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Marked by Faith in Egypt
Why Egyptian Christians stand out—and why Christians  

around the world stick out during Ramadan.
______ by ryan hamm ______

I magine living in a place where your faith made you an 
outcast. Perhaps it would cost you financially, or would 

impact your career opportunities. Maybe being a Christian 
meant you were mocked in school, or cost you friends. 
What if following Jesus meant your church was targeted by 
bombers during one of the biggest services of the year?

And what if, on top of all of that, you couldn’t keep your 
faith quiet, even if you wanted to?

This is the situation many Egyptian Christians find 
themselves in this month; they’re about to enter into the 
season of Ramadan, when pressure for Christians in Muslim-
majority countries increases. Everyone notices the Christians 
who aren’t participating in the cultural traditions and customs 
of the surrounding community. And, only one year removed 
from the beginning of multiple brutal terrorist attacks, you 
might guess that Christians in Egypt are reeling, cowering in 
fear and worried about the threat of violence.

Far from it; with God’s help, they are honoring the dead, 
praying for justice and declaring their faith boldly, even in the 
midst of Ramadan—even in the middle of painful memories 
of violence and death.

One expression of this can be seen on this month’s cover of 
Presence. If you flip to look at it, you’ll see a young Egyptian 
boy, showing off a tattoo of a cross. While we in the West 
might be uncomfortable to see such a young child receive a 
tattoo, this tradition goes back centuries in Egypt.

Egypt changed from a Christian country to a Muslim 
country in the seventh century; according to some sources, the 
Christians who remained in Egypt were tattooed to show they 
were Christians and forced to pay a tax. The Coptic Christian 
community in Egypt has adopted the tattoo as a powerful 
tradition, changing its meaning into a radical expression of 
faithfulness in the middle of difficult situations.

The tattoos show that the bearer belongs to Jesus. To bear a 
symbol that will never go away means, no matter what, you 
carry with you a reminder of your commitment to God—and 
His commitment to you. The declaration of your faith is public 
and available for all to see; there is no hiding your allegiance 
to Christ when it’s permanently marked on your hand or wrist.

During the month of Ramadan, Christians around the 
world who live in Muslim-dominated countries are 
“marked” in a similar way. They may not go through the 
pain of being marked with ink and needle, but their behavior 
during this Muslim holy month identifies them in a very 
public way nonetheless. There is no hiding the difference in 
faith during Ramadan.

That’s why it’s so important to pray with and stand with 
our brothers and sisters around the world who are feeling an 
extra squeeze this month. We are all one Body of Christ–
and as 1 Corinthians 12 reminds us, when one part suffers, 
every part suffers. That means we feel it when our brothers 
and sisters in Egypt, Iraq, Malaysia or Indonesia feel pressure 
because of their faith during Ramadan.

Most of us may not bear the literal marks of the Coptic 
tattoos, but we all share the spiritual marks of faith in 
Christ—a similar, radical call to faithfulness. We stand with 
our brothers and sisters around the world who bear this 
same mark, to give them encouragement and hope—and to 
remind them they aren’t alone. v

IN THIS ISSUE



Extreme Persecution Very High Persecution High Persecution

NIGERIA
No fewer than 75 bodies were 
recovered following a string of 
attacks by Fulani militants on the 
predominantly Christian commu-
nity of Miango, in the Bassa local 
government area of Plateau state, 
central Nigeria. In all, 14 villages 
have been targeted, with 89 
houses set on fi re and vast swaths 
of farmland also destroyed by the 
assailants, who vowed to dislodge 
the existing residents.

TURKEY
Against Turkish Protestants alone, reported attacks in 
2017 ranged from broken church windows and Islamic 
slogans inscribed on a church wall to stolen or torn-
down church signs. They also included death threats 
against churches, and a partly burned New Testament 
was left in front of one Izmir church. In some cities, 
various public institutions again hung up antagonistic 
banners near the end of the year, opposing local 
Christmas and New Year’s observances.
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NOTES FROM THE FIELD 

BOLIVIA
After much criticism, Bolivian President Evo 
Morales announced his government would 
repeal a new law that seemed set to make 
evangelism a crime. The proposal caused 
widespread protests and strikes, with many 
Bolivian Christians fearing it could eventually 
lead to evangelism being made a crime.

Photograph by Dimitry B on � ickr | creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/

MIDDLE EAST
We shared Abdu’s story in 2017—he’s a young man who 
accepted Christ and has been rejected by his family. In 
several countries where his story was shared, believers sent in 
encouraging texts, photos and videos that were shared with 
Abdu in a secure way. He is under pressure, but the prayers 
helped him a lot, he said. “Every time I receive new messages, 
I am more excited. The prayers by my family around the world 
encourage me to pray more and to stay strong in the Lord.”



PAKISTAN
The U.S. State Department recently placed 
Pakistan on a “Special Watch List” for “severe 
violations of religious freedom.”  The U.S. 
did not, however, go as far as adding it to 
its 10 “Countries of Particular Concern,” 
which is a list of countries where the U.S. 
says “governments have engaged in or 
tolerated systematic, ongoing and egregious 
violations of religious freedom.”
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MALAYSIA
Malaysia has become a breeding ground for ISIS 
recruitment, weapon smuggling and communi-
cation, according to the International Centre for 
Political Violence and Terrorism Research. In its 
latest report, the Singapore-based research 
center says ISIS sympathizers number into the 
thousands in Malaysia and amount to a “virtual 
caliphate,” as reported by Free Malaysia Today.

CHINA
More than 100 Christians have been sent to “re-education” 
camps in China’s northwestern Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous 
Region in the past few months. Most of those detained are 
from the Uyghur ethnic minority group and have a Muslim 
background, but those who have converted to Christianity 
have also been caught up in the crackdown.

NOTES FROM THE FIELD 

IRAQ
Shops are open, children go to school, 
busloads full of students head to Mosul 
University daily for their studies, restaurants 
prepare food, and more and more Christians 
return to the town of Qaraqosh. The Nineveh 
Plain is coming to life again after three years 
of Islamic State occupation. Through your 
help and through local partners, we were 
able to restore 286 houses in the town.
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Raising awareness for the persecuted in D.C. and around the world

Open Doors USA works in major governmental centers to raise awareness about the plight of persecuted Christians around the 
world. Our goal is to elevate the voices of persecuted Christians so that they can be heard at the highest levels of the U.S. 
government as well as at the United Nations in New York.

