel by Hamas in October 2023, and Israel’s response, elevated the threat to Jews worldwide:


	
In 2024, the Chabad center in Phoenix was targeted by arsonists, resulting in significant fire damage to the sanctuary. 


	
In March 2024 at Khal Chasidim / Chabad of Casa Grande, Arizona, a major fire caused "significant damage" to the Jewish community center, which included a worship hall, a kosher grocery, and a restaurant. Everardo Gregorio was indicted on federal hate crime charges for the attack. 


	
In September 2024 just days before Rosh Hashanah, an arsonist cut a window screen and used an accelerant to set fire to a classroom used for youth education at the Punta Gorda, Florida Chabad Jewish Center. The suspect, Blake Richard Hoover, was charged with arson and a hate crime after family members tipped off police. 


	
Shortly before the Bondi Beach shooting, a kosher deli frequently associated with Chabad was torched in an arson attack later linked by intelligence to Iranian state actors. 





The idea of openness extends to many of Chabad's operations and activities.  The Bondi Beach celebration was well publicized and the public, even tourists, were invited to attend.  Chabad made minimal safety preparations and hired some private guards for crowd control (approved by local authorities) but did not take the many well-known threats seriously. Their announcement of the event was on social media, including Facebook – time, place indicated, and a lack of a required advance registration or sign-in policy characterized the event.

The time has long passed that security for holy places and religious events can be left to chance.  Terrorists plan their attacks and get support and advice from their colleagues, including state actors such as Iran. These malefactors train to kill.  They arm themselves to kill.  They plan their attacks to kill.  They have no regard for human life; death is victory. 

It is time to take intelligent action and stop allowing congregations and celebrants to be sitting ducks for a relentless enemy.  


Security Planning for Holy Places provides realistic information for adherents of all faiths about how to put in place a sound security approach for congregations, religious schools, camps and retreats, and for social events such as Bondi Beach.



FOREWORD

By Rabbi Arnold E. Resnicoff*

Reading Security Planning for Holy Places brought back a flood of memories:

-From my early training in the Navy, when we “war-gamed” what to do in case of danger, and that included being on an airplane during an attempted skyjacking.  We were to try to hide our military IDs if possible and then cooperate with the skyjacker.  Of course, after 9-11, when we realized planes might not simply be diverted – but instead, used as weapons -- our thinking changed dramatically.

-From my knowledge of Jewish history, when Jews would often pray in secret to avoid attacks – or sometimes have secret exits in synagogues to use in case of danger.  Today’s Touro Synagogue in Newport, RI, still has a trap door, although tour guides explain that it is symbolic, to remind worshippers to celebrate their freedom today, as opposed to the time their Spanish Portuguese ancestors feared dangers like the Inquisition.

-From my time in the rivers of Vietnam’s Mekong Delta, when we fired at branches floating toward us in the river…just in case the branch was camouflaged to hide an enemy Viet Cong swimmer who was carrying explosives.

-From my own family stories about my great-grandfather Solomon Greenberg, who was mortally wounded by stone-throwing gang members under the Brooklyn Bridge, because they identified him as a Jew – and saw him as an “easy target.”

-From my experience in Beirut October 23, 1983, the day of the Beirut Barracks bombing, when a terrorist drove a bomb-filled truck into one of our two barracks buildings, killing 241 American military personnel: 220 from the Marines, 3 from the Army, and 18 from the Navy.

Many of my memories, and much of my training, has shaped my life – and makes me appreciate the need for this book.

[image: ]

From left: Major General Fiume Gqiba, Chief of Chaplains for South Africa; Rev. Sabelo Maseko, the Chief of Chaplains for Swaziland; and Arnold Resnicoff, U.S. Navy officer and chaplain, in Swaziland (Provided photo)

I learned to war-game scenarios in all parts of my life – even carrying that over to the task of parenting, as my wife and I tried to teach our young daughter Malka that, while she should normally be respectful of others (especially “grown-ups”) she should not hesitate to yell, kick, and scream if a stranger tried to take her away or force her into a car. It is hard to prepare those we love for danger, but as this book shows, it is a responsibility.  And, as threats change, so must our planning.

