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Embracing a Big Vision for 2018
More revolutionary than the revolutionaries

______ by brian orme ______

B rother Andrew once said, “We have to live a life 
that’s more revolutionary than the revolutionaries.”

And it’s true.
The same passion and vigor the revolutionaries and 

extremists demonstrate should be exceeded by our passion to 
live an out-of-bounds, extraordinary life for the name of Jesus.

As we head into 2018, we’re more passionate than ever 
about standing with the persecuted—and connecting you 
directly to their stories.

We’re also embarking on one of our most visionary 
campaigns in our 63-year history by partnering with the 
local church in Iraq and Syria to help returning Christians 
rebuild homes and communities.

This large undertaking isn’t just about patching up houses, 
but reestablishing entire Christian communities in the wake 
of ISIS. The Christian presence in these regions is strategic to 
the furtherance of the gospel and the advancement of the 
Kingdom. It’s big. And we can expect the forces of darkness 
to show up in all their strength to thwart this mission. That’s 
why we’re calling the entire Body of Christ to work together, 
with one voice, in prayer and support.

We’re also continuing to stand, boldly, with persecuted 
believers all over the world. From India and Egypt to Somalia 
and North Korea—and everywhere in between. We’re praying 
big prayers, backing it up with daring missions and expecting 

God to do incredible things through His Church in 2018. And 
we’re thrilled you’re on the journey with us.

And even though persecution continues to accelerate 
around the world, we’re hopeful…because in the midst of it, 
God is spreading the gospel and using His Body to show the 
radical love of Jesus in action—in the very face of darkness.

At Open Doors, we believe in hope. It’s part of our core 
DNA. We want to create awareness about the depth of 
persecution—connecting you to the persecuted church 
every day—but we also want you to see the hope and joy 
these persecuted members live out on a daily basis. In fact, 
it’s the joy and hope that we need to celebrate more—even 
in the midst of persecution and suffering.

We often read and quote the first half of 1 Corinthians 
12:26—when one member of the Body suffers, all suffer 
with it. Which is true and accurate. However, sometimes we 
don’t complete that thought. What comes right after? When 
one member rejoices, all rejoice together.

It’s true that we need to be aware of suffering, to stand in 
solidarity—and advocacy—for our most vulnerable 
members. But it’s also true that we should rejoice together 
with them. When prayers are answered, persecution is 
relieved, justice is served and believers gain greater 
freedom in hostile areas.

So here’s to living out a revolutionary, hope-filled faith, 
together, and standing with the persecuted with one united 
voice—more passionately and sacrificially in 2018. v

IN THIS ISSUE

“We’re hopeful…because 
in the midst of it, God is 
spreading the gospel and 
using His Body to show 
the radical love of Jesus 
in action—in the very face 
of darkness.”
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SUDAN
The U.S. has announced it will lift 
economic sanctions on Sudan 
“in recognition of [its] positive 
actions” in fighting terrorism, 
expanding humanitarian access 
and reinforcing a cease-fire in 
conflict areas. Rights groups, 
however, say the decision is 
premature as there has been little 
progress on human rights.

RUSSIA
Since Russia passed the law commentators 
refer to as an “anti-missionary bill” in July  
of 2016, individuals and groups have 
been targeted because of their religious 
affiliation. People of faith report being 
fined about ten days’ average local wages 
for participating in religious communities 
or conducting “missionary activity.”

SRI LANKA
Christians in Southern Sri Lanka continue 
to cling to God despite being subsequently 
attacked by a mob of about 2,000 people, 
led by 30-40 monks this year. Incidents like 
these continue to occur as radical Buddhist 
monks seek to disrupt and intimidate local 
Christians.

NORTH KOREA
The number of North Koreans who escaped to South Korea in  
the first half of this year dropped by 13 percent compared to the 
same period last year, a government report shows. The decrease  
is attributed to tighter surveillance by North Korea over its people, 
and reinforced security along the China-North Korea border.

NOTES FROM THE FIELD 
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KUWAIT
For local Kuwaitis it may be difficult to visit a 
church or get access to the gospel. However, 
for the approximately two million foreign 
citizens working in this Islam-dominated Gulf 
state, there are far fewer restrictions. This can 
create opportunities for foreigners living in 
Kuwait to assist with spreading the gospel.

KENYA
A group of around 30 heavily armed men in military gear, 
suspected to be Al Shabaab militia, killed three Christian men 
in Lamu West. In addition, there are reports of Christians who 
have been killed for refusing to recite the Islamic Shahada. 
These attacks have instilled fear in regions where Christians 
are the minority.

NOTES FROM THE FIELD 

CUBA
In the seven months after 
November 2016, govern-
ment police forces have 
initiated a series of violent 
incidents. Open Doors 
has recorded 31 incidents, 
including two arrests, three 
sentences and 26 other 
forms of attack and abuse, 
either physical or mental.

MIDDLE EAST
With your support, Open Doors mobilized a 
group of Christian bloggers this fall. Young 
parents from all over the Middle East have 
come together to help other Christian parents 
in the Arab world raise their children in a 
Christlike way. An online campaign focuses 
on how to parent children in a culture where 
the vast majority “thinks and acts differently.”
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Raising awareness for the persecuted in D.C. and around the world

Open Doors USA works in Washington, D.C., 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: 

Briefing National Security Council Staff  
at the White House
Open Doors USA Advocacy Director Kristin Wright 
recently visited the White House with a small delegation 
from the International Religious Freedom Roundtable, a 
gathering of nonprofits and academic experts working to 
advance religious freedom around the world.

The team provided a briefing on international religious 
freedom, which included reports on the persecution of 
Christians, to key National Security Council staff. We 
also offered crucial international religious freedom policy 
recommendations, which were received positively by 
those in attendance.

Advocating for Persecuted Christians  
at the United Nations in New York
Open Doors has launched a campaign for Christians in the 
Middle East titled Voices of Hope for the Middle East. We 
have been working to garner signatures from around the 
world to help draw attention to the needs of Christians 
suffering throughout the Middle East. This petition will be 
presented to the Secretary General of the United Nations.