Here are a few brief snapshots of our work over the past several months. 

By Kristin Wright, Director of Advocacy at Open Doors USA

Briefi ng National Security Council Staff  at the White House
Welcoming our new Ambassador-at-Large for 
International Religious Freedom

Earlier this year, I had the privilege of welcoming our 
new U.S. Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious 
Freedom, Sam Brownback. Ambassador Brownback was 
confi rmed by the Senate and was sworn in a week later at 
the White House on February 1, 2018. I had the honor of 
attending the swearing-in ceremony at the White House, 
hosted by Vice President Mike Pence.

Noeh’s story
It’s amazing what an impact Noeh has had on so many 
government leaders, including Vice President Pence! It 
was an incredible honor for me to accompany Noeh and 
his father as well as two church leaders from Iraq. We were 
part of a delegation from Open Doors, and had a series of 
meetings in New York at the United Nations as well as at 
the U.S. State Department and the White House.

At each meeting, Noeh described his story of fl eeing 
ISIS with his family, the years of displacement and his 
family’s eventual return to their village on the Nineveh 
Plain, only to fi nd their family home completely 
destroyed. He and his father both expressed the desire to 
be a voice for other Christian families like them who have 
suffered so much. Hearing the story told from a child’s 
perspective was powerful for everyone we met with, from 
the UN Secretary-General’s offi ce to the State Department 
to the White House. Noeh’s personal story and presence 
certainly strengthened our advocacy efforts on behalf of 
Christians in the Middle East.

And, of course, he’s still a kid! Noeh got a little tired of 
all of the grownup meetings we were doing day after day 
during those December weeks, so I took him bowling one 
night and to a local arcade on another night to play video 
games. He lit up as soon as he walked in! I felt incredibly 
honored to share in some really special childhood moments 
with this child who has had to grow up so fast due to 
persecution and displacement. Those evenings will always 
be among some of my most treasured memories.

Noeh has since returned home to his village on the 
Nineveh Plain, but our advocacy efforts, on his behalf and 
on behalf of others like him, continue. There is a lot of 
interest on Capitol Hill right now in funding the return of 
Christians, Yazidis (another religious minority) and other 
groups along the Nineveh Plain in Iraq. Although Open 
Doors USA doesn’t accept government funding for any of 
our efforts—we rely entirely on the support of our donors—
we are working in an advisory capacity to help direct 
government funds to the people who need the most help.

Looking ahead
Open Doors USA is continuing to help shape U.S. foreign 
policy to incorporate the principles of international religious 
freedom, which help to strengthen security and U.S. 
interests around the world. As we look ahead, we will be 
seeing advocacy campaigns on India and Nigeria, among 
other countries in the coming months. Ambassador 
Brownback has expressed his eagerness to work closely 
with Open Doors, and we will continue to provide crucial 
information to the Offi ce of International Religious 
Freedom at the U.S. State Department and advocate for 
those who are persecuted for their faith around the world. 

Your advocacy efforts, encouragement and support for our 
work on Capitol Hill are so appreciated. We are so grateful 
for your support and your engagement in speaking up for 
our persecuted brothers and sisters around the world! v

Updates From Capitol Hill



Meet Samiha
Meet Samiha Tawfi q Awad. Samiha and her husband, Qalini, 
are members of St. Peter and Paul Church in Cairo, Egypt. 
On Sunday, December 11, 2016, Samiha and Qalini were 
preparing for worship—Samiha in the women’s section, and 
Qalini in the men’s—when a terrorist detonated a bomb with 
26 pounds of explosives near the women’s section.

In an instant, the peaceful worship gathering transformed 
into chaos. The explosion reverberated through the church 
and left smoke, darkness and screams as survivors searched 
for their loved ones. Qalini gathered himself and ran to the 
women’s section and started calling for Samiha. He couldn’t 
fi nd her. The explosion damaged the bodies and faces of the 
women and made it diffi cult to distinguish one person from 
another.

Hours later, Qalini found his beloved wife in the hospital—
so injured that she was barely recognizable. “She won’t 
survive,” the doctors told him. Qalini was devastated—how 
would he ever live this life without Samiha?

But God had different plans for Samiha … and she 
miraculously survived.

Almost a year later, Samiha and Qalini are in their small 
apartment not far from Cairo’s city center. Today tells a 
very different story. Qalini is smiling—and Samiha is sitting 
next to him, alive and well.

Qalini points up and says, “The doctors might’ve given 
up on Samiha, but God had another plan!”

Samiha bears the marks of the deadly attack. She lost 
half of her face, and on one side she can’t hear, smell or see. 
But the other side of her face glows when she smiles. “They 
put me on the list of dead victims of the attack,” she says. 
“The doctors thought it was useless to treat me, so they just 
came to check on me now and then to see if I was already 
dead. But I stayed alive.”

No one can explain how Samiha survived, but she did. It 
was a long journey to recovery, but Jesus was present with 
her the entire time. “I don’t remember much of the explosion 
and the fi rst days after it,” Samiha says, “but I remember 
that I saw Jesus on the ceiling when I was lying on the 
ground after the explosion.” Jesus kept appearing to 
her—even in the hospital.

“I would have been willing to die for Jesus,” Samiha 
says, “but the fact that He kept me alive so miraculously 
tells me that He wants me to live.”

Qalini says it hasn’t been easy for him to forgive the 
attacker who brought his family so much pain. “But my 
faith tells me to forgive. So every time I feel angry, I sit 
down with my Bible and go to the Sermon on the Mount. 
There, Jesus says we should forgive our enemies. It helps 
me to read that part over and over again,” he says.

When asked what she would tell the family of her 
attacker, Samiha says, “If I would meet the family of the 
attacker, the only thing I would ask them is: ‘Do you 
know Jesus?’ I pray they will fi nd the right way.” v

A Day in the Life of a Persecuted Believer 
 A Christian Couple in Egypt Lives Out Hope After Tragedy

Open Doors Presence Magazine ~ | Vol. 3.2

At #17 on the 2018 World Watch 
List, life for Christians in Egypt 
comes with the constant threat of 
violence, oppression and hostility. 

ISIS continues to stage attacks 
in various parts of the country 

and radical imams regularly incite 
violence toward Christians, resulting in the deaths and 
injuries of many believers.

