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I n early 2018, I walked among the tents of a refugee 
camp in eastern Lebanon, just a short drive from the 

Syrian border. I was there with a pastor and a Christian 
woman who had just left the camp. She, like millions of 
other Syrians, had fled her home nation as the endless civil 
war took her home, her family and her future.

As I walked among the tents, I realized she was just one 
of a number so high I couldn’t imagine it. She represented 
countless others who had left their homes and now found 
themselves stuck on some random plot of land in a foreign 
country, with only some donated tarp and a concrete floor to 
call their own.

It was one of the most hopeless situations I’ve ever seen. 
If I’m honest, it was hard to see where God was in that 
moment—the need was so big, the pain so raw, the problem 
so massive. So … where was God?

That’s a question that’s haunted plenty of Christians as 
they’ve looked at what’s happened in Syria. The refugees, 
the war, the dead, the destroyed churches, the victims of 
ISIS—it seems impossible to fix.

And yet, even in this camp, there were glimpses of God’s 
hope. The pastor I was there with was offering aid to 
Christian refugees in his city—food and supplies that your 
gifts and support helped provide. He and other leaders in the 
city would work to visit the refugee camps, providing some 
aid and inviting people to church. That was a common story 
in Syria—pastors who were suddenly able to preach the 
gospel to their communities because they were the ones who 
were freely giving food or help to anyone who needed it.

Situations like the civil war in Syria might appear to me 
to be totally hopeless, but that’s often when God does His 
most powerful work. God is still there, working through His 
Church to make His name great and to let His people know 
they were and are not alone. This Christmas, I’m reminded 
of a God who called Himself “Emmanuel”—“God with us.” 
That was true 2,000 years ago in Bethlehem, and it is true 
now in Damascus, Aleppo and other places in Syria where 
God’s people are recovering hope and rebuilding their lives 
with His help through your support and prayers.

I’m reminded of the words of an Open Doors worker 
who returned recently from a trip to Syria. He said:

“Here I am, walking in the streets close to the citadel of 
Aleppo, Syria. What first strikes me is the massive 
destruction of complete neighborhoods next to areas of the 
city that seem untouched by war. It’s just a question of 
where you look in Syria, what story you can tell.

“I am here to find out how the Christians are doing. I can 
approach that question in different ways, ranging from despair 
to optimism. I will never forget a priest who, in his destroyed 
church, told me how he lost his bishop, his church, his house, 
his wife and his children in the war. But right after telling me 
this, I saw a spark of hope in his eyes when he talked about 
why he stayed and how he believes in the future.

“That brings me back to the old citadel of Aleppo where a 
Christian organization said these words: ‘Believe in Aleppo.’ 
That’s it! Being a Christian should mean you believe in the 
future, you believe in God with us, Emmanuel.”

Amen. As I think back to that walk through the camp, I 
think about the ways God was there with me and the people I 
was with. He has not left them—or us—without hope. Even 
when events like the Syrian Civil War take our breath away 
with the brutality humans can inflict on each other, God is still 
there. The stories in this issue tell the same story; it’s definitely 
not an easy situation in Syria (pg. 9) or China (pg. 15) or North 
Korea (pg. 18). But the God who broke into our world in a 
manger is the same God who still reminds His people He 
has not left them. He is our Emmanuel, and that promise is 
enough to chase away the hopelessness. That’s what I’m 
holding on to this Advent and this Christmas, and I hope 
you’ll do the same. Merry Christmas! v

Note from the editor
‘Believe in God with us: Emmanuel’
______ by christopher summers ______
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Extreme Persecution Very High Persecution High Persecution

KAZAKHSTAN
Three Kazakh believers were recently convicted for their “crimes” of prayer through the laying on of 
hands and the practice of prayer in other languages. Allegedly, this caused “serious harm to the 
health” of some parishioners. The three were sentenced to prison and also had property confi scat-
ed by the government. Two buildings belonging to the church were also confi scated by the 
government. The Christians plan to appeal the ruling.
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NOTES FROM THE FIELD 

SYRIA
Pray for safety in Syria; unfortunately, kidnapping incidents are common in the country, even as the most violent days 
of the civil war seem to be past. For example, in June after a Christian man was killed in a village outside Aleppo, 
his wife and daughter were kidnapped by Islamic extremists—showing that there is still great danger for Syrian 
Christians in the aftermath of the long war in Syria.

NIGERIA
July marked 10 years of Boko Haram in 
Nigeria. While Nigerian offi  cials have 
repeatedly claimed victory over Boko 
Haram, insecurity continues and more 
than 7 million people are still dependent 
on food aid, according to an AP report. 
Sadly, the trauma has not remained 
within the borders of Nigeria. Chad, 
Niger and Cameroon have all had their 
share of it. Today, around 50 percent of 
Boko Haram attacks occur in these 
border countries. According to the UN 
Offi  ce for the Coordination of Humani-
tarian Aff airs (OCHA), nearly 10 million 
people need humanitarian assistance 
as the decade-long confl ict drags on. 
Some 2.5 million people are now 
displaced in these areas alone. Hunger 
and malnutrition remain high.

CUBA
A group of fi ve evangelical pastors in Cuba were 
prevented from traveling to Washington, D.C., to 
attend a ministerial conference promoting religious 
freedom. As soon as they arrived at the immigration 
desk at José Marti International Airport in Havana, 
they were told by immigration offi  cials that they did 
not have permission to leave the country. They were 
given no specifi c reason why they could not travel. 
One of the pastors involved told Open Doors she 
believed the travel ban was in retaliation for the work 
the evangelical church is doing in Cuba.



BANGLADESH
A confl ict between the local police and a Catholic Christian 
community has resulted in a mass shooting by police offi  cials. 
Five Christian villagers were shot and more than 20 people 
were injured. After police (disguised  as civilians) tried to 
rob the homes of the Christians in the village, villagers 
complained to the authorities. The police opened fi re on the 
people complaining, resulting in many injuries and deaths. 
Please pray for this community.