We should always celebrate freedom but never take it for granted – and that means not only reminding ourselves of past dangers, but of future threats as well.  We openly practice our religion but must – as this book shows – determine the best safeguards (from physical to electronic to new approaches to cybersecurity to protect information that might create vulnerabilities) to replace our old trap doors.

We must recognize the modern equivalents of the branches in the river that I took aim at in Vietnam.  We must train ourselves to recognize signs of possible danger and take pre-emptive action, using good relationships with law enforcement to report suspicious behavior.

We must remember that just as an unlocked car or house is more likely to be the target of a break-in than one that is locked and protected, we must both improve areas where we are vulnerable – and work to project the message to would-be attackers and enemies that we are not the easy target they seek.

After Beirut, we created new ways to protect ourselves, including barriers to slow down vehicles before they reached our gates.  We need to continue to learn from yesterday’s attacks as we create security for today and tomorrow, but we also need to get better at imagining what new dangers we might face, preparing in advance for as many of them as possible.

We must love our country and try our best to love our neighbor…but never forget that not all people are good. We must remember that hatred, prejudice, and racism may have threatened us with stones in the past, but the destructive power of hatred has multiplied with the power of new weapons.  We must also remember that Houses of Worship – or places of prayer – have always been special targets, from the Tree of Life Synagogue to the Ibrihimi Mosque, to the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham.

Today it has become more and more common to say that “thoughts and prayers” don’t help. I disagree.  Granted, they are not sufficient, but they are essential.  We should never stop thinking, praying, hoping – for better times, for less pain, for more joy…for others, and for ourselves.  Our Houses of Worship should help us refine and strengthen our thoughts and our prayers in ways that help us act.  But, as this extraordinarily important book by Dr. Bryen reminds us, first we must ensure that we pray in safety.

I pray that Dr. Bryen’s book becomes an important guide for all religious communities.  I pray that, with his help, we can pray in a safe and secure setting, and then – from our thoughts and prayer – our wisdom and faith can lay the foundation for lives that will create a better future for our community, our nation, and our world.

# # #

*Rabbi Arnold E. Resnicoff, Captain, US Navy (Ret) --25 years as United States Navy Chaplain. On Oct 23, 1983, he was present during the tragic Beirut Barracks bombing that took 241 American lives. His naval career began with “Operation Game Warden” in Vietnam — the effort to keep the rivers free of Viet Cong infiltrators; continued with Naval Intelligence in Europe. Following retirement, he served as National Director of Interreligious Affairs for the American Jewish Committee, and as Special Assistant for Values and Vision to the Secretary and Chief-of-Staff of the United States Air Force. 


Preface


This book is for clergy, laymen and security experts who are concerned about security in holy places.  It is meant to frighten you a little, convince you that you need better security, tell you about the growing threat “out there” that you must take seriously, and show you how to go about getting better protection.



Security Planning for Holy Places is an updated, improved and expanded version of my 2020 book, Security for Holy Places. 


For convenience, I define a holy place as a place of worship, even if, as is often the case, that the house of worship is tied to a school, a nursery, a senior center or even a community center or private home.

The truth is that only a fraction of holy places in the United States are secure.

Most are open to all, which means worshipers and violent intruders.

Many are subject to external violence, everything from vandalism, arson, muggings and rapes or drive-by shootings.

The problem affects not only the United States and Canada, but crimes against religious institutions, including churches, religious schools and against people including attacks on priests, rabbis and religiously identified individuals is growing in Europe.  An important Report has been released in 2025 by the Observatory on Intolerance and Discrimination against Christians in Europe. Among its findings:

→ In 2024, a total of 2,211 anti-Christian hate crimes were recorded by governments and civil society organizations across Europe, including 274 personal attacks.

→ The most affected countries in 2024 were France, the United Kingdom, Germany, and Spain. In November, a 76-year-old monk was killed and several others injured during an attack on a Spanish monastery. In January, one man was shot dead in an ISIS-related attack during Sunday mass at a Catholic church in Istanbul. In September, a historic church in Saint Omer, France, was almost destroyed in an arson attack.