EGYPT
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Egyptian Christians have been terrorized over the  
last 18 months—but God has not forsaken them. See how He is 

giving believers the courage to stand strong in their faith.

The videos are on YouTube; you can watch them if you’re 
so inclined, but they’re grisly viewing.

It looks to be a beautiful April day in Tanta, Egypt, 
directly on the Nile River. Christians are assembled in St. 
George’s Church, worshiping together; it’s Palm Sunday. 
The video is calm and then, suddenly, flashes to bars. You 
hear desperate screams. Thirty people are dead. Other 
videos reveal rubble strewn throughout the church and 
blood-soaked pews.

Another attack has happened in an Alexandria church; 
the twin terrorist attacks on two Coptic Christian churches 
in Egypt left 47 dead and nearly 130 injured. ISIS has struck 
the heart of Christianity in Egypt—leaving it bloody and 
crying out to God.

It’s been a year since the Palm Sunday bombings, and 
Egypt is about to enter into the time of Ramadan. How has 
Egypt’s Christian community continued in the year since 
the bombings—and how can they cope during Ramadan, 
traditionally a difficult time to be an Egyptian Christian?

A TIME OF PRESSURE
“Ramadan is over, a month that feels much longer than just 
30 days,” wrote Josef*, a Christian in Egypt at the close of 
Ramadan last year. “I can freely drink or eat in public without 
receiving despising looks from fasting Muslims.”

This May, Ramadan begins again—just over a year since 
the bombings that rocked the Christian community. Ramadan 
is the ninth month of the Muslim lunar year and a time of 
daytime fasting for the observant. In Egypt, it’s also a time 
of increased suspicion for Christians. As in many Muslim-
majority countries, people who don’t follow Islamic customs 
are more likely to stick out during Ramadan.

In past years, Christians have been able to use this as an 
opportunity to show kindness to their Muslim neighbors—
setting up public, pre-dawn breakfasts to feed those observing 
the fast. But as ISIS leadership’s calls for attacks on Christians 
grow in frequency and vitriol, the security risks for Christians 
in Egypt have become more acute; risks that were made 
horribly manifest last Palm Sunday.

For Christians in Egypt, an already tense time has become 
even more stressful. “Today, while driving in the midday 
heat, I had to look around to see if anybody was watching 
me before I could quickly drink some water. ... One of the 
majorly oppressive seasons for Christians in Egypt is over,” 
Josef wrote last year. “But more seasons will follow.”

REDEEMING THE SENSELESS
Alexandria, Egypt, is the historic seat of the Coptic papacy— 
a Christian tradition that traces its roots back to St. Mark. 
During the Palm Sunday attacks last year, a suicide bomber 

during Ramadan

Finding the true

______ by tyler huckabee ______

*Name changed to protect identity

Ligh� of the �orld

continued
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detonated his explosive device near the gates of St. Mark’s Coptic 
Orthodox Cathedral, killing 17 and injuring nearly 50.

And yet, the attack could have been much worse—the suicide 
bomber was stopped from getting inside the church by a security 
guard named Naseem, who prevented the man from getting 
inside and killing many more. It was the last thing Naseem ever 
did, as the resulting blast took his life, leaving behind a wife and 
two grown sons.

“I am proud of what my husband did, but life has become 
hard for me after his death,” says Naseem’s widow, Samira. “He 
was everything in my life.

“Naseem’s life was at the church, and now his life is in 
heaven,” she continues. “I know he is in a good place.”

This is what she says to herself and to her church, who are 
comforted by their own faith and the faith of Naseem himself, 
who spent 20 years working at the church that he ultimately died 
trying to protect. But Samira has a different message for those 
who took her husband’s life:

“I forgive you, and I ask God to forgive you. I pray that God 
may open your eyes to enlighten your minds.”

This merciful sentiment is shared by many Christians in Egypt. 
Though the murderous cries of ISIS are only growing louder 
and the very real threat of violence grows sharper, churches in 
Egypt continue to see persecution as not just a tragedy but also 
an opportunity.

The week after the Palm Sunday attacks, Egypt’s churches 
were swarming with increased security as Christians gathered 
for church again. Coptic Pope Tawadros II led mass at St. Mark’s 
Cathedral in Cairo, which was guarded by a large mix of police 
offi cers and soldiers, with three metal detectors at the entrance. It 
was, of course, Easter Sunday.

It was not diffi cult to fi nd honest expressions of pain and 
sorrow among Christians that Sunday. “We don’t feel any joy 
this Easter,” a Christian named Fathy Anwar told Open Doors. 
“All of us are very sad about what happened to our brothers and 
sisters in Tanta and Alexandria. We pray for the families of all 
who were martyred in these two church bombings that God 
comfort all of them.”

But the spirit of love, solidarity and forgiveness was easy to 
see as well. So much so that a well-known Muslim blogger in 
Cairo named Fatima Naoot wrote to Christians: “I admit, I hear 
you in your churches praying for Egypt, for its Nile, for its 
president and for its Muslims, even before its Christians. I 
admit, you take care, in your ministries, of our poor Muslim 
children as you do with yours also.”

She continued: “I admit that you love all people without 
condition.”



Naoot is not alone. A group of Christians in southern 
Egypt chose to put small boxes of food together for Muslims 
observing the daytime fast. One Christian who went door-to-
door handing out these boxes relayed the story of one man 
they visited, who said: “You are good people. I don’t 
understand how you come to help us when we are different 
than you. You show us a love and respect that we don’t see 
from anybody else.”

“When we visit these people and show them God’s love, 
we feel the heart of Jesus,” the Christian man continued.

This is the legacy of terrorism in Egypt. Death and 
horror, yes, but also forgiveness and love. These are the 
people who’ve been turned into widows and orphans by 
violence. They are overwhelmed with sadness, but determined 
to press forward. And these encouragements they hear from 
others, including Muslims, who watch them continue to 
manifest grace in times of boundless violence and loss.

THE LANTERN OF RAMADAN
In many parts of the world, the coming of Ramadan is 
marked by the lighting of gorgeous lanterns. The practice is 
said to have originated in Egypt, and during the month, the 
streets are a wash of lovely, vivid colors. These fanous, as 
they’re known, are a decorative way of welcoming 
Ramadan—not unlike Christmas trees or Easter eggs.