During the United Nations General Assembly in New 
York, Open Doors USA Advocacy Director Kristin Wright 
was at the U.N. with Tiffany Barrans, the Middle East 
Campaign Consultant at Open Doors International, working 
to raise awareness and action for persecuted Christians, and 
sharing the research and resources of this Voices of Hope 
for the Middle East campaign.

Campaigning for Christians in the Middle East
One of the most distinctive aspects of the Voices of Hope 
for the Middle East campaign is that it is an advocacy 
campaign by Christians in the Middle East for Christians 
in the Middle East.

Before creating the campaign, Open Doors consulted 
directly with persecuted Christians on the ground in Iraq 
and Syria. We felt that it was crucial to hear firsthand the 
voices of persecuted Christians before launching the 
campaign, so that it could be 100% driven by their hopes 
and prayers for their future.

Here is what they asked for:
1. The right to equal citizenship
2. Dignified living conditions
3.  Involvement in reconciling and rebuilding their 

society
Based upon these calls to action, Open Doors USA has 

been working with the U.S. government, as well as the 
United Nations in New York, to open up increased 
assistance for rebuilding lives of Christians across the 
Nineveh Plain in Iraq and throughout some of the most 
perilous areas of Syria.

The World Watch List Used as a Resource  
by the U.S. State Department
At the launch of the Open Doors 2017 World Watch List, 
Knox Thames, the State Department’s Special Advisor for 
Religious Minorities in the Near East and South Central 
Asia, told the audience that the Open Doors 2017 World 
Watch List “rankings and supporting data will be used by the 
State Department, especially in the Office of International 
Religious Freedom.”

With the launch of the 2018 World Watch List in January 
2018, we will continue to share this crucial research with 
the U.S. government.

Your prayers, advocacy and support make our work on 
Capitol Hill possible—and for that we are tremendously 
grateful. Thank you for making a difference in the lives of 
persecuted Christians around the world! v

Updates From Capitol Hill
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The Faith of a Child
______ by dr. david curry ______

COLUMN

H istorically, when evangelicals have taken on missional 
work, there has been a tendency to emphasize what 

we—believers living in the West—can bring to the rest of 
the world. In our work at Open Doors, however, we are 
constantly reminded how stories of persecuted believers 
impact us just as much or more than we impact them.

I’ll share an example. This week, at Open Doors, we 
learned about a 7-year-old boy named John who recently 
came to his parents with an unusual proposal. “Dad, Mom,” 
he announced, “I don’t want any wrapped presents for my 
birthday this year.”

His parents, who insist John loves unwrapping new toys, 
were initially shocked…until they heard his explanation.

“I am hoping people will give to Open Doors for my 
birthday instead,” John told them. He went on to say that he 
wanted to stand before Jesus knowing he did his part to 
support the persecuted church.

As you can imagine, as the Open Doors staff works 
tirelessly to support the persecuted church, stories like 
John’s warm our hearts. Not only are we inspired by John’s 
bold idea at his young age, but we’re encouraged that God 
continues to bring new people to come alongside of the 
persecuted church.

As we support persecuted believers on the ground in 
communities around the world, we, of course, work to 
directly support them. But, equally important, we strive to 
gather information that can be used to invite and involve 
others in the story of the persecuted church.

John’s story, then, is an inspiration to all of us—to pause 
to not only read the information coming out of the field, but 
to be changed by it. We believe the stories of the church are 
transforming. And once we understand the challenges others 
face, we cannot live the same way.

In hearing firsthand stories of those who 
risk and even lose their lives for the faith, 
we are inspired to live differently.

We believe that John, and others who come alongside the 
persecuted church, benefit as much as the communities they 
support. In praying or donating, or writing a letter of 
support, believers like John have the chance to participate in 
a gospel act. They come to understand more of God’s truth 
and respond to it. And by accepting an invitation to stand 
with Jesus in serving others, they join meaningful work that 
connects them to visions that are bigger than themselves. 
We believe that in actively caring for His church, people 
draw nearer to God Himself.

It’s our hope, then, that as you read this issue of 
Presence today that you won’t simply be amused or 
delighted by John’s story. We hope that as you encounter 
his testimony, and the testimony of persecuted believers 
around the world, that you will be changed and challenged 
to gospel actions as well. v

When children learn about the needs of others,  
their instinct is to act to meet those needs
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A Humble Space
When we visited Zemzem in Somalia, she was living in a 
tiny room where she slept, cooked, ate and received visitors. 
She didn’t have a bed or cupboards. She slept on the floor 
and lived out of plastic bags and suitcases. She only had a 
few utensils to prepare food.

To try and make ends meet, she started doing laundry for 
people, hand-washing their clothes for whatever they were 
willing to pay. Whether she received fair payment or less, 
she always did the work without complaining. This attitude 
has been winning her more customers.
Newfound Faith
Zemzem was married at the age of 16. During her first 
pregnancy, she suffered a great deal of pain and illness, and 
this forced her to seek medical attention. At the hospital, she 
met a Christian.

“I used to think that Christians were infidels,” Zemzem 
says, “and I felt obliged to tell them about Islam.” This 
Christian patiently listened to Zemzem and then boldly told 
her about Jesus. “The more I learned about Jesus, the more I 
saw that He was quite different from what I had been told. I 

had so many questions and my friend was able to answer all 
of them.”

As the baby grew in Zemzem’s womb, a seed of faith 
was also growing in her heart. She started reading Christian 
literature, and with the Spirit’s leading, she began to put her 
faith in Jesus. By the time she gave birth to a healthy baby 
boy, faith in Christ had taken deep root in Zemzem’s life.
Losing Family for Christ
The change in her was impossible to hide. And when her 
husband discovered the reason for the change, he was 
furious! He started to argue with her and severely beat her 
in an attempt to force her to return to Islam. But none of this 
worked, so he divorced Zemzem and left her to care for 
their three children alone. 