ERITREA
Eritrea’s Orthodox patriarch, Abune 
Antonios, who was placed under house 
arrest by the government in 2007, has 
been expelled by pro-government 
bishops in his church on accusations of 
heresy, the BBC reported. The attempt 
to excommunicate the 90-year-old 
head of the Eritrean Orthodox Church 
(EOC) is widely seen as another 
example of the Eritrean government’s 
push for more political control over 
the church.
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NOTES FROM THE FIELD 

*Names have been changed to protect identities

CHINA
Ten of China’s 55 ethnic minorities are predominantly Muslim. Christians from these minority groups face many challenges
—their families and communities see their new faith as betraying their heritage, and the government is also cracking 
down on religious faith among minority groups. Before 2018, Open Doors was able to provide believers from Muslim 
backgrounds with Christian materials. But now, the risks associated with possessing Christian materials has soared. 

INDIA
In early August, Prime Minister Modi 
revoked an article in the Indian 
constitution that had granted 
autonomy to the region of Kashmir, 
already an unstable place thanks to 
ongoing disputes between India and 
Pakistan over the land. Kashmir is 
mostly Muslim, so this action by Prime 
Minister Modi means there will be 
more fear among religious minorities
—including Christians—that they are 
not safe. Please continue to pray for 
believers in Kashmir and in all of India.
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C hristians are just about to enter into the seasons of 
Advent and Christmas. If you’re reading this in the 

United States, chances are the stores in your town have 
switched out their Halloween décor for Christmas lights, 
and at least one radio station has changed over to “all 
holiday programming.”

For Christians around the world who live in places where 
following Jesus is costly, Christmas isn’t quite that easy. Some 
believers may observe Christmas in secret, remembering the 
birth of Jesus on their own, hidden away from anyone else. 
Other Christians can worship with other believers but must 

do so in houses or apartments, keeping their carols and songs 
quiet from the neighbors. And still more Christians might be 
able to worship openly, but there is always a gnawing sense 
that there could be another attack, or a memory of what’s 
been lost.

And yet, for Christians around the world, Christmas is a 
time of great joy! It’s a time to celebrate Jesus’ birth, and the 
promise His coming into the world brought. Here is a look at 
how Christmas is celebrated in three places around the world 
where following Jesus can mean enduring persecution.

Christmas around the persecuted church

Palestinian Territories:  
In Bethlehem, secretly celebrating 
the Savior born in ... Bethlehem 

For Christians all over the world, Christmas is a time of 
celebrating the birth of Christ, having great church services, 
and dedicating time to family and friends. For isolated 
believers in the Middle East, Christmas is less romantic. 
Nadia,* a Palestinian believer from a Muslim background 
living in the Palestinian Territories, shares how Christmas 
can be a particularly lonely time for isolated believers.

Close to Bethlehem, where Christ was born in a manger, 
converts from Islam are often still not welcome to stay with 
their families. Nadia struggled with this for years. She tells 
us how, after her family discovered her faith in Christ, she 
was expelled from her community and forced to build a new 
life elsewhere in the country. In December, while many 
Christians are celebrating and having a good time with their 
family, she is alone. “Then I really miss my family and am 
confronted by my loneliness.”

Many isolated believers in Muslim families cannot 
celebrate Christmas openly since their relatives don’t know 
about their faith. Even a small Christmas candle can give 
them away. So, no Christmas trees, carol singing or handing 
out presents for them.

This is why Nadia—
who is not married and 
lives alone—opens her 
house every year so secret 
believers can celebrate 
Christmas in the safety of 
her own home. “Last year 
at Christmas there were 14 
people in my apartment 
celebrating, and they stayed 
overnight. They brought 
their own decorations, and 
even a tree, and they brought all the food they liked. We had 
a great time together,” she tells us, excited. “They really had 
the feeling that this was their home as well.”

But still, Nadia finds that, even with a house full of 
people, every now and then the pain of missing brothers, 
sisters, uncles and aunts kicks in during Christmas. “There 
are moments for all of us where we suddenly realize it; and, 
yes, it always hurts,” she says.

That is why Nadia’s biggest wish this Christmas is to see 
more and more Muslims coming to the Lord. “I have a vision 
that, before I die, I will witness at least one million Palestinian 
Muslims coming to the Lord. I do believe in that, and I wish 
to see it soon,” she says with a smile on her face.

A day in the life 
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North Korea:  
Do they know it’s Christmas?

Editor’s note: The following was written by an Open Doors field worker. He 
has been to North Korea several times and has heard countless stories from 
Christians who have been able to flee the country. 

Is this the day I die?
That is Park’s question when he wakes up on Christmas 

morning—not what clothes he is going to wear. That 
“problem” is solved by the camp management. He only has 
the same dirty uniform he wore when he went to bed. Death, 
however, is a companion of every prisoner in the labor camp 
where he lives. Death follows Park like a shadow, always one 
step behind. Until the day comes that death takes him away.

“Park” isn’t a real person—but he is based on lots of people 
who are real. He’s someone I try to remember each Christmas 
when I think about the estimated 50,000 Christians in labor 
camps in North Korea, living under brutal conditions.

Often, death catches prisoners by surprise. But 
sometimes, Park sees death approaching. That’s how it is 
with the people that die of hunger. First, their bodies shrink 
until there is little more left than flesh and bones. Then, 
their stomachs swell up. But the hardest part for Park is to 
see the light in their eyes go out. When there is no will left 
to live, it’s a matter of weeks or days before death captures 
them. In the end, death will take everyone in the camp. The 
only question is when your day will come. It could be any 
day. It could be today.

“Are they still alive?”
There is not a single moment that Park does not agonize 

over his choice to stand up in prison many months ago. 
When the guard came in and asked if anyone followed 
Christianity, Park rose without thinking. He knew what was 
going to happen: He would be executed. In an instant, his 
wife, son and daughter had become the family of a political 
criminal. But surprisingly, Park wasn’t shot; he was instead 
sent to this prison camp. His family “required” re-education 
in another camp.

Before Park gets out of bed, he prays his family are being 
treated better than the people in his camp. It is possible. With 
God, everything is possible. He only wishes he knew even a 
little bit about them. He wonders if they have forgiven him for 
admitting he is a Christian. He wishes he could have shared 
more of his faith with his young children.