And although Ramadan is not a time of celebration for 
Christians in Egypt, it is a time of lanterns. God’s light 
shines through Egyptian churches even in times of darkness 
and oppression, lighting the way for others to see them by. 
In fact, the persecution of Christians has inspired them to 
shine all the brighter. As one Christian pastor in Egypt said, 
“ISIS is the greatest preacher for Christianity in the world.”

That truth doesn’t make the persecution any easier to 
endure, but it does inspire Christians in Egypt to live boldly. 

“I am sure Naseem was happy to give his life for Christ,” 
says Samira. “He told me that he knew me and the kids 
needed him, but that he also knew that God would take care 
of us if something might happen to us.

“When we talked about this one day, he said that he would 
be willing to defend the church with his own blood.”

That’s what he ended up doing, and more Christians 
may lose their lives yet to terrorism and oppression. But the 
fear churches in Egypt feel over such persecution is mixed 
with faith.

“Maybe tomorrow a bomb will explode in our church, 
you never know,” says Mina, a 23-year-old Christian in the 
country. “It doesn’t withhold me from going. It would be an 
honor to die for Christ. As [a] human I can be afraid, but I 
know that God can protect me if it is His will.” v

“ I forgive you, and I ask God 
to forgive you. I pray that 
God may open your eyes to 
enlighten your minds.”
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—Samira, whose husband was killed by ISIS



War, humanitarian crises and daily persecution—life for Syrian 
Christians can seem impossible. But here’s how God’s light 

is shining brightly in the darkest circumstances.

Syrian Christians?

H ardly a week goes by that Christians in the United 
States aren’t confronted with some new—and 

horrifi c—fact or story out of Syria. Whether the front page 
of a newspaper, the international section of your preferred 
news organization, a Christian newsletter or the newsfeed of 
your favorite political writer on Twitter, Syria has dominated 
foreign policy discussions since 2011. And for good reason—
the human cost of the Syrian Civil War has been staggering, 
and the costs of warfare never more visible. Tensions between 
world powers like the United States and Russia, along with 
the constant threat of chemical weapons, make this region 
deeply complex with great needs.

It’s also a situation that spurs Christians in the West to 
pray and try to make sense of the scope of suffering for 
millions of people.

In places like Syria, it can be hard to see where God is at 
work; millions of refugees have fl ed, several of the warring 
factions persecute the Christian minority population, and 
the most vulnerable Syrians are the ones to bear the cost of 
the confl ict. Where is God amid such suffering? How can 
there be any hope in the face of such darkness?

As Christians, we trust that God is always at work. And 
Syria is no different—pinpricks of light are shining through, 
if we have the courage and the faith to look.

For one Syrian pastor, courage and faith are daily 
necessities. But what God has done and is doing through 
them and in their church is nothing short of miraculous—

and serves as proof that where the need is greatest and 
where the darkness seems the most overwhelming, God 
stands as an unwavering beacon of hope.

FROM DRUZE TO ATHEISM TO …
Pastor Bachar Al Kontar lives and works as a minister in 
Suwayda, Syria, a city in the southwest of the country, 
which is primarily populated by people of the Druze faith. 
Kontar also comes from a Druze background. “My father 
was one of the elders in Druze religion,” he explains. “I was 
raised in the Druze religion and when I was 23 years old I 
[started on the path to becoming an elder myself].”

But as he got older, he began to doubt the faith he’d been 
raised in. He began to deeply study the Druze faith, to see if 
he could settle the doubts in his mind. “In the Druze religion, 
we are not supposed to question our religion but accept it as 
it is,” he says. “Our parents tell us it is truth and everything 
else is not. After reading the Epistles of Wisdom [the Druze 
sacred text], I had more than 300 questions. I started asking 
[these questions] to the elders who were higher in rank than 
I. [But they] could not answer any of my questions.”

His doubts continued until they reached a critical point, 
and he made a decision: He would cease his belief in the 
Druze faith. This was a costly choice. “If you leave the Druze 
religion, you become a blasphemer and a cursed person,” 
Kontar explains. “Nevertheless, I was not convinced to 
follow a God I don’t know or book without answer.”

______ by ryan hamm ______

Syrian Christians?
Is there 

any hope for
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After leaving the Druze faith, Kontar began exploring 
other religions, including Islam, but he found them all 
wanting—so he became an atheist for seven years. But God 
was not done with him.

“My wife became sick with a problem in her back. And I 
was working from 8 a.m. until after midnight,” Kontar 
remembers. “The most diffi cult thing for me was that I saw 
people I love hurting, but could not help them. Eventually, 
my wife could not walk anymore. Relatives [were advising] 
me to divorce her and marry another woman.”

The situation worsened, until it reached a breaking point 
in February 2001. “I entered the house and I saw my wife, 
falling on the ground,” Kontar says. “I wanted to help, but she 
refused. I was miserable and felt hopeless. I even considered 
suicide. [My wife] started to crawl to the kitchen. This is when 
I started talking to God: ‘If you exist, why is this happening? 
I searched, but could not fi nd you. Are you a true God? If you 
exist, please reveal yourself to me.’

“I felt peace in my heart and also heard a voice. This 
peaceful voice told me: ‘Draw the sign of the cross where 
your wife has pain, and she will be healed.’ I did not believe 
in the cross, but because of the peace inside me, I thought: 
‘There is nothing to lose—why not just do it?’

“I asked my wife, ‘Where is the pain?’ She pointed where 
it hurt. I drew a cross three times, saying, ‘Oh God.’ And after 
some time, she felt a warmth in her back and was surprised. 
‘What did you do?’ she asked. ‘I feel a burning.’

“She stood up—the pain was gone and she started to walk. 
I started to cry because a miracle happened in front of my eyes. 
At that moment, I did not even know His name was Jesus. I 
knew Issa, the son of Mary from my study of the Quran, but 
not Jesus. So I started looking for God.”

LOOKING FOR A TRUE GOD
Kontar’s journey was hardly straightforward. Though he had 
seen a miracle of healing and believed it had been done by 
God, he had no idea what Christianity was or the real details 
of the gospel. “I started reading the Bible,” he says, “but I did 

continued

+  The Druze faith is considered by 
some scholars to be a sect of Islam, 
but this is disputed by many who 
are actually Druze. The religion is 
monotheistic and has its own holy 
book and prophets. 

+  The Druze believe in reincarnation, 
and that Druze will only come back 
as Druze and can only reincarnate as 
a member of the same sex they were 
in life.