“I was not strong then,” Zemzem recalls. “But right after 
the divorce, I determined to follow Jesus wholeheartedly.”

There was not only pressure from family, but also from 
society. “I have been jailed and officials have tried to get me 
to agree not to tell others about my faith,” Zemzem recounts. 
“Villagers often insult me and throw dirt when they see me 
in the street.”

By the grace of God none of these pressures have 
intimidated her.

As a woman in a close-knit society, it is very difficult to 
raise children without the support of their father. Zemzem 
has struggled to make ends meet, and at times, even to feed 
her children.
Hope and Gratitude in Suffering
After witnessing her circumstances, we provided Zemzem 
with a bed, linens and some cooking utensils. And then, in 
cooperation with the local body of believers, we set out to 
find a more sustainable way for her to earn a living. Zemzem 
is deeply thankful for your support and assistance.

“Despite the oppression, the light continues to shine 
undimmed from her eyes,” one of our fieldworkers shares.

We encourage you to share this story and prepare a traditional 
Somali meal with your family, friends or small group. As you 
eat, discuss Zemzem’s story and spend time in prayer for 
her—and all of the persecuted believers in Somalia. v

A Day in the Life of a Persecuted Believer 
Prepare a Somali Meal and Pray for Zemzem

Read about Zemzem’s faith and gather with friends to pray for Somalia over a traditional Somali meal



Prep time: 20 minutes
Cook time: 40 minutes

Serves: 4 people

Cambuulo is a famous Somali dish  
usually served with sesame oil and  

a sprinkle of sugar. It can be a mix of  
rice and adzuki beans, or any kind  

of beans or lentils, corn and beans, or 
sometimes just adzuki beans.

CAMBUULO RECIPE

INGREDIENTS

   1 cup long grain Basmati rice

   1 cup cooked adzuki beans or any kind of lentil  
(soak overnight and boil for about 20 
minutes if using dried beans)

   400g (14 oz.) can of diced tomatoes or 6 fresh 
tomatoes, diced (keep aside a handful for garnish 
or use toasted nuts and fresh coriander)

   2 tablespoons tomato paste

   1 teaspoon ground coriander seeds

   1 teaspoon ground cumin seeds

   1 teaspoon ground chili powder or chili flakes. You 
can use two green chilies (diced) as a substitute.

   2 cloves of garlic, minced finely

   1 large onion, diced

   2 tablespoons sesame oil

   1 tablespoon white vinegar

   Juice of one lemon

   Salt to taste

   1 cup water

INSTRUCTIONS

1.  Cover the rice with one and a half cups of  
water and a pinch of salt. Cover the pan and  
cook over low heat until the rice is done. 
This should take about 15 minutes.

2. Mix in the cooked adzuki beans and set aside.

MAKING THE TOMATO SAUCE
1. Sauté the onions in the sesame oil until translucent.

2. Add in the garlic and cook for about a minute.

3.  Add in the diced tomato, tomato paste, coriander,   
cumin, and chili powder and cook for about five  
minutes. Add water to ensure the sauce doesn’t dry  
out. You want a thick, soupy consistency.

4.  Add the white vinegar and lemon juice. Simmer 
over low heat for about five minutes.

TO SERVE
1. Serve the cambuulo mixture in a bowl.

2. Generously spoon the tomato sauce over the cambuulo.

3. Garnish with diced tomato and use fried onions as a garnish.

*Recipe by Abderazzaq Noor at SomaliKitchen.com. Used by permission.

http://www.somalikitchen.com/cambuulo-iyo-maraq-rice-with-adzuki-beans-in-a-spicy-tomato-sauce.html/#more-1291
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W hen you think of the word “home” what comes to 
mind? 

For me, it’s a place of comfort and rest. A place where I feel 
secure. A place where I can smell the pancake batter on 
Saturday mornings and listen to the giggles of our 7-year-old 
son, Solomon, as he watches his favorite cartoon. It’s also a 
place of intimacy and joy. A place where a cup of coffee in the 
morning with my wife feels just right—while the music of Leon 
Bridges hums in the living room speakers.

Home isn’t without its tough times, of course. There are the 
occasional late-night arguments and early morning apologies, 
but home is our place of identity and community. Maya 
Angelou once said, “The ache for home lives in all of us. The 
safe place where we can go as we are and not be questioned.”

That’s why we’re passionate about standing with our brothers 
and sisters in the Middle East as they return to their cities and 
villages. Christians in the Middle East, especially in Iraq and 
Syria, have faced unimaginable suffering and persecution at the 
hands of ISIS when they fled from their homes. The extremist 
group targeted Christians and threatened the very existence of 
the church in the Middle East. Many Christians have spent the 
last three years living in Internally Displaced Person (IDP) 
camps—surviving on relief aid.

But in spite of this suffering, many courageous Christians 
have decided to return. They want to be a light in the darkness in 
a desperate situation, now and in the future. They believe they 
have a vital role to play in rebuilding their shattered societies.

However, as Christians return, they are faced with the 
stunning reality.

THEY MUST START ALL OVER AGAIN...
“Everything is destroyed…nothing we had is here anymore. 
Bombs fell on our house and roof. Our belongings were stolen, 

A God-Sized V�sion
for the Middle East

Standing with believers to restore  
the Christian community in Iraq and Syria

______ by brian orme ______
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the balcony was destroyed. The house was in shambles,” 
Miriam, a believer from Syria shares.

For believers like Miriam, the thought of home brings 
both heartache and hope. There’s such a long road ahead for 
them. One that includes radical restoration of their homes, 
churches, schools and entire communities.

We’re standing with believers like Miriam—and 
thousands of other Christians in the Middle East—
through one of our biggest visionary campaigns in the 
history of Open Doors.

We’re embarking on a five-year goal to help reestablish 
entire Christian communities in the Middle East—for the 
glory of Jesus Christ. Through home restoration, the 
rebuilding of churches, skills and training centers, 
socioeconomic development, microloans, discipleship and 
mentoring and much more.