→ Recent surveys from Poland and Spain indicate significant underreporting of aggression against clergy. In Poland nearly half of surveyed priests reported experiencing aggression in the past year—yet over 80% did not report the incidents to the police.

In France, the country with Europe's largest Jewish community saw antisemitic acts nearly quadruple in 2023, with 1,676 cases reported. In May 2024, an assailant threw a bomb through the window of the Rouen Synagogue and then attacked responding police, resulting in significant damage.

The UK recorded the "largest-ever total" of anti-Jewish hate incidents in 2023, and the first half of 2024 saw a record spike in incidents, particularly those related to higher education. A deadly attack occurred on October 2, 2025 (on Yom Kippur), when an assailant drove into pedestrians and stabbed people outside the Heaton Park Hebrew Congregation synagogue in Manchester, killing two and injuring others.

In Germany, police registered 5,154 antisemitic incidents in 2023, an increase of 95% from the previous year. In October 2023, a synagogue in Berlin was targeted with Molotov cocktails. In April 2024, there was an arson attack on a synagogue in Oldenburg.

In Austria, antisemitic incidents rose by 500% in the period following October 7, 2023, compared to the same period in 2022. In November 2023, swastikas were spray-painted and a fire was set in the Jewish section of the Vienna Central Cemetery.

Even parking lots of holy places are at risk these days. Studies of serious violent incidents at places of worship (which include murders, armed robberies, and aggravated assaults) show that most of these incidents occur outside of the building.

	
One study that examined serious violence incidents at places of worship from 2000-2016 found that 52% occurred outside the building, and 48% occurred inside. Research specifically on church shootings from 1980-2016 indicated that approximately 40% of all church shootings occurred in a church parking lot. While a shooting is not always a murder, this highlights the parking lot as a significant area of risk. 




Whether a Christian church or assembly, a Mosque or a Synagogue, whether white or black or Asian or other ethnicity, everyone who goes to pray does so at risk.

And despite some declining attendance numbers, still many go to worship.

Among some 35 different Christian denominations there are over 100,000 local congregations with as many as 45 million worshipers.

For Jewish worshipers there are 3,727 synagogues.

There are 2,106 mosques in the United States and a Muslim population of around 3.15 million.

The United States has 5,852 Catholic schools.

There are 1,683,506 students enrolled in Catholic schools.

There are 906 Jewish day schools in the USA, with an enrolment of nearly 300,000 children from age 4 to grade 12. Some sources place the number considerably higher.

There are hundreds of Christian, Jewish, Muslim and other camps in the United States, some day camps, some overnight. On top of that, many church groups sponsor retreats and adult study away from the city or town, often in summer campgrounds during the off season.


More than 2 million young people attend Christian camps in the United States every summer. Jewish camps host 190,000 youth, teens, and young adults each summer.


For all of them the risk of attack is growing. Holy Places and religiously supported institutions, including camps and schools, are no longer safe.

In these pages I describe the danger in detail and offer a practical guide on how to strengthen security.  A chapter is devoted to sources of government funding and how to apply for assistance.  I also included a chapter on day, and overnight camps run by religious organizations, although the camps guide can easily be applied to any secular or non-denominational overnight or day camp.  By the same token, many of the security proposals in this book can be adopted by others not affiliated with religious organizations. 

Good organization is all important in assuring security for religious institutions, and good organization also means solid training for staff and security volunteers.

I will lay my cards on the table.  As part of any security solution, you need armed guards. 

The decision on whether to have armed guards remains controversial.  My view is that armed guards are very important to head off an attack, although guards alone cannot guarantee the safety of a congregation.

The most important issue to be considered carefully is that unarmed guards and volunteers are risking their lives trying to provide security if the assailant is heavily armed and determined, as often is the case.  It seems to me this is an ethical issue: it is wrong to put anyone in a position where they can’t really defend themselves and could be hurt or killed.  

One recalls the tragic murder in 2015 of Dan Uzan, a 37-year-old Danish-Jewish volunteer security guard at the Great Synagogue (בית הכנסת הגדול) in Copenhagen, Denmark. Uzan was unarmed.