+  Druze believe their faith is static and 
so do not proselytize; this creates a 
tight-knit community among the 
faithful, which number around a 
million adherents, mostly in the 
Middle East.

3 facts about the 
Druze faith

“ I started to cry because a 
miracle happened in front 
of my eyes.”
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not know Jesus was God. The Bible touched my life. I loved 
Jesus, but did not know anything about salvation.”

Five years later, still studying the Bible while not fully 
grasping the full truth of the gospel, Kontar was watching TV 
with his wife and happened to fi nd a Christian TV channel. It 
was showing a fi lm about Jesus. “My wife said, ‘They’re 
talking about Jesus!’” Kontar says. “I said, ‘This is not Jesus 
Christ!’ But suddenly, there was another voice—not peaceful 
this time, but roaring. The voice said: ‘Yes, this is Jesus Christ. 
He healed your wife!’

“I had the remote control, but I was scared. I fl ipped the 
channel to another station and came across [a preacher]. He 
pointed to me from the TV and said: ‘Rise up; you live in sin. 
Stand up and give your life to Jesus. Why are you waiting?’

“I removed the table in front of me. I knelt down. I held 
up my hands and I prayed, asking God to save me. And I 
felt something falling on me. And this is my testimony and 

[from that moment] I live with Christ and serve my Lord 
Jesus Christ.”

PERSECUTION AND WAR
Kontar was baptized that same year, and then felt God’s call 
to start a church to serve his home city—and the religious 
group of his youth. But his persecution from his family and 
his community was continuous.

“When I became a believer, my family and relatives 
started to deny [me],” he remembers. “When I sent the 
invitation for my baptism to my family, my brother stopped 
talking to me for three and a half years. [My immediate 
family are outcasts] in a [wider] community [where] family 
ties are very important. With a wedding or funeral, for 
example, all family members should attend. One of the 
ways they persecute is to not invite us for these things. This 
makes us feel alone and outcast. No one takes care of you. 
It becomes a shameful thing when someone becomes an 
outcast. They threatened to kill me, or went to [the] police 
to accuse me to put me in prison.”

In addition to the persecution, as Kontar was beginning 
his ministry in his hometown and following the call of God, 
the war in Syria was just beginning. And it would affect 
every resident of Syria, regardless of his religious faith. 
“Because of the economical [sanctions] against Syria, prices 

“ Rise up; you live in sin. Stand 
up and give your life to Jesus. 
Why are you waiting?”
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multiplied by 10, but income stayed the same,” Kontar 
explains. “[For] any citizen in Syria, wages may not be more 
than [a few hundred] per month, but the need is for $600.  
When we enter homes and meet people, we sometimes cry 
[because] of what we see in houses. [People have] no 
heating because fuel is too expensive. Many people live in 
this community because they [fl ed] other parts of Syria. Now 
they live here and pay rent, but rent alone is $60-70 and their 
income is [too low]. So they choose: They can rent a house 
and not eat, or [they] eat and live on the street.”

The challenges and horrors of a war, combined with 
constant stress and persecution from the surrounding 
community, are the realities in which Pastor Kontar and his 
fellow believers live and work. But even among these 
extremely hard challenges, God is showing Kontar and his 
church how He can work in the midst of hopelessness.

Kontar was able to start a church that was registered with 
the local authorities, which gave them increased ability to 
work in the surrounding community. “Before the war, the 
church was rejected,” Kontar says. “But after the start of war, 
the community saw our church was helping. We were 
opening the church for everyone and supporting and helping 
everyone. Because of that, things started to change—people 
saw us differently.”

Open Doors’ on-the-ground efforts have been able to help 
Pastor Kontar’s church be the Church in their community. 
Through relief aid, the church has been able to break down 

long-standing walls and show people the love of Christ. “In 
the Druze religion, followers are forbidden to enter a church, 
especially the elders,” Kontar says. “But because of the help 
the church provides to the community, this perspective is 
changing. [Because of Open Doors’ help, the church 
provides aid and support to families,] people are now 
encouraging others to go to church and it is now acceptable 
to enter the church.”

The church is able to use this community assistance not 
only as a way of practical help and relief, but also to open 
doors for the message of Jesus. “Because of support we get, 
we were able to go into homes, not only to give them support 
but also give love of Christ,” Kontar explains.

The need in Suwayda—and in many areas of Syria—
continues to be great. Believers there pray for their material 
needs to be met, but Christians like Pastor Kontar are also 
praying for the ability to tell people about the miraculous 
power and love of God. They are offering hope in the 
darkness and despair of war. And by God’s grace, they’ll 
continue. “One day, I received six threat letters,” Kontar says. 
“[They were telling me] I must leave Christianity or be killed. 
Several brothers [at church] knew about these threat letters. 
So I asked them: ‘Who is ready to die for Christ?’ All of them 
raised their hands. Then I asked them, ‘Who is ready to live 
for Christ?’ The threats are real, and we are being threatened 
daily. But we are living for Christ. We are a living testimony 
for Christ, not afraid to die and willing to serve Him.” v

+   Pray for the church and the Christian 
community, that it stays protected. 

+   Pray that all of Suwayda will be 
opened and that, as God reveals 
Himself, more people will come to 
Him.

+   Pray that physical needs will be met.

God has put the Druze community on my 
heart. They are my people and the Lord called 
me to serve. But there is lot of opposition. So:

Prayer requests from 
Pastor Kontar
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5 keys to sharing 
persecution stories 

with integrity

COLUMN

Years ago, a horrifi c crime in Egypt made international 
news. The crime was the murder of a Christian 

family—and the religious context of the murders made for 
several issues to untangle. Muslim extremists were blamed 
for the crime and declared guilty by multiple Christian 
news outlets. The Egyptian government was reported to 
be in collusion with the extremists. Emails and phone 
calls were placed to parliaments and congresses. Western 
politicians demanded that large amounts of international aid 
be withheld because the government backed the persecution 
of Christians. Naturally, the story went viral—well-meaning 
Christians shared the reports with their friends and family, 
and it became a topic of conversation in churches.