Through these tangible efforts, we’re partnering with 
local church leaders to revitalize the region with gospel-
saturated hope. And we want you to experience the deep-
seated joy of standing with Christians in the Middle 
East—right alongside us.

The work ahead is enormous, but then again, so is our 
God. And what we’re hearing on the ground from our 
partners is so encouraging. “I am optimistic, yes, very 
optimistic,” says Archbishop Yohanna Petros Mouche. 
“When you look around the villages, you see that life is 
back again. Shops and restaurants have opened once more. I 
see the people are serious about returning. On Palm Sunday 
only three families were back in Qaraqosh, but now about 
1,500 families have returned. What is happening in 
Qaraqosh is encouraging to people from other villages in 
the Nineveh Plain.”

Not that long ago it was fitting to wonder if Christianity 
in Iraq would be able to survive. Over the past decades the 
number of Christians in the country has dramatically fallen 
from just under 2 million in the 1990s to around 200,000 
right now.

But today, God is writing another story. A new narrative 
replacing the terror of ISIS with a story of hopeful believers 
going home.

In the war-torn region of Bashiqa, Iraq—located near 
Mosul—a brightly colored mural hovers over a mound of 
rubble. The drawing is of a tree, blooming with green 
leaves, with the inscription “Tomorrow will be more 
beautiful” declared in red letters beside it. And we believe 
it’s true.

Shlama,* one of our partners on the ground in Iraq, says, 
“There is only one church in Iraq, like there is only one 
church in the whole world. We might have many churches 
in the West and in Iraq, but we should focus on only one 
thing—our faith in Jesus. When we focus on that, we can do 
miracles. Even a small faith can change many things, it can 
change the world.”

We couldn’t say it any better.
So, to our brothers and sisters in Christ returning to Iraq 

and Syria…
Welcome home.
Let’s seek God together and watch Him do amazing 

things—beyond our understanding—for His glory in 2018 
and beyond. v

“ When you look around  
the villages, you see that life  
is back again.”

*Believer’s name and photo changed for the purposes of safety and anonymity.

Welcome
home
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A Parable for the Persecuted
DONOR SPOTLIGHT

I t was a simple request by the pastor at Christ Community 
Chapel in Stow, Ohio, that stirred the hearts of a group of 

middle school boys for the persecuted church.
One Sunday, Pastor Joe Coffee shared the parable of the 

talents and then he asked for volunteers for a special project. 
He gave each of the volunteers $100 and told them to multiply 
the talent—outside of the church—and report back.

Lance Hutt was one of those volunteers. He was also a 
small-group leader of a handful of middle-school boys. 
Lance took the $100 to his small group and posed the 
question, “What should we do with it?”

One of the boys said, “Why don’t we do something for 
the persecuted church?” Lance had recently encouraged the 
boys to read God’s Smuggler, by Brother Andrew, which 
had a powerful impact on their lives. Lance loved the idea 
and they started to put together plans for a special dinner 
and fundraiser for the persecuted church.

They set a date, reserved the venue and prepared the 
meal—including Middle Eastern and Indian dishes—from 
countries high on the 2017 World Watch List. They also 
scheduled worship, a special video and they reached out to 
Open Doors for a speaker.

The result? Around 90 people attended the dinner and, at 
last count, they raised nearly $6,000 for the persecuted. All 
through the efforts of six middle-school boys and one 
small-group leader.

"I've found that people are wildly unaware of the 
ongoing persecution that's happening today,” Lance shares. 
“We have a biblical mandate to care for these believers—
they’re our brothers and sisters who are suffering.”

In the end, Lance took his talent outside the church and 
multiplied it many times—for the sake of others. It was a 
simple idea, but the impact was far-reaching and it proves 
that good stewardship brings its own rewards for the 
Kingdom. v

One small group of sixth-grade boys  
made a big impact for the persecuted

Have a story about standing with the persecuted—through prayer or support-raising? 
Share it with us at sarachc@odusa.org.

mailto:sarachc%40odusa.org?subject=
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P��son and Pe�secu�ion 
in E�it�e�

S hiden* lies on his bed and stares at the roof. It is dawn, 
and outside he can hear the birds singing, waking up 

Asmara, the capital of Eritrea, to a new day. These familiar 
sounds used to bring him much hope and joy, but not 
anymore. Shiden has been awake for hours. In fact, like 
most other nights, he has hardly slept, spending almost 
every hour fighting depression.

Shiden’s elderly mother is in the kitchen. He can smell 
the aroma of freshly roasted and ground coffee mixing with 
the familiar whiff of frying spices for the injera fit-fit—a 
sourdough flatbread fried with onion, tomato and spice—she 
is preparing for breakfast. But he has no urge to get up. 
Instead, he turns onto his side, looks at the wall and utters an 
exhausted sigh. He wishes he could snap out of it, but since 
his release from prison, the darkness has become thicker.

A BROTHER’S FAITH
When Shiden was a teenager, his older brother John* became 
a Christian. However, his baba (father) kicked John out of the 
house for leaving their Muslim faith. Shiden’s father refused 
to allow John in their home for the rest of his life. After baba 
died, John moved back home and soon learned, to his joy, 
that Shiden had also decided to follow Christ.

Shiden knew this was a dangerous decision. Not only 
was society deeply suspicious and antagonistic towards 
independent Christians, the government imprisoned people 
who worshiped outside of Islam. The stories of their 
suffering in prison were shocking. But Shiden counted the 

costs carefully and decided he was willing to pay the price 
for freedom in Christ.

The test soon came.
One day during his military service, when he was in his 

early 20s, he and 40 others were caught worshipping in 
secret. The entire group was arrested and taken to a military 
prison in the southern port city of Assab.

After two years, Shiden was moved to the notorious Mai 
Serwa prison camp on the outskirts of Asmara. Here Shiden 
shared a metal shipping container with 30-40 other prisoners. 
They had just one toilet break of ten minutes a day, during 
which the prisoners were led to a nearby shrub where they 
had to relieve themselves under the close watch of guards. 
The lack of sanitation caused regular bouts of diarrhea.