And now it is Christmas morning at 4:30 a.m. Time to get 
out of bed and to report for duties. Park dreads the morning 

report. He has to line up with the other inmates and stand in 
the cold wind for at least an hour on the square, while the 
guards call their numbers and casually read the newspaper. 
After that, Park gets breakfast (100 grams of corn and some 
dirty water) and goes to the mines to dig for copper.

Is Park afraid? Will he be tortured or killed? I don’t 
know. I don’t know how he will be tortured, but I do know 
the authorities want Park to break down. They want him to 
renounce Christ.

THE BATTLEFIELD IS THE MIND
People often ask why the North Korean regime is so afraid of 
Christians. People also wonder how it’s possible that over 20 
million people let themselves be ruled by such a cruel state.

Over 70 years of indoctrination changes a nation. Several 
generations have been brought up with the ideas of the 
official North Korean ideology, juche, which basically 
teaches that everybody needs to take care of themselves and 
there are no gods but the Great Leaders. Only the power of 
Jesus can take down these walls.

This is why the North Korean government believes 
every Christian should be either killed or imprisoned. This 
is why Christians in political prison camps are being 
pressured to publicly renounce Christ. Only then can the 
North Korean authorities claim victory, by attacking both 
the body and mind of the Christians. Christians are tortured, 
and their families are punished as well. Is there a more 
severe pressure?

This Christmas I will gaze up at the stars, and sing and 
pray for my North Korean brothers and sisters, suffering 
behind bars and fences. Do they know it’s Christmas? I pray 
that they do. And I hope they will be singing in their hearts 
with me that beautiful song:

Fall on your knees
Oh hear the angel voices
Oh night divine
Oh night when Christ was born
Oh night divine
Oh night divine!

continued



Iraq: The fire of Christmas 

All over Iraq, Christians will celebrate Christmas with  
big fires, midnight Masses, Christmas gifts, Christmas 
decorations and, of course, all kinds of meals. We asked 
Sofya,* an Iraqi Christian woman, to describe how 
Christmas is celebrated in Iraq.

“In Iraq, only the Christians get an official public holiday 
on December 25,” Sofya says. “In the Kurdish region, it is a 
day off for all people, with schools and most businesses closed. 
Despite the wars, the forced displacement, the bombing of 
many churches and the suffering of the population, Christians 
in Iraq stayed faithful to their traditions every year.

“They consider this [celebration] a hopeful message of 
salvation to humanity because of the birth of the Savior, 
Jesus. You can describe Christmas as days full of joy, love, 
kindness and family meetings.”

Some days before Christmas, preparations start with 
decorating the Christmas tree, often with the whole family 
around. “The Christmas tree is common in Christian homes 
and, with its red and green ornaments and the star on the 

top, looks a lot like 
the trees you see all 
over world,” Sofya 
says. “Under the tree 
you’ll find the 
presents that Santa 
Claus put there. 
Most prominent 
among the 
preparations is the 

preparing of special pastries, for the feast called Kaleja, and 
other delicious Iraqi foods that will be eaten during the 
Christmas feast.”

On Christmas Eve, in the afternoon, Christian families 
gather in the church square for the liturgy of the bonfire. “In 
the Syriac language the fire is called Tahra,” Sofya explains. 
“That word means ‘astonishment.’ The fire is in the middle of 
the church square, [and] the believers stand around it and 
deacons hold the lighted candles. All those present sing hymns 
of praise in the Aramaic language. After that, the priest will 
carry an image or statue of the baby Jesus. With this traditional 
celebration, they express the joy the child brought to humanity. 
The fire recalls the fire of the shepherds when the angels told 
them about the birth of Jesus.

“In Iraqi churches and the homes of Christians, you will 
also see mangers, though of course, there are decorations in 
all Christian houses and shops. Children especially look 
forward every year to Christmas night when Santa Claus 
and his ‘helpers’—mainly church youth—make their tour in 
decorated cars to bring presents. Children and families will 
come out of their homes to greet them with joy.”

Many Christians in Iraq also welcome the early morning 
of Christmas with a midnight church service. “Churches 
have the Christmas Mass, which is celebrated in the middle 
of the night,” Sofya says. “After Mass, believers exchange 
their Christmas wishes with each other. Some churches in 
Iraq are unable to hold [this service] because of the security 
situation.

“On Christmas morning, Christians usually go to church in 
their new clothes to participate in Mass. After that, families, 
friends and relatives meet in the churchyard to distribute 
sweets and exchange Christmas wishes and blessings. On 
Christmas day, families visit each other, enjoy the Christmas 
meal and give money to little children for sweets. The youth 
usually meet at parties in youth centers.”

She ends with a prayer request. “Let’s pray for the 
coming Christmas—that it will bring peace and safety to 
Iraqi Christians in these difficult times,” she says. v
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*Names and identifying information have been changed to protect identities

“ You can describe Christmas  
as days full of joy, love, kindness  
and family meetings.”
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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 are unavoidable.

With more than 245 million Christians in 2019 at risk of 
high levels of persecution—not to mention the many 
millions of others who don’t even have the basic legal 
right to choose and express their own faith—global 
religious freedom is one of the greatest challenges of our 
time. It is also often one of the most ignored. At Open 
Doors USA, we’re committed to advocating for the 
persecuted church at the highest levels of influence in 
Washington. At the very minimum, our work is to ensure 
the leaders shaping history today cannot say they didn’t 
know what was happening.

Our goal in all our advocacy is to bring hope and relief 
to those who are suffering because of their faith. We believe 
we will see blind eyes made open, sometimes in the form 
of foreign government officials who once persecuted the 
Church realizing their actions for what they truly are.

Other times, we trust we will see captives set free from 
the darkest dungeons. Ultimately, we may not know the full 
result of all our efforts until we step from this world into 
eternity, but we do know we are called to be a voice for the 
voiceless and to let our light shine before others, including 
those in Washington, D.C.