But slowly, and with divine intervention, the reported 
version of this event began to unravel. At great personal 
risk, local Christians arranged interviews with other family 
members and local authorities. Muslims and Christians 
verifi ed what had been rumored: This was no Muslim 
extremist attack. The only Muslims involved were the local 
investigating offi cers and government offi cials. Family 
members produced the original police report and verifi ed it 
as authentic and truthful—there was no cover-up after all. 
What had been reported around the world as a martyrdom 
of Christians was untrue. No persecution of Christians had 
taken place. The facts on the ground provided a different 

reality than the one disseminated globally by well-meaning 
Christians and faith-based reporting bodies.

So what does that mean for Christians in the West? 
Obviously, Christian persecution happens around the world—
just look at some of the stories in this magazine. And I know 
that Open Doors is committed to accuracy and understanding 
what’s happening on the ground—that’s one of their major 
points of focus. But what about stories you hear elsewhere? 
How do you know when you should put your money and your 
voice behind an issue of Christian persecution?

1)  Our first reaction to reports of any persecution and martyrdom 
of Christians (including those you read from Open Doors) should 
be prayer and fasting. The primary seat of power and intervention 
is not located in Washington, D.C., but at the throne of God. He is the 
Source of truth and power. Perhaps the hardest work Jesus attempted 
was the ministry of prayer and fasting. Surrendered to the will of His 
Father, Jesus discovered the fount of eternal truth and power. Such 
intervention demands time. It’s emotionally draining. Yet our real 
Source of power is the Sovereign and holy God; He is truth incarnate.

2)  Take time to get your facts straight. Christian reporting—and the 
sharing of that information—must be the most ethical reporting on 
the planet. Often, there is little benefit in rushing to share, either in 
print or video formats, or on whatever social media platform you like 

The vital facts to keep in mind when you’re confronted 
with stories of people suffering for their faith

______ nIk rIPken ______

Nik Ripken—along with his wife, Ruth, and three children—served God around the world for over 32 years, obeying 
Christ’s command to share Jesus across the globe. Currently, the Ripkens have interviewed over 600 persecuted 
believers from more than 72 countries, creating resources as gifts from the church to the church, tools that allow the 
church in persecution to teach the church in the West about its biblical heritage of both crucifi xion and resurrection.



Open Doors Presence Magazine ~ | Vol. 3.2

best. Sharing persecution stories or rumors before sacrificing the time 
needed to have the facts straight can harm the kingdom of God. And, 
when we find out something we posted or shared is wrong, we should 
apologize—publicly! It’s not ethical to let an untrue story die, hoping 
that it would be forgotten. Don’t let uncorrected sharing of false facts 
become unconfessed sin.

3)  Who sets the agenda for the Church? Too often, Christians set their 
faith agenda after watching CNN or Fox News. We must be better 
than this. The Great Commission makes us different—as does the 
command to love our enemies. The Holy Spirit forms godly agendas 
by in-depth knowledge of the Bible and through prayer and fasting. 
Information is verified by working through believers, and others, 
who have a firm grasp of local language and culture. No matter what 
story you’re reading, the Church’s agenda remains the salvation of 
everyone. Our goal is that ISIS and Al Qaeda will turn to Christ. The 
Lord is neither politically conservative, moderate or liberal. 

4)  Jesus’ Church is never to be a subset of one’s government or 
military. They may have roles to play. But theirs is not the purview 
of eternal life and eternity. God has commanded us to be a witness 
to the governments of this earth. His Church is not a partner with any 

specific government or governmental entity, and the Church’s mission 
does not change because of policy decisions.

5)  Go meet the Christians behind the stories! Not everyone can do so, 
but many can—and if you’re interested in a trip like this, Open Doors 
would love to help! As concern and love for believers in persecution 
grow, the best way to end their persecution is to help them love their 
persecutors into Christ. Commit yourself today to cross the street and 
cross the oceans with the intent of sharing Christ with the millions 
of people who have little access to Jesus. Let’s not be a persecutor of 
anyone by withholding our witness from them eternally.

Advocating for persecuted believers who are persecuted 
in places like Egypt demands our very best. It requires us to 
approach their persecution from a posture of prayer. It 
demands an understanding of language and culture. It 
interprets events through spiritual eyes. It always wants the 
best that God offers all people. Advocacy for believers in 
persecution always stands with the persecuted as witnesses 
to those outside of the kingdom of God. Our goal, as sinners 
saved by grace, is to echo the words of crucifi ed Christ: 
“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” v
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I n their fi rst visits to this art therapy class in Jordan, many Iraqi refugee kids drew dark, 
black fi gures: ISIS taking over their villages and destroying their churches. After all, 

that’s what happened to them. But a few weeks later, when they fi nish the program, their 
pictures become colorful and lively. They know how to express themselves and how to set 
new goals for their future. 

Maran is the founder of Al Hadaf, a Jordanian organization reaching out to the most 
vulnerable. Open Doors has been supporting Al Hadaf’s refugee program since 2015, and 
she recently showed an Open Doors team around in her children’s art room. 

In the following pages, you’ll see some of the paintings these children have created—the 
visual story of what healing from trauma really looks like.

How God is using an art therapy program in Jordan 
to restore the hope of Iraqi refugee children

Using a�� to hea�
T H E  WO U N D S  O F  I S I S

In Jordan, Open Doors is partnering with the organization Al Hadaf in supporting Christian refugees 
from Iraq. One of the things Al Hadaf provides is a program aimed at restoring dignity to the Iraqi 
families forced to � ee. This program includes art therapy classes for children. The following photo essay 
shows what has happened through your support of this vital resource for Iraqi brothers and sisters.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Some of the stories of the paintings are re-composed, based on the explanations of the 
drawings given by Al Hadaf’s staff .



Maran (right) with 
the kids, surrounded 

by art supplies.
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This painting is of a fruit tree that was in the garden of one 
young girl’s house in Iraq. It’s the only thing from Qaraqosh 
she draws. Next to it, she paints a huge, pink heart, showing 
love for home. When the art teacher sees this, her eyes are 
full of tears. She hugs the girl. “You did great,” the teacher 
tells her. “This is a very special painting.”

“I try to paint it like it really was,” says one of the children. 
“For a while, I’m back in my village. But then I remember 
the day the men came. I have seen their images on TV a 
thousand times. Angry men with black beards and black 
flags, shouting, threatening and holding guns.”

“What is that?” the teacher asks, pointing to the black 
shape on the left of the canvas. 