Guards taunted Shiden. “Why don’t you leave this 
religion of yours?”

“I won’t leave the faith because I believe it and I live by 
what I believe,” Shiden responded. “I served this country 
faithfully and honestly during my military service. When 
you sent me to work in the field, I did that without 
complaining. But my belief is my personal belief, and you 
have to respect that. But if you don’t, then I am willing to 
pay for it.”

THE PAIN OF ISOLATION
Later, they moved Shiden to the general prison in Barentu, 
West of Asmara, where he continued to suffer severe 
punishment for his faith over the next ten years. He often 

Surviving prison but fighting hopelessness

______ by brian orme ______

continued

*Believer’s name and photo changed for the purposes of safety and anonymity.
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endured solitary confinement for six months at a time in a 
very small cell where he couldn’t stretch out his arms or 
even stand up straight.  

One day, without any warning, they released Shiden from 
Barentu and sent him back into national service. But he was 
constantly under watchful eyes. What did he talk to others 
about? Did he pray? Did he have a Bible with him?

It wasn’t long before spies saw that Shiden did have a few 
precious sections of the Bible with him that he hid under his 
blanket. The authorities tore up the paper with the verses 
copied on it and placed Shiden in solitary confinement again. 
This time for three months.

During those three months, he saw no one. Once a day, a 
cup of tea and a slice of bread appeared through a gap in the 
door. He had no idea if anyone even knew what state he was 
in. It was a horrifying experience. To make matters worse, he 

went into that confinement knowing some of his friends had 
managed to escape and flee across the border.

Then one day, after spending more than thirteen years in 
prison, Shiden was sent home without explanation. His 
family was delighted to have him back and lavished him 
with care. But they could see all was not well.

HOME BUT NOT HOPEFUL
He told his brother John what he’d been through and it 
brought him to tears. Weeping like a child. “I was so proud 
of him for not denying Christ through all of those years. But 
I could not believe the terrible suffering he had been put 
through,” John said.

Day by day it dawned on all of them that returning to 
normal life after so many years in prison was not easy and 
not half as joyful as they had expected. No one was prepared 
for that. No one imagined that the victory of leaving prison 
with one’s faith in tact could be followed by such 
devastating desperation.

Shiden entered prison during the prime of his life and left 
when he was over 30 years old. Though he had overcome so 
much suffering, he was now confronted by the fact that he 
had missed out on education and a job that would enable him 
to make a living.

“ I won’t leave the faith because 
I believe it and I live by what I 
believe.”
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*Believer’s name and photo changed for the purposes of safety and anonymity.

“Since his release, we have seen him change in front of 
our eyes day by day. He has fallen into deep depression and 
there are times when he is completely irrational. We have to 
watch him all the time, even at night, to make sure that he 
does not harm himself. It is very upsetting,” John shares.

REMEMBER THOSE WHO SUFFER
Shiden’s situation is not unique. There are thousands of 
Christians who have been in prison for a variety of time 
spans who face similar challenges when they’re eventually 
released. We have to think about how to support those who 
are in prison, but we must also consider how we might 
support them when they come out of prison and face the 
realities of life after such deep suffering.

Stories like Shiden’s, of great courage and boldness for 
the faith, don’t always have a clean and heroic ending. 
Suffering and persecution often bring on post-traumatic 
symptoms, difficulty adjusting, depression and even thoughts 
of suicide.

Our adversary, the Devil, walks around like a roaring 
lion, trying to destroy our faith. Our brothers and sisters in 
Eritrea desperately need our prayer for the Lord’s healing 
and the development of resilient Christian communities that 
are able to offer emotional and practical support to injured 
Christians like Shiden. Open Doors is offering practical 
support through local partners to equip the underground 
network of believers in Eritrea. v

+   Pray for the many people who 
remain in prison for their faith in 
Eritrea. Pray for God’s strength 
and encouragement to them.

+   Pray for the many families who 
are eagerly waiting to reunite 
with their loved ones.

+   Pray that the Lord would 
vindicate the many who are 
imprisoned for following Christ. 

+   Pray that God would exalt His 
name in Eritrea and continue to 
expand His Kingdom there.

Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD!  
O Lord, hear my voice! Let your ears be  
attentive to the voice of my pleas for mercy! 

PSALMS 130:1–2

Stand with your 
brothers and sisters in 
Eritrea through prayer
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3 Lessons From 
the Persecuted Church  

in Egypt

“ Teach your children God  
is their best friend”

Rasha (31), from Luxor; married to Hany, and mother of Daniel (7) and Jolie (3)

“I see how the recent increase in persecution has influenced 
my two children. Daniel used to be an extrovert and 
outspoken. He was always the leader in the group of kids, 
but recently he has been really scared because of all the 
stories he hears. Now he doesn’t even dare to walk to the 
kitchen to get a glass of water on his own anymore—he 
always wants to be close to us. The most important thing I 
try to teach my children is that Jesus is their best friend; that 
He is always close by. I tell them that I can be one foot 
away from them, but God’s inside them. Always. And with 
Him, they don’t need to be afraid. We read the children’s 
Bible together daily and talk about what it means. It isn’t 
always easy. They don’t always understand, and they don’t 
dare to pray out loud yet. But I see them grow. Yesterday I 
heard my son talking, but when I looked at him to show him 
I was listening he told me, ‘No Mum, I am not talking to 
you, I am talking to Jesus!’”

Persecution in Egypt is growing. In the last 14 months, there were four major attacks on Christian targets: three churches 
and a bus going to a monastery were attacked by extremists. Over a hundred Christians were killed in those four incidents 
alone, and much more is happening that doesn’t make the news. How do Egyptian Christians deal with this? 

We asked three Christians to share the lessons they have learned in the past year. 