[image: A group of people walking in a crowd  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Funeral of Dan Uzzan

At the end of the day, this is the issue that each congregation must decide for itself.  But given the rise in levels of threat today, the time has come to take account of what is at stake and to act accordingly.

I want to thank everyone who kindly helped me in reading early drafts of this book and for offering suggestions on how to make it better.

This is a new and updated version of my 2019 book of the same title.


My thanks go to Hyper-Speller of Word Refiner (www.wordrefiner.com) for its excellent work reviewing my manuscript.  Hyper-Speller runs a terrific service that any author would appreciate.


Thanks also to Stanley Geftic, who applied his legal mind and dedication to systematically working through the text.  His suggestions were invaluable.

All the errors that remain are my responsibility. 

If you like the book, please leave a comment that we can post.

This book can help you save lives!

I hope what I have provided is worthwhile.  While I cannot make any guarantee for security, even if every suggestion here is followed, I hope it helps provide all sanctuaries with a guide to assuring peaceful prayer and reflection.

Stephen Bryen

Silver Spring, Maryland
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Chapter 1

Guns, Gun Laws and Active Shooters


One of the most interesting facts is that most of the guns used in attacks on holy places or organizations tied to religious institutions are purchased legally in the United States.


In other parts of the world, especially where there are strong gun laws, guns are still plentiful. For example, terror groups in the UK, Germany, Belgium, Italy and elsewhere have their weapons smuggled in by gun dealers, providing weapons from Eastern Europe and Russia. In addition, there is a criminal underground at work in various countries manufacturing, or at least assembling guns, even automatic weapons locally. For example, according to the London Daily Star, “Kyle Wood, 30, was chased down by armed National Crime Agency detectives during a raid in Hailsham, East Sussex. Wood was one of three men who built guns ‘from scratch’ in a warehouse on the industrial site - with guns produced there linked to two attempted murders.”


      


Compared to most of the world, the United States has rather permissive gun laws.  That does not mean that guns are not easily obtained in other countries.

For example, in nearby Mexico civilian gun ownership is illegal under Mexican law unless the owner purchases the weapon from a special shop run by the country's Secretariat of National Defense. But that does not seem to stop Mexico’s infamous cartels from acquiring whatever weapons they want and to slaughter people pretty much at will. About 70% of those guns are bought legally in the United States and then smuggled into Mexico.  Others are coming from Russia, China, Eastern Europe and the Middle East.

In late October 2025 the US Department of Justice announced the arrest of two men from Alabama for trafficking more than 300 weapons along with ammunition and magazines to Mexico. The charges allege Ramirez Diaz was driving a Chevrolet Tahoe with Alabama license plates followed by his father in a Chevrolet Silverado with Mexican license plates. Both vehicles were allegedly hauling enclosed white box utility trailers.

The criminal complaint alleges authorities found false walls in both trailers which resulted in the discovery of well over 300 rifles and pistols as well as various caliber ammunition and magazines.

In Canada, mostly every kind of gun except some for hunting are banned.  Even pepper spray and other less-than-lethal chemicals, as well as Tasers can only be used by law enforcement.  About 21 percent of murders in Canada were by handguns. Still others were killed by rifles and semiautomatic weapons.  While Canada’s rate is well-below the United States, it is a growing problem.

[image: ]

A Taser®, including electrodes it fires (by Axon Corporation)

What makes the US different is the Second Amendment to the Constitution. It states that "A well-regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed."

Today, the closest thing we have to a militia might be the National Guard (which is organized under the authority of each state, but Guards can be federalized and used for both domestic law enforcement, as happened when there was racial strife in the south and more recently in National Guard deployments starting with Washington DC, and for supporting US military operations abroad, as in Iraq and Afghanistan.) The National Guard formally is considered part of the US military reserve component.

But the National Guard differs in many respects from the citizen soldiers contemplated by America’s Founding Fathers.  The citizen soldier would come to the aid of his country when there was an emergency.  He kept his kit and his gun or guns at home.  In fact, the Founder’s’ idea of a citizen reserve somewhat resembles the Israeli practice of reserves at home who can be summoned to battle and who also keep their weapons at home.  Behind the US concept is the idea of resisting tyranny.
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