Here are a few highlights of our recent advocacy work: 

•  In late May, I represented Open Doors USA and 
spoke at a briefing on Capitol Hill alongside members 
of Congress and others on the plight of Christians in 
Iran. Congressional staff, fellow Christians and 
curious visitors listened to stories of the persecuted 
and reports of severely worsening conditions for 
religious minorities. We framed the challenges facing 
advocates in Washington on this issue and encouraged 
attendees and congressional offices to form a broad 
coalition that could push for religious freedom to 
become a priority in the U.S.-Iran relationship.

•  In late June, Open Doors USA CEO Dr. David Curry 
testified before Congress at the Tom Lantos Human 
Rights Commission. The hearing focused on the 
global persecution of Christians and also featured 
testimony from Ambassador-at-Large for International 
Religious Freedom Sam Brownback, USCIRF Vice-
Chair Nadine Maenza and Dr. Tom Farr, president of 
the Religious Freedom Institute.

•  Open Doors USA facilitated the visit of Esther to the 
Ministerial to Advance Religious Freedom held in July 
by Secretary of State Mike Pompeo. Esther, a young 
Nigerian Christian who survived three years of captivity 
at the hands of the terrorist group Boko Haram, met 
with a range of U.S. officials, including U.S. senators, 
congressional staff and State Department officials. 
On July 17, Esther joined a meeting at the White 
House with President Donald Trump, where she told 
her story to the president.

•  Open Doors USA CEO Dr. David Curry met with 
Vice President Mike Pence alongside a small group 
of civil society representatives to discuss religious 
freedom issues globally.

We’re also holding ongoing discussions with 
policymakers and their staff behind the scenes—and not 
just in Washington. Around the world, Open Doors is 
working with governments in nearly a dozen countries on 
advocacy efforts on behalf of the persecuted.

We hope you will join us in this incredible calling. Help 
us change the conversation in Washington. Let’s partner 
together and lift up our voices on behalf of the persecuted 
until the dialogue no longer begins and ends with weapons, 
or money, or politics or any other material thing.

Let’s be a light for the gospel in Washington, D.C., and 
let’s make sure the message of the inherent worth of every 
man, woman and child, including the voices of our 
persecuted brothers and sisters, is not just an afterthought 
but an integral part of every conversation.
To follow our advocacy work and to get involved, please 
visit: OpenDoorsUSA.org/Advocacy v

Updates from Capitol Hill

Capitol Hill by ProSymbols from the Noun Project

By Isaac Six, Open Doors USA Director of Advocacy



U ntil six months ago, it was rare to go past the point 
we had just crossed in a taxi. Vera, a volunteer church 

organizer, and I were headed to a children’s soccer program 
being held on Saturdays. “It’s just further ahead,” she tells 
me as we pass the concrete rubble that used to be a building.

This part of Damascus was considered somewhat dangerous 
for passersby until recently. The suburban area east of 
Damascus had been held by rebels since 2011, and gunshots 
were regularly exchanged between rebels and government 
forces. The district nearest to it is Qassaa, a Christian area, as 
well as the road that was now leading us to the courts farther 
ahead. “Before the war,” a local Christian explains, “all of 
these balconies would be lit up in Christmas lights.” Even 
last year, buildings were darkened for fear of being spotted 
and targeted at night during the Syrian Civil War.

“Cars that needed to pass by here had to drive at high 
speeds for fear of being hit,” says Nour, another program 
organizer. The dangers had essentially stopped the city’s 
young people from playing on several soccer fields. Since 
the summer, however, Vera explained, the grounds were 
freshly renovated by the government and reopened for rent, 
allowing the Alliance Church of Qassaa to create a Center 
of Hope for children of all Christian denominations.

So now, tucked away behind all the cement was an array 
of fields, complete with artificial grass waiting to be played 
on. Vera and her team noticed that children, during the war, 
weren’t able to play outside in many areas and were isolated. 
“We’re offering them a chance to get out in the open and 
learn to be less tense and anxious,” she explains.

This soccer program has included 500 children, with an 
expected 1,500 by next year. There is participation across the 
denominational spectrum. Any hint of anxiety, though, 
seemed to be absent in the sheer joy the children from the 
neighborhood showed as they ran onto the field.

“I wasn’t able to play outside with my friends as much 
during the crisis,” 12-year-old Walid* enthusiastically 
exclaims, while his quieter friend Samir* says he couldn’t 
play outside at all. Both boys and girls seemed equally 
enthusiastic about the newfound social interaction they could 
experience, as 14-year-old Sara* notes, with her friends 
nodding in agreement, that her parents “refused to even let 
us go out before!”

Things have changed for these children in Syria.

PLACES OF HOPE FOR SYRIA
Children’s activities, food distribution, English lessons, youth 
activities, Alpha courses, marriage courses, discipleship for new 
believers, women’s meetings and soccer games. All these things 
have one thing in common: They’re all activities of the different 
Centers of Hope in Syria. By the end of April 2019, Open 
Doors had helped support 16 Centers around Syria. This is one 
of the strategies that supporters of Open Doors have helped 
make possible in Syria—supporting Christians in Syria who 
have gone through a terrible civil war, experienced massive 
violence at the hands of persecutors and seen a significant pop- 
ulation shift as many Syrians fled the country during the war.

“We as an organization help the churches to have the 
infrastructure in place for the activities,” says Simon,* one 
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the light of hope in Syria
�ekin�lin�

Over the last decade, Syria’s Christian children have faced trauma,  
war and a staggering humanitarian crisis. Here’s how Open Doors  

has worked to support places of hope throughout the country
______ by an unnamed open doors field worker ______



of the Open Doors staff members who coordinates the work of 
these Centers. “Through all of these activities, the churches 
are offering hope to the people. Because of these activities, 
the churches turn into Centers of Hope.” Each of these 
Centers looks different because the problems in each place 
are different. While a school may be vital in one place, 
another city may be more in need of after-school religious 
instruction, job training, sports clubs or anything else. Each 
Center is a ministry of the local church, and the local church 
leaders discern what’s most needed by the believers in their 
area—and then they set out to provide that, with the leading 
of the Spirit. The specifics might change, but there is always 
one common thread: the Hope of Jesus.