Believers in Egypt offer their personal perspectives on persecution
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“ The peace of God  
is bigger than the fear  
of persecution”

Maraya* (29), from upper Egypt; works in tourism

“I have experienced persecution firsthand. It’s the reason I 
don’t want a recognizable photo and real name to be used. The 
darkness in our country is growing and I have had my share of 
persecution. The guy that is standing in front of my father’s 
shop with his cart is persecuting us. He comes into the shop to 
curse Christianity and the cross and to tell me he will throw 
acid in my face. Once he beat up my dad, and the neighbors 
came to help him. In our culture, if a Muslim fights against 
a Christian, the Muslims always side with their Muslim 
brother—it’s their religious duty. The police didn’t do anything 
with the report we filed. Later he threatened to kill my dad if 
he would open his shop again. For 20 days, it was closed and 
we sat at home, praying and crying. Every day we had people 
from the church coming to pray with us. At first, I was afraid, 
but slowly I started to feel an unimaginable peace. It was 
bigger than I could understand. I hadn’t felt it before and I 
didn’t understand. But I felt peaceful, and not afraid anymore. 
My father taught me how to forgive our persecutor and how to 
look at him through the eyes of God. We pray for him all the 
time. Our fight isn’t over yet, but we know God is with us.”

“ Physical signs can help  
to remind you of God’s 
presence”

Mina (23), from Cairo; business student and friend to the elderly in his church

“I have a little cross tattooed on the inside of my wrist. My 
parents gave it to me when I was still young, so that I would 
always be reminded that I am a Christian. It’s a tradition to 
do this in Egypt, and many of my friends also have a 
tattooed cross on their wrist or their hand. The tattoo really 
helps me. Sometimes I forget that God is there, but then I see 
the cross on my wrist and I am reminded of His presence. 
Often, I also wear a cross around my neck. When I am afraid 
I grab it and I feel safe. There has been more to be afraid of 
recently. Bombs have been exploding in churches across 
Egypt. Maybe tomorrow a bomb will explode in our 
church—you never know. 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. The recent bombings have been good for me. It taught 
me to live closer to God; be more serious about my faith. My 
prayers go much deeper. They really come from my heart.”
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R adical Buddhism is on the rise in countries like Vietnam, Laos, 
Bhutan, Sri Lanka and Myanmar. Christians in these regions 

are often perceived as outcasts or traitors for leaving their country’s 
religious heritage. As a result, Buddhist persecution of Christians 
has accelerated. Local officials, who are often Buddhists themselves, 
may neglect to give them aid, for example, which can force them into 
poverty. Young Christians might be bullied in school, while adults 
may experience persecution in their workplace. Leaders may demand 
community members boycott businesses owned by Christians, or 
companies may choose to target Christians in terminations and layoffs. 
A Buddhist spouse, parent or sibling may reject their family member 
after they convert to Christianity as well.

Persecution in Buddhist countries is on the rise

L�nd of Buddhists
I N  T H E
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“MY HUSBAND 
DOES NOT LIKE 

WHEN I READ THE BIBLE 
AND PRAY EARLY IN THE 

MORNING. MANY TIMES HE 
HAS TRIED TO BURN MY 
BIBLE OR DESTROY IT.” 

—MA THAY*

*Believers' names and photos changed for the purposes of safety and anonymity.

“If you are a Buddhist and you  
convert to Christianity, many  

problems will come to your family.”  
—Baham*
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Christians may also experience a type of social 
persecution, such as exclusion, as well. Because Buddhists 
tend to see Christianity as a Western religion, followers often 
promote the idea that Christians are cursed. Community 
members may then refuse to associate with Christians 
because they believe it will give them bad karma.

Pray for Buddhist Background Believers
Those who desire to support Buddhist Background Believers 
can start with prayer. Ask God to encourage believers and 
give them strength to persevere in their faith. Then, consider 
being the answer to that prayer. Help expand their platform 
by sharing their stories to other Christians you know. Help 
raise awareness about their plight in your local church. v



The Surprising Answer to Evil
______ by sealy yates ______

GUEST COLUMN

I n the year 2000, I traveled to the country of Colombia, 
along with a group of Open Doors board members, to 

encourage the believers there.
We visited a village on the edge of the rainforest, Via 

Vacencia. Because of the war that had been going on for over 
thirty years, and because of the criminal activities that arose 
from the illegal manufacturing and distribution of cocaine, 
Colombia had become one of the most evil places on earth.

The evil was overwhelming and oppressive to all the 
people of Colombia. You could feel the oppression and the 
darkness. I wondered to myself what could possibly be the 
answer for overcoming such incredible evil?

The only hope for overcoming such evil in Colombia, or 
anywhere in the world, is the presence of Christ—and that can 
only occur through His Body. But I had visited churches in 
Bogotá and Via Vacencia and those church meetings were full 
of believers. Yet, it was clear that the presence of believers in 
Colombia was not enough. But why not?

After the end of a worship service that I attended in the 
church in the village of Via Vacencia, I had an encounter, a 
small moment, that later impacted me in a very significant way.

When that worship service concluded, I was slowly 
moving toward the doors of the church to find my way back 
to the bus that would take us to the hotel, when the husband 
of a board member stopped me and asked if I had seen his 
wife. He couldn’t find her and was concerned about her 
safety. I told him I would help.

I walked outside the building onto the sidewalk in front 
of the church and I spotted her standing in front of the bus. 
At that very moment, a man came running over to me and 
said, “Sir, you cannot be out here, it is not safe. You could 
be kidnapped. You must get back inside the church where it 
is safe.” I thanked him and moved back inside to tell my 
friend that I had found his wife.

Later that evening, reflecting on those words spoken to 
me for my personal safety by that brother in Colombia, I 
was stirred in my spirit in the form of an answer to my own 
question about the inability of the presence of the Church in 
Colombia, by itself, to overcome such evil.

As I thought about his words, “It’s not safe for you to be 
out here” and “you must get back inside the church where it 

is safe,” I realized that it is important for most believers to 
feel “safe.” And, our need to be “safe” very often keeps 
us from going to those dangerous places where evil has 
its source.