“That,” the child replies, “is ISIS. They took our village 
from us.”
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The child who drew 
this painting was part of a 

family of three children whose 
mother was beaten so severely by ISIS 

that she became paralyzed. “When we met 
these kids [ages 12, 10 and 7], none of them 
were able to speak,” Maran says. “But little 
by little, they started drawing. This painting 
represents their mother—one leg is painted 

longer than the other—next to a big 
heart. Unable to speak, they were able 

to express their huge love for 
their mother this way.”

Open Doors Presence Magazine ~ | Vol. 3.2

This is one boy’s fi nal painting in the series: “What we miss 
most about home.” He painted his church! “Many of these 
kids saw ISIS take down the crosses from their churches and 
it infl uenced them a lot,” Maran says as she points at several 
pictures that were drawn by Christian refugee children from 
Iraq who fl ed ISIS and who now live in Jordan as refugees. 
“When these kids visit the art class for the fi rst time, we ask 
them: What is the thing you miss most from Iraq now that 
you live here? Almost all of them draw their church.”

When ISIS came, they took down all the crosses from the 
church, so the boy painted the crosses as big as he could. He 
went there to pray every week and met other Christians there. 
After being forced to fl ee, the people from his village live all 
over the world. But painting, drawing and speaking about their 
experiences helps the children from Qaraqosh work through 
the trauma of what happened to them and their families. v



Three Muslim Background Believers 
share their stories of God’s faithfulness 

during the Muslim holy month.
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T his Ramadan, Muslims all over the world will do their 
best to observe their holy month by fasting, giving 

charitable gifts and praying. For Christians, Ramadan can be 
a month of increased pressure, since the lack of participation 
in the daily rituals and customs of Ramadan makes believers 
stand out even more than usual. And yet, during this diffi cult 
time, God continues to work in people’s hearts and bring 
them to Him.

In Central Asia, believers experience persecution from a 
variety of sources, from dictatorships to a surrounding culture 
generally dominated by Islam. Being a Jesus-follower in 
many of these contexts is very diffi cult and rises in pressure 
during the month of Ramadan. But God is not slowed by 
dictators or cultures—Jesus has the power to break into any 
context and change lives. Here are three refl ections from 
Muslim Background Believers on how they encountered 
Jesus in the midst of Ramadan.

KAZAKHSTAN: FROM PERSECUTOR TO BELIEVER
Roman* was a Muslim who decided to visit the local Baptist 
church to see and interrupt the “betrayers of the real faith” 
during Ramadan. “By ‘betrayers,’ I meant Christians with a 
Muslim background,” he remembers. “I decided to go to the 
church service during Ramadan because I considered myself 
to be a devout Muslim. I [wanted] to prove my faith to Allah.”

The church service started, but Roman couldn’t force 
himself to stand up and cause a scene. The words that were 
spoken touched him too much. “For the fi rst time I heard 
about a God who loved me,” he says. “I never knew the 

almighty God loved me even though I am not perfect. That 
thought seriously never entered my mind. I always felt 
guilty. I felt that I had to earn His attention.”

The words about love, mercy and forgiveness touched his 
heart. And then something happened—something he never 
expected: tears, prayers to Jesus, repentance and joy. “I never 
want to go back to the Muslim faith,” he says.

Please pray for Roman this Ramadan. Also pray that God 
will bring many Muslims to church and that they, too, will 
be touched by loving words from God.

in Ramadan
�inding Je�us

______ by ryan hamm ______
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TURKMENISTAN: SECRET PRAYERS 
TO A GOD WHO LISTENS
Hadija* is an emergency health care professional in her 
village. Her husband, a devout Muslim, forced her to pray 
and fast during Ramadan. In his mind, he would earn more 
favor in the eyes of Allah if he could teach his wife how to 
be a “good Muslim.”

One year during Ramadan, her Christian friend came to 
visit and shared about Jesus because she knew that Hadija’s 
husband oppressed her. Hadija learned from her friend that 
she could pray anytime in Jesus’ name and God would hear 
and answer. “That was such an amazing revelation,” Hadija 
remembers, “that my Great God and Creator could speak to 
me! It touched me so deeply.”

But what was next? “My husband would [have] kill[ed] 
me if I converted,” she says. When the time of next prayer 
came, she spread the mat and kneeled. But she felt that she 
couldn’t pray like she did before. Hadija took the Injil (the 
New Testament in the Turkmen language) and started to read. 

Suddenly, her husband came in and she could only hide 
the book in her long dress. She pretended to be saying 
Muslim prayers, but when he went out she prayed in the 
name of Jesus. “Now I pray in the name of Jesus every day,” 
she says. “I hated the Muslim prayers as they were always 
something I was forced to do. Now I like praying so much 
and do it anytime and everywhere. It heals my heart and fi lls 
me with love for other people.”

This month is another Ramadan for Hadija. Pray that she 
will be safe and can connect to Jesus during her prayer 
times. Also pray for her husband to come to faith in Jesus, 
and the many Muslims who secretly follow Jesus.

CHECHNYA: A FRIEND’S BRAVERY 
REVEALS THE PEACE OF JESUS
“My name is Fatima. I am from a Muslim family. I was 
Muslim, too, until 2017. My friend Indira came to see me 
during Ramadan and told me about Jesus. I was in a terrible 
depression, felt fear and couldn’t sleep normally because of 
nightmares for over fi ve years. Muslim prayers didn’t help me.

“After my friend had spoken to me, she invited me to come 
to a Christian meeting. For several weeks, I refused to go to 
the secret home group. I considered myself Muslim and was 
afraid that it would be [a] betrayal of Islam to meet Christians, 
especially during the pure and holy month of Ramadan.

“But I couldn’t deal with my condition any longer and 
decided to go. Everything I heard in that meeting touched 
my heart, but I refused to accept Jesus as I didn’t want to be 
guilty in leaving Islam. After two weeks, I understood that 
my faith couldn’t help me.

“I needed to do something or else the devil would slay me. 
I went again to the home group and accepted Jesus into my 
heart and asked Him to heal me and my life. It was a strange 
experience for me. I expected to feel guilty about betraying 
Islam, but there was no guilt. When I came home, I felt peace 
and joy. That night I slept so well—no nightmares, no fears 
and no bad thoughts.

“And I couldn’t stop thinking: ‘What if my friend Indira 
had not visited me that Ramadan when I was in such a 
critical condition?’ Now I pray for my parents to accept 
Jesus. I know that it is possible for Him to touch their hearts 
even though they are Muslims.”