One of the Centers that started functioning recently is that 
of Pastor Musa in Safita. The pastor explains the importance 
of the Center of Hope: “The church should be standing in the 
midst of society. In the end, that always works out better for 
the church. Because we do all kinds of things for the local 
community, the government has now allowed the church to 
use the courtyard of one of its schools for children’s 
activities during the summer holidays. The community has 
also accepted this.”

The Center of Hope is an important addition to the work of 
the pastor and his team. It helps the neediest people in Tartous 
and Safita. The church, for example, is still distributing food 
supplies to families. From 10 locations, the church gives food 
packages to about 1,000 families, including 275 in Safita and 
Tartous. Among them are some Muslim families. “If we want 
a safer environment in Syria,” Pastor Musa explains, “we need 
to be good to all people. In our social aid program, we give 

priority to families who lost the breadwinners, often because 
they died in the war. In about half of the 275 families in Safita 
and Tartous, the head of the household is a widow, and they 
are the families targeted by our ministry.”

Another Center of Hope in Damsacus is run by Pastor 
Edward. As Christmas approaches, he hopes his church’s 
efforts as a place of community hope will inspire believers 
to live out the gospel with joy and boldness.

“Christmas is a challenging thing,” Pastor Edward says. 
“People want to express their joy and they want to celebrate 
Christmas in a very big way. Itʼs a challenge, because 
sometimes it really distracts people from what Christmas is 
really about. The people want to have parades, they want to 
have Santa Claus, they want to have big parties and especially 
now, after the difficult years.

“The government gives us all the freedom to celebrate 
and supports such celebrations, which is amazing,” he 
continues. “But the challenge is really to bring up the real 
message of Christmas: There is a Savior who came and who 
really lived among us. This message must come out. So, we 
will definitely try to do both—celebrate and have our 
special Christmas celebrations, but at the same time make 
sure that Jesus, the Christmas hero, is really glorified.”

The Centers of Hope in Syria are being used by God to 
enable His Church in Syria to show the good news of Jesus to 
everyone. By providing a place of stability and hope—and 
Christmas celebrations—to cities and communities, these 
Centers (and the churches that house them) are standing strong 
for Jesus in a place known or infamous for its decade of horrific 
war. On a series of recent visits to Syria, we found out how.

continued
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HELPING THE FUTURE OF SYRIA 
HEAL—AND LEARN TO PRAY
In Aleppo, Father Youhanna runs a Center of Hope; this one 
focuses on education.

The different classrooms of the school buildings are built 
as two wings of Father Youhanna’s church, surrounding a big 
yard. “We teach the children in small groups to give them as 
much individual attention as possible,” one of the teachers 
says, as a girl writes on the white board.

Small groups of students can get extra lessons in subjects 
they need help with. Arabic, English, French, mathematics and 
chemistry are some of the classes running during our visit. A 
total of 92 children attend classes during the afternoons.

Father Youhanna's office is filled with hanging cut-out 
hearts in different colors, all made by children from his 
school. He got them as a present a week before our visit, on 
the 56th anniversary of his priesthood.

The skinny 83-year-old church leader only closed his 
church for one day during the war—so it’s been a natural 
extension to put a Center of Hope in this church. Father 
Youhanna smiles behind his desk when he talks about his 
school and the new project he recently started with the 
support of Open Doors.

“The war traumatized children,” he says. “The war also 
traumatized parents who fell into violence, marriage 
problems and addiction—[all of which can cause] problem 
behavior in children. We see that many new children suffer 
because they have serious problems at home.

“We try to respond to this,” the priest explains. “We 
approach the children in the first place with love. They are 
loved.

“Our psychologist tries to make the school a good and safe 
environment for the children. In classes, she teaches about 
relationships and behavior. We start each day with a short 
sermon. Prayer was the answer during the war, but it is also 
the answer in all other conflicts.”

Because their schooling was interrupted by the war, many 
children are not at the school level they should be, according 
to their age. To help those children gradually catch up, the 
school started to offer afternoon classes. Small classes with 
qualified teachers who offer the children extra lessons. The 
92 Christian children who go to school at the Center of Hope 
in Aleppo come for two extra hours in the afternoon, six 
days a week. In small groups of three or four, they get the 
full attention of the teachers.

The bell rings, putting an end to the lessons. Children 
walk out of the classrooms. We join Hanna, 15, and his sister 
Hanan, 10, to go to their home. With their parents, they fled 
from another area in Aleppo that was heavily shelled during 
the conflict. Their apartment is completely destroyed, so they 
cannot return.

“The [Center] helps us a lot,” says the children’s father, 
Elias. “We have to pay rent here, it’s expensive to live here, 
but we cannot return to our house as it is destroyed.” Elias is 
unemployed, but he tries to earn a living with day labor. His 
wife, Theresia, is unable to work—during the war, she was 
hit by shrapnel and cannot fully use one of her hands.

While we’re talking, the windows tremble because of 
some explosions on the outskirts of Aleppo. The war isn’t 
far—fighting continues only three kilometers away.

WHERE KIDS CAN SING AGAIN
In another Center of Hope, 70 children are in an octagonal 
building, singing joyfully. The kids sing songs in Arabic and 
in English, as many participate in the English classes of the 
Center. The Center of Hope is an initiative of the local 
pastor Rami, a Protestant church leader who was touched by 
the needs of the children in his community.

“We offer the children English classes, music lessons and 
some spiritual lessons. We want to invest in the children, in 
their future but also in their spiritual life,” says Noura, one of 
the staff at the Mashta Al Helou Center of Hope. “We see the 
activities are helpful for the children; we see them change. 
What motivates me to do this work is that I want to help these 
children. But I also see how serving them has a positive effect 
on me. When I teach the children about God, I see that I 
personally grow in my faith because of doing that.”

Meanwhile, the children continue to sing loudly. They 
gesture and even dance to some songs. The enthusiasm of 
the young staff in front of the group of children is contagious—
the children easily join in. After the singing is over, some 
children read out loud a Bible verse they learned by heart 
last week. Noura tells a story from the Bible, and one of the 
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staff holds up a picture book illustrating the story of Cain 
and Abel. She asks questions about the story, and children 
raise their hands, eager to answer.