However, it doesn’t have to be that way. At Open Doors, 
we do not believe it is our mission to rescue Christians out of 
the evil that threatens them every day. If we “rescued” them 
and removed them from the evil they face, we would be 
removing Christ from their communities and their countries.

Believers living in persecution must choose to live their 
lives in the midst of risk and uncertainty, and to courageously 
seize every opportunity to engage their culture for Christ.

After all, that is the role of the Church in this hurting and 
dying world. Just as it is our responsibility to “be Christ” in 
the midst of evil and darkness, so it is their responsibility 
where they live, regardless of the risks.

Our choices either move us toward God and all the 
pleasure that comes in Him or they steer us away from Him 
to a life of shame and fear, and to a life where “safe” 
becomes the mission.

Let’s follow the examples of our brothers and sisters 
who face persecution and refuse to be “safe,” and instead, 
let’s choose to be obedient in every circumstance. Never 
backing down to evil and always aware of the power and 
presence of Christ. v

Beyond a safe faith and into deeper obedience

Open Doors Presence Magazine ~ | Vol. 3.1
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T hank you, Father Kim Il-Sung,” said 12-year-old 
Kim Sang-Hwa, bowing before the framed portraits of 

North Korea’s leaders that hung in the heart of her childhood 
home. This ritual is practiced by all North Korean children, 
who are taught from an early age that all things come from 
the benevolence of their “Dear Leader.”

The meticulously cleaned portraits hung in stark contrast 
to the rest of the sparsely furnished home, dusty from coal 
heating. The stately images of Kim Il-Sung and Kim Jong-Il 
seemed to preside over everything in the house, but one thing 
lay outside their influence: a hidden closet containing a Bible.

Kim Sang-Hwa didn’t mean to find it. “I don’t know why, 
but I started to feel inside the cabinet with my hand. When I 
felt a book, I pulled it out. I opened the book and began to read: 
‘In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth.’ ”

Shivering, she dropped the book. Kim Sang-Hwa didn’t 
know who had hidden the Bible, but she knew the discovery 
could cost her life. “I was afraid to touch the book, but I 
couldn’t just leave it there,” she said. Gathering her courage, 
she closed her eyes and put the Bible back into its hiding place.

AN ISOLATED LIFE
North Koreans live in reverence for the government. 
Isolated from international media and barred from traveling 
outside the country, North Koreans are primarily influenced 
by the state and by each other.

The nation’s leader Kim Jong-Un, grandson of Kim 
Il-Sung, perpetuates the ideal of a self-reliant society, known 
in North Korea as Juche. Control is imposed in the name of 
achieving Juche; in which loyalty, unity and unquestioned 

authority of the Supreme Leader are essential to personal 
happiness and national prosperity. Propaganda messages 
reinforce this philosophy through billboards, posters, national 
television programs and 
educational curricula. 
Citizens are subject to 
strict regulations enforcing 
where they live, which 
jobs they work, and even 
what (or if) they eat.

Any threat, no matter 
how minor, to the regime 
is taken seriously. Forgetting to wear one’s loyalty pin is a 
civil offense subject to exorbitant fines. Attempting to 
supplement one’s income privately is an “economic crime” 
punished by prison camp. Worse, anyone who utters a 
negative or questioning word about the government risks life 
in a labor camp for themselves and for their families. Few 
prisoners are ever released.

Every person is also obligated to report the wrongdoings 
of others, and the strict class system motivates them to do so. 
Each person is born into a certain class which dictates the 
quality of life provided by the state. Because the only way to 
upgrade one’s class is to provide exemplary service or 
information to the government, North Koreans are rewarded 
for accusing each other of faltering loyalty.

A DISTORTION OF THE TRUTH
This way of life makes following Jesus difficult, but not 
impossible. Believers receive and distribute Bibles through 

for North Korea

Praying

Christians in North Korea are asking us to pray God-sized prayers

“ I was afraid to 
touch the book, 
but I couldn’t just 
leave it there.”

�m�ossi�le P��ye�s
______ by amy lamb ______

“
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underground networks. They worship silently, usually on 
their own. If they are able to gather, they do so discreetly on 
a park bench or even in the outhouse of their prison camp.

Due to the widespread intelligence network, evangelism 
is severely limited. Parents are often unable to share their 
faith with their own children, fearing the children will report 
their subversion.

In addition to neighborhood surveillance, highly trained 
spies are employed to infiltrate Christian networks. They are 
known to set up fake prayer meetings, where they share 
extraordinary conversion stories and extensive knowledge 
of the Bible. Christians sometimes begin to trust the spies as 
fellow believers. Only when Christians are arrested or killed 
do they realize someone has betrayed them.

ALTERING HISTORY
The North Korean regime has significantly altered the course 
of history for the Korean peninsula and international affairs 
at large. Though few are positioned to influence the regime 
toward conceding power, Christians bear the responsibility 
of interceding on behalf of North Korean believers and 
unbelievers alike.

Open Doors’ Founder Brother Andrew said, “Our prayers 
go where we cannot.” In 1982, Open Doors followed his 
lead to launch a seven year prayer campaign for the fall of 
another oppressive regime—East Germany.

Believers around the world mobilized to pray fervently for 
God to alter the course of history for East Germany and the 
rest of Europe. Seven years later, He answered: the Berlin Wall 
fell and East Germany was set free. The prayers of the Body 
of Christ reached behind the wall long before freedom did.

Once again, followers of Jesus have the unique opportunity 
to alter history by petitioning God to intervene on behalf of 
North Korea. Could the North Korean people be free to follow 
Jesus once again? It seems like an impossible prayer...but it’s 
one North Koreans are already praying.

PRAYING IMPOSSIBLE PRAYERS
North Korean believers are asking us to join them in praying 
three impossible prayers for their people:

1)  Pray that Jesus would deliver them from physical  
and spiritual oppression (Isaiah 61:1). 
Lee Joo-Chan recalls the first time he saw his mother pray: “She prayed 
for three hours and sweat covered her entire body. She prayed for me, 
for North Korea and the people of North Korea. She pleaded with the 
Lord to save her people,” he said. Believers around the world can follow 
her lead and pray for the freedom of her people.