Please pray with Fatima, that God will use her life and her 
prayers to draw many people to Him. Pray for a breakthrough 
during this Ramadan. Pray that God will give Fatima courage 
to share the gospel with someone else. v

*Names changed to protect identities



The uncomfortable 
work of God

COLUMN

I n 2011, my perspective was changed when I traveled to 
Cairo, Egypt. Earlier that year, a revolution forced out 

President Hosni Mubarak from offi ce and a military council 
took over temporary leadership. When I arrived in late 
November, the people had returned to the streets in protest 
with a million-man march, calling on the interim government 
to move forward with reforms. I was graciously welcomed 
by all those I encountered, and my hosts repeatedly assured 
me I was safe.

As we drove to the hotel, I began to see why they were 
trying to assure me, as we seemed to be driving closer and 
closer to the action. I discovered I was staying right off 
Tahrir Square, where the protests and demonstrations were 
being held. I turned on the television and saw the same 
scenes I had watched from the comfort of my own living 
room just days before—but that night, I could have walked 
around the corner to join them. As that reality sank in, my 
perspective began to change.

AN ENCOURAGEMENT IN THE MIDST OF VIOLENCE?
We were invited to join a prayer meeting held in an upstairs 
room of the church that overlooked the courtyard where 
Christian and Muslim doctors were continuing to serve 
together in caring for those injured out on Tahrir Square. Upon 
arriving, my colleagues and I were told how our presence was 
an encouragement, which we had heard throughout the day. 
This statement humbled and confused me—Who am I, that my 
presence encourages you? I wondered.

As the prayer meeting got underway, I was moved to tears 
as I listened to men and women, both young and old, worship 
God passionately and cry out to Him so desperately, believing 
He was at work in their city and nation. Their prayers were 
translated for me, and as I listened to my translator relay their 
pleas, the realization struck me that those of us who had seen 
all the demonstrations on TV from thousands of miles away 
had written off the nation as having no hope, and yet here I 

was—surrounded by people convinced God is at work and 
that He would use the unrest for His glory and bring light to 
the darkness throughout Egypt.

Glancing around the crowded room and thinking about 
what was going on just outside the church, I refl ected on the 
number of times I was asked if it was safe for me to travel 
to Egypt. And here I was in a room full of Christian brothers 
and sisters, living on the frontlines, ready to praise the Lord 
and trust Him with the outcome—their outcome. That night, 
my perspective was forever changed. It was that night that I 
learned God doesn’t work despite diffi cult situations, but 
works in those situations, bringing more people to Him and 
bringing glory to Himself.

DIFFERENT, MORE UNCOMFORTABLE PRAYERS
I was recently reminded of a story of a pastor in Egypt who 
led a weekly prayer meeting in Cairo. A Western visitor asked 
him how people in America and Europe could pray for Egypt. 
He answered: “Please don’t pray for us. Please pray with us.” 
He explained that if people pray for them, they will pray for 
the wrong things: “You will pray we will be safe. You will 
pray that persecution will end. We aren’t praying for those 
things. We are praying for Egypt, and that Christians will be 
bold in sharing the gospel. We are praying for millions of 
Muslims to come to faith in Christ. We are praying that when 
the inevitable persecution comes because so many Muslims 
are coming to Christ, that we will be faithful to Christ in the 
midst of that persecution, even if it costs us our lives.”

Will you join me in praying with our brothers and sisters 
in Egypt? It may not be comfortable to empathize and pray 
with the Christians of Egypt, but God works in the discomfort 
and in the persecution—and it took getting out of my comfort 
zone to truly believe that. You may not be called or able to 
go to another country to see the reality of persecution for 
believers all over the world, but you can stand in solidarity 
with Christians through your prayers and your support. v

Why stepping out of your comfort zone can change 
your perspective—and how God can use that
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______ by kate yateS ______



Battling ‘compassion fatigue’
______ by Sarah cunnInGham ______

CONNECTION COLUMN

A s I learn about the stories and situations in the 
countries where it's hardest to follow Jesus, I’m 

reminded of a survey Christian author Lee Strobel 
commissioned. Strobel had the Barna Group ask people, “If 
you could ask God one question, what would it be?”

Perhaps not surprisingly, the number-one question 
participants wanted to ask God was, “Why is there so much 
pain and suffering?”

This same question echoes in my head when I read 
about victims of persecution. The severe and ongoing 
violence can be so overwhelming that I want to turn the 
page and push it out of my mind.

It can be tiring to take in tragic newspaper headlines or 
browse stories about overwhelming need day after day. 
There is even a term for this kind of weariness: compassion 
fatigue, which is physical and emotional burnout or 
depletion associated with caring for those in signifi cant 
distress or pain.

When exposed to repeated stories of trauma, a person 
with compassion fatigue may become numb and even 
hardened by new incidents. They may feel hopeless and 
powerless at the ongoing stream of need in the world.

If you experience compassion fatigue as you take in 
stories of need, here are three things you can do:

Take care of yourself. Eat well, exercise, and leave 
time for prayer and refl ection. You cannot care for others 
well if you aren’t feeling well. Even Jesus sometimes went 
off to a solitary place to pray (Mark 1:35).

Talk about your feelings. Get in the habit of talking 
about local and global issues with friends, pastors and 
counselors who share your faith. Encourage one another 
and build each other up (1 Thessalonians 5:11).

Choose to act out of hope. People experiencing 
compassion fatigue are often advised to refl ect on what’s 
important to them and try to align their lives around those 
values. If you have concern for vulnerable people in your 
community or in a hostile region of the world, for example, 
choose to act in a hopeful, faith-fi lled way to positively 
impact the situation. Isaiah 40:31 promises those who hope 
in the Lord will renew their strength. One way you can do 
this is by going to the “Take Action” tab on our website 
and sending a digital letter of encouragement to a victim of 
persecution or oppression. By doing this, you rise above 
simply “taking in” a painful situation to responding to and 
maybe even improving it. v

How to keep caring even when the need seems too great

“Why is there so much pain 
and suff ering?”
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Photo: Samiha miraculously survived the bombing of 
the St. Peter and Paul Church in Cairo in December 2016 
and was severely injured on the right side of her face. 
Here, she is pictured with an Open Doors worker who 
visited Samiha and her husband. Read more of Samiha’s 
incredible story on page 6.