One of the participants is 12-year-old Rahaf.* I had 
already noticed she was an eager participant in the meeting, 
raising her hands many times when questions were asked. “I 
like to do the activities because they entertain me and teach me 
about the Lord Jesus,” she says. “Jesus redeemed us by His 
blood, He suffered pain for our sake. I like to go out to prayer 
meetings and want to discover more about Jesus.” This young 
girl converted from Islam—what a change.

The children come to the activities by a bus arranged and 
paid for by the Center of Hope. Many of the children—
especially those who are displaced—don’t live close by, so 
two small buses will pick them up at their homes and take 
them to the Center.

“We now have around 250 children participating in our 
activities,” says Shadi Sarkees, one of the volunteers 
responsible for the English classes. The Center offers activities 
to children from all religious backgrounds, including English 
and music classes and all kinds of children's activities on 
the weekend. On Thursdays, there are specific activities for 
children of Christians who were killed during the Syrian 
Civil War.

SHINING BRIGHT WITH CHRISTMAS HOPE
This Christmas, these Centers of Hope are shining brightly 
in what can still be a violent and dark place for Christians. In 
the midst of war, a refugee crisis and the threat of attacks on 
Christians, Pastor Edward is hopeful about how Christians 
can be a beacon of hope for his country.

“[Christmas can be] a great way to attract people and to 
really get their attention,” he says. “So, we try our best by 
God’s grace. I have a wonderful team—they have ideas for 
how to really get the attention of the people and bring the 
message in a very relevant way to their suffering and to their 
pain. This is very, very crucial. How can one celebrate and at 
the same time be full of wounds inside? This is a contradiction 
in some way. But it seems the real Christmas 2,000 years ago 
was the same. When Christ was born, it wasn’t Christmas 
celebrations all over. When He was born, it was dark and it 
was hostility all around. There were broken hearts and pain 
everywhere; that is what justifies His work. This is why He 
came. Because this is our situation. So, we really like to shed 
light on how the message of Christmas can be the answer to 
our pain, and the hostilities that are going on around us.

“My Christmas wish for this year, with no hesitation or 
with no second thought,” Pastor Edward continues, “is to find 
the Church of Jesus Christ inside my country as one body in 
real genuine unity standing up for the truth and glorying Jesus. 
When the church is healthy in the country, that’s a great promise 
for the rest of the country.” v

As the dust has begun to settle in the Syrian Civil War, 
more and more Christians have returned home and re-
sumed their Christmas traditions. Even the annual light-
ing of a Christmas tree in northern Aleppo—home to a 
brutal battle of the Syrian Civil War that forced countless 
people to flee or risk death—resumed in 2017. 

Although lighting up a Christmas tree won’t be a pri-
ority in Damascus, the “Choir of Joy,” established in 1977, 
is expected to sing their annual concert. Syriac Catholic 
priest Father Elias Zahlawi began the choir with the 
intention of gathering the young and creating a musical 
culture of peace and harmony. He believes the choir will 
always be a reminder to the West from Syrian Christians 
to say: “We’re here. We exist.” 

A Christmas bazaar—aimed at encouraging women 
from all over the country to sell their handicrafts—was 
held in 2018 in Old Damascus. Ghada, a woman at one of 
the stands, explained how the sewing factory that Open 
Doors is supporting is helping her. “I’m happy that I was 
able to return to Maaloula,” she says about her home-
town, an old Christian town that had been recently 
freed from extremist militants. “I’m now able to support 
my four children.” She looked happy as the multicolored 
lights flickered across the cotton goods before her.

Remembering the suffering
Christians in Syria are no strangers to suffering; some 
of Syria’s ancient Christian minority still remember their 
past genocide under the Ottoman Empire, and of course 
the Christian community in Syria has suffered with the 
rest of their compatriots during the years-long Syrian 
Civil War. Christians were also targeted by extremist 
groups during the war, with ISIS openly targeting, 
kidnapping, attacking and murdering believers.

That pain is still especially prevalent in Syria’s north-
east, where tension still exists between government 
forces and Kurdish militants. Families are still under great 
pressure economically, and Christians remain divided 
among themselves. Some want to be under the author-
ity of the Kurdish government while others feel safer 
under the Syrian government. “There’s a sense of hard-
ship in the atmosphere,” says Catholic priest Father Nidal. 
“Even though the authorities here respect our traditions 
and celebrations, people still feel a kind of heaviness on 
their shoulders. We’re trying to bring some joy to the 
children, though, by arranging activities and gifts for 
them; and, at least, people are decorating outside.”

WHAT CHRISTMAS 
LOOKS LIKE IN SYRIA

*Names have been changed to protect identities
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Unwrapping faith  
in the Muslim world

______ by rebecca reynolds ______

Adel* seemed troubled.
He normally loved going to church, where he was 

encouraged by faith-building teaching and energized by his 
friendships in youth group. But on one particular day soon 
before Christmas, something was different: Adel’s parents 
could tell something was bothering him when he arrived 
home after youth group.

Growing up in a Christian family living in a Muslim-
majority country in North Africa, Adel’s family is one of 
only a few local families who follow Jesus. Though church 
attendance is reasonably safe in Adel’s country, he and his 
family are no strangers to pressure and even violent attacks 
inflicted by Muslim extremists.

But this time, it wasn’t persecution that unsettled Adel.
“Mom, Dad,” he began. “The youth pastor was talking 

about the importance of reading the Bible on your own. He 
says we should study Scripture outside of church so our faith 
can grow every day, not just on church days.”

“That’s true,” his parents replied.
“But I don’t have my own Bible, and the family Bible is 

hard to read. One of my friends has a Bible that’s made for kids 
like me, easy to read with pictures I can understand by myself.” 

“But, Adel, we can’t afford a Bible like that. You’ll need 
to study the family Bible, and we can help you understand.”

Adel knew he was asking too much, but he couldn’t shake 
his desire for a Bible of his very own.

Silently, he prayed, “Lord, can you give me a Bible I can 
study on my own?”

FOSTERING YOUNG FAITH
Though Adel is being raised in a Christian home with access 
to a church community, children and youth are systematically 
isolated from Christian influence in many of the countries 
ranked by Open Doors’ 2019 World Watch List.

In India, church workers were arrested for holding 
children’s programs. In Central Asia, Bible camps for children 
and youth are at constant risk of shutdown by the government. 
Children in Latin America have witnessed their parents’ 
arrests on false charges.

But even as they experience the reality of persecution, 
children and youth are fostering the growth of faith within 
themselves.

FROM DISAPPOINTMENT TO DETERMINATION
Adel was determined to study the Bible for himself. He 
asked his friend where he got the illustrated Bible that 
piqued his interest.

His friend smiled. “I got it from a man who works for an 
organization who gives them for free!” 

Adel’s heart started beating faster, his breath rising in his 
chest. He thought to himself, “Surely, I could have one too!”

Right away, Adel went to visit the man who had given his 
friend the illustrated Bible. At a modest house on the edge of 
their small town, Adel rang the doorbell. A tall, skinny man 
answered the door. 

“Could you give me a Bible?” Adel asked hopefully.
The man’s face fell. “I’m sorry, I can’t give you a Bible 

right now,” he replied. “I don’t have constant supply.” Adel’s 
disappointment was obvious. 

That evening at home, Adel didn’t feel like saying his 
prayers. He felt angry and let down now that his hopes for a 
Bible seemed lost.

But a few days later, Adel found the words to pray again: 
“Lord, help me believe.” Shortly after his prayer, he decided 
to read the family Bible.

Gathering his courage, Adel opened the book. The pages 
fell open to Psalm 119:9: “How can a young man keep his 
way pure? By guarding it according to your word.” He felt 

How a young boy had his faith invigorated  
through the power of God’s Word

COLUMN
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his hope expand as he read on, “I will not forget your 
word” (ESV).

Even through the Bible that Adel didn't want to read, 
God was speaking to him.

A SURPRISE GIFT
A few days later, Adel returned to his youth group for a 
Christmas celebration. Believers of all ages gathered to 
commemorate the birth of Jesus in a town not far from His 
place of birth.

At the end of the service, each of the children and youth 
were presented with a gift. Adel weighed the package in his 
hands, pondering its contents. 

His heart beat faster and a smile grew across as his face 
as he peeled back the paper: The illustrated Bible he had 
longed for—prayed for—was now his own. 

Adel’s parents were equally elated: Their son was thanking 
God for this surprise gift.

SCRIPTURE COMES TO LIFE
Adel devoured the stories in his illustrated Bible. He read 
about Elijah, the prophet in the Old Testament who 
displayed God’s faithfulness to a faithless people. He read 
about the Israelites’ journey out of captivity and how God 
provided for them in the desert. And he read about Jesus’ 
life and ministry in the Gospels, learning for himself the 

story of the salvation that Jesus brought to earth. The 
illustrations brought the passages to life for Adel, and he 
couldn’t wait to see how the stories concluded.

Whenever he wanted to know more, Adel opened the 
family Bible. In this way, he began to study Scripture 
consistently—and his faith in God grew exponentially.

But Adel wasn’t the only one to receive the gift of God’s 
Word that day: A total of 200 children and youth received an 
illustrated Bible at the Christmas event. Though some, like 
Adel, may have ongoing, age-appropriate discipleship, many 
would lack spiritual support if not for Open Doors’ partners 
providing access to Bibles and Christian community.

Imagine if Adel had gone secretly or with a friend to 
church youth group—returning home not to supportive, 
faithful parents but to outward hostility against his exposure 
to the gospel. 

Imagine if Adel didn’t have the youth leader who 
encouraged him to study the Bible on his own—leaving his 
spiritual growth to depend solely on a church leadership 
structure that is consistently under attack.

More severely, imagine if Adel never had the opportunity 
to visit a church at all—instead hearing only the message of 
Islam throughout his childhood. 

If any of these factors had been true for Adel, he might 
not have experienced the joy of following Jesus. His interest 
in the gospel may have been uprooted before it ever had the 
chance to grow.

MORE THAN A CHRISTMAS GIFT
Remember the man whom Adel visited to request a Bible? 
He’s an Open Doors partner who connected the shipment of 
illustrated Bibles to the Christmas event at Adel’s church.

“I thank you for your contribution to spread the Kingdom of 
God,” he says. “I wish that the grace of the Lord be with you. 
Thank you so much for your marvelous gift to the children.”

Adel and the other children received more than a Christmas 
gift that day: They received the ability to “approach God’s 
throne of grace with confidence” (Heb. 4:16, NIV). For Adel, 
opening that gift was like unwrapping the heartfelt belief that 
God sees him, hears him, loves him and has a plan for him.

Children in persecuted countries need strong and 
consistent discipleship to help foster their faith under 
pressure. Even in places where it is unsafe or illegal to 
follow Jesus, God is breathing life into a weary church 
through a young generation who is ready to follow Him.  

That’s why Open Doors is on the ground, making the 
Bible accessible to children and youth like Adel in more 
than 60 countries. v

You can give the gift of faith this Christmas by visiting Open 
Doors’ 2019 Gift Catalog at opendoorsusa.org/donate.
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I t’s been nearly a year since the severe crackdown against 
Chinese churches made national news. Pastors were arrested, 

churches were destroyed or forced to vacate, and online retailers 
in China stopped selling Bibles. It seemed like the Chinese 
government was working to undo all the freedoms that Christians 
had worked so hard for over the decades, turning back the clock 
to an earlier time when Chinese Christians were forced into the 
underground, unable to publicly declare their faith in Jesus.

And yet, for all the justified, international outrage the high-
profile arrests got in the press, it may be that there is one group of 
Chinese Christians who are being persecuted the most—and no 
one is talking about them.

Children.
China has begun enforcing regulations that forbid children and 

teenagers under 18 from entering church buildings or participating 
in church activities. Summer and winter Christian youth camps have 
been banned. The underlying motive of the Communist Party is clear: 
They intend to “cleanse” China’s youth of their “superstition.” They 
aim to wipe out the next generation of believers and ultimately crush 
continued growth of the Chinese church.

But according to Pastor Jacob,* a pastor and Christian youth 
worker in China, these restrictions on young Chinese Christians 
aren’t crushing their faith—they’re making it grow.

Pastor Jacob is a friendly church leader in his early 30s, who 
speaks with an infectious smile. He is committed to youth work 
and passionate about the gospel touching children’s lives before 
they enter the cutthroat and messy world of Chinese adulthood.

Recently, Pastor Jacob attended an Open Doors training week 
on how to prepare for and deal with persecution. An Open Doors 
field worker met with Pastor Jacob to discuss China’s youth, the 
challenges they face and how youth work is holding up under 
China’s revised religious laws. This is what he told us.

Young, persecuted and

on fire for God
How God is helping Chinese youth  

weather the increasing storms of persecution
______ by pastor jacob,* as told to an open doors worker ______

*Name has been changed to protect identity



THE PRESSURES OF CHILDHOOD IN CHINA
Life for children at home in China is difficult. One of the most 
glaring problems is absent fathers. Absent not just because of 
the obsession with money, long hours at work and business 
trips, but “absent” at home too. Chinese culture traditionally 
does not reward kids with hugs, words of affirmation and time 
together. Instead, the emphasis is on what the children have 
not achieved and what they owe their parents. They often 
find their father distant and demanding, and the quality of 
relationship between the child and their father often depends 
on the child’s level of academic achievement and social status. 
There are exceptions, but, mostly, this is the norm.

Life for children at school is not easy, either. The pressure 
begins when children, at only 3 or 4 years old, begin rote 
learning Chinese characters to get ready for kindergarten. 
Then the competition really begins. Children need to perform 
well to get into a good primary school. Unless they excel at 
primary school, they will not gain entry to a good high school, 
and the same goes for entry to a good university. 

To succeed, a child must possess constant determination. 
That’s 13 years of pressure at school and another three to five 
years at university. Along the way, children are praised or 
shamed based on their performance. That’s a lot of pressure. 
It’s a life of conditional love.

Youth work is undergoing a major transformation this 
year. Kids are drawn to us because they experience God’s 
unconditional love and feel valued and respected. We love 
them for who they are, not because of what they’ve done or 
because of their academic ability. 

Here [at the youth group], they are free to be themselves, 
to laugh, enjoy life and discover who they were created to be. 
They also hear about the power of the gospel and how Jesus 
died for them so they might have life. They learn to believe 

what God says about them rather than the lies society feeds 
them. But all this is under attack.

THE COST OF DISCIPLESHIP AT SCHOOL
Since early 2018, we have been pressured from all sides. The 
Communist Party wants young people to believe Christianity 
is a foreign religion and Western powers are attempting to 
infiltrate China on the back of religious teaching. Schools 
have been ordered to use this anti-religious narrative to 
educate children.

We know of some school teachers who warn children that 
if they follow Jesus, they may not be allowed to graduate. 
This creates a terrible struggle in young people’s hearts. They 
are torn between living free in the truth of who they really 
are versus possible punishment at the hands of their teachers 
or parents.

If they admit they follow Jesus, they could lose everything 
they have worked for. I think it may be hard for some Western 
Christians to understand how a young believer can suddenly 
be faced with such a tough decision. Counting the cost of 
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following Jesus is not just words here—it is a reality that even 
new believers have to face.

We have lost some of the students, but most come back at 
some stage because they miss the love and friendship. We’ve 
started to talk openly to the youth about persecution, about 
standing together in faith and how to communicate with each 
other carefully to avoid security concerns.

We’re trying to do things smarter too. We meet in different 
homes each week and on different days. Some of the young 
people have fast-tracked their leadership training and are 
leading groups themselves.

Maybe the hardest pill to swallow, though, is limiting 
evangelism to neutral locations off campus. For someone to be 
invited to one of our small groups, they first must demonstrate 
a genuine hunger for the truth.

But, as a result, our youth ministry is growing again, and 
the young people are getting excited about the possibilities. 
They are more determined to follow Jesus and have matured 
much quicker than they used to. Another bonus is they are 
learning to discern God’s will for themselves rather than asking 
us all the time. They look for creative ways to fellowship 
together in coffee shops, parks and homes, rather than just 
staying away out of fear.

PARENTS STEPPING UP FOR THE KIDS
The parents [of the children in our group] are changing too. 
They feel cheated by the Chinese Communist Party that 
promises freedom of religion while crushing any expression 

of faith that does not fit with Chinese socialism and culture. 
On one hand, the government says we can have one Bible 
each, while on the other they say the Bible is a Western 
book and not “Chinese enough.” Parents despair that they 
cannot take their own children to church or Sunday school, 
since to do so is essentially illegal.

So, the parents have begun to teach their kids the Bible at 
home and offer their homes as meeting places for youth 
meetings. While traditionally the mothers do most of the 
educating at home, now many fathers are getting involved 
too. When parents partner with youth leaders, the whole 
ministry benefits and we gather momentum. The sense of 
shared responsibility is wonderful!

Persecution has also helped us deal with the absent father 
syndrome. Dads are more engaged, they are spending time 
with their kids, they are praying with them and teaching them 
the Bible. They are fathering again! What better way to help 
little children, teens and young adults embrace the love of 
their Heavenly Father than a present and loving earthly father?

A WORLDWIDE FAMILY
We often tell our youth how a whole army of believers around 
the world pray for us daily and we remind them that God 
moves powerfully in our lives because of this unseen, global 
family. These kids truly are a product of your prayers. Please 
thank your supporters for us. v



in the shadowsin the shadows
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Christians in North Korea have to be careful in everything they do. 
And yet, God’s people are still standing strong and following Him.
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This unnamed North Korean prisoner is outside of a North Korean prison camp. 
We can’t tell you where the photo was taken. It was smuggled out of North Korea. 

There are an estimated 100,000 to 200,000 prisoners in labor camps in North 
Korea. Open Doors estimates there are approximately 50,000 Christians in these 

camps, imprisoned in other detention centers or under house arrest.



Hannah,* a North Korean