2)  Pray that parents will share the gospel with their  
children (Psalm 145:4). 
Like Lee-Joo Chan, many children don’t know their parents believe 
in Jesus until they escape. Choi Yong-Sook’s grandfathers prayed she 
would meet Jesus, though they didn’t directly share the gospel with 
her. Years later, her questions about her grandfather’s faith led her to 
a church in China, where she met Jesus. Join the prayers of Choi Yong-
Sook’s grandfathers: that their children would come to know Jesus, 
and families would remain in the faith for generations.

3)  Pray that North Koreans would seek His Kingdom  
first (Matthew 6:33). 
Kim Sang-Hwa learned her father had hidden the Bible. Her father and 
mother began to teach her about the gospel, warning her not to share 
it with anyone. “He would pray in whispers, almost inaudibly...‘Father, 
help the North Korean people to seek Your Kingdom first.’ ” 

THE BATTLE IS MORE INTENSE THAN EVER
When an Open Doors worker visited an area close to the 
border of North Korea, he was surprised to find a group of 
believers gathered there, facing the border and praying 
through tears and fasting for the people of North Korea. 

Knowing the tremendous hardship of Christian brothers 
and sisters on the other side, the worker despaired: “Are 
these prayers doing any good when such terrible things are 
happening?” Another brother responded: “What would 
happen if we weren’t praying?”

A field contact who trains North Koreans to evangelize 
also acknowledges the seemingly impossible circumstances 
they face. “But what happens when God is changing the 
country from the inside out?” the contact continued. “The 
forces of darkness will resist as hard as they can. If you look 
with human eyes, then your prayers make the situation worse. 
But if you look with spiritual eyes, with a love for lost souls, 
then you should be joyful. The battle is more intense than 
ever...but that is because God is setting His children free.” 

Truly, these impossible prayers are reaching far into the 
world’s most persecuted nation. They are enough to lead 
children like Kim Sung-Hwa to a hidden Bible; and they are 
enough to change the tide in an entire country. v



T his morning, we sat down for a video call with Liam,* a 
representative who supports our work in North Korea. Because 

the country requires citizens to worship ruler Kim Jong-Un, Christians 
are seen as a threat to the current government’s power base.

As a result, the church must operate in secret. In order to protect 
the work and the lives of faith leaders like Liam, names and other 
identifying factors have to be changed so we can safely share the 
story below with readers around the world.

But despite the need to use fictional names, the challenges Liam 
describes are very real.

Because of the covert nature of worship, it’s hard to determine the 
exact number of Christians in North Korea. “We’re able to supply 
60,000 of them with food, medicines and other aid, as well as books 
and Christian materials, but we estimate there are between 200,000 
- 400,000 total,” Liam explains.

These Christians, he says, are broken into several groups dispersed 
around the country. One group is made up of believers who were 
banished to remote areas or forced into labor camps after they were 
exposed. “Some of them are held in closed-off villages where they do 
‘light’ forced labor and cannot move beyond the borders of the village,” 
he explains. “Then we estimate that over a million North Koreans have 

been to China and returned. Most of them came into touch 
with Christianity while there. How many came to 

faith and shared the gospel with their family 
members? We don’t know. It could be at least 
100,000 more, possibly even 300,000.”

In addition to there being several different 
groups of Christians in North Korea, there are 
also several kinds of underground church 
communities. “One is the casual meeting. 

Notes From  
the Underground Church  

in North Korea
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______ by sarah cunningham ______

Understanding the extreme persecution  
Christians face under Kim Jong-Un

“GOD HAS 
CALLED US  
TO DO THIS 

WORK.”
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You see someone outside, you know that the other person is a 
brother, you look at each other. That’s all. That’s your entire 
service.”

“The second type would be in a home.” Typically, he 
explains, this kind of church is hosted by a family who has one 
or more children. The family’s house is rarely, if ever, ideal for 
public gatherings. It usually contains just one bedroom and a 
small living room. And, even if a group of people can cram into 
the small space, they must be vigilant about keeping the noise 
down. Neighbors easily pick up when something is going on as 
houses are built close together and the walls of the structures 
are often thin.

It’s best when these families live near the woods so they can 
hide their copy of the Bible if they have one. Liam describes 
what life is like for a typical, local believer, “It’s after midnight. 
The two youngest children are sleeping. You sneak out, dig up 
your Bible and bring it back inside. The curtains are pulled and 
very, very softly you read to your wife and 16-year-old son. 
You’ve only recently shared the gospel with him. Now he’s old 
and wise enough not to accidentally betray you. Of course, he 
didn’t understand the gospel at first, but you’re teaching him. 
You’ve been praying for years that he’d be ready.”

Liam also considers prison to be a type of church gathering 
in North Korea. A believer may be locked up with 40 other 
prisoners in a confined, uncomfortable space. There are usually 
wooden floors with many cracks that fill the room with ice cold 
air in the winter and very hot air in the summer. Lice and bugs 
get in too. But, Liam says, there’s often “one brave Christian 
who shares the gospel with others and prays, knowing that he/
she will be punished for that.”

In all three of these types of churches, Liam assures us there 
are people “risking their lives to distribute aid and support [...] 
inside North Korea.”

The price for serving the church in North Korea is growing. 
He can immediately list off people who lost their lives to minister 
in North Korea.

But when asked if the risk is too high, Liam offers a resolute 
“No!”

“We are a risk-taking organization and we will never abandon 
the North Korean church.”

Despite their strength, Liam still pleads with followers of Jesus 
to pray for these believers. “Some of them—especially young 
believers—don’t know the Bible that well. Their understanding 
of the Bible may be limited but their faith runs deep. There are 
so many unknown heroes in North Korea and they are able to 
withstand great suffering but they remain faithful.” v

...even if a group of people 
can cram into the small space, 

they must be vigilant about 
keeping the noise down.

*Representative name used for security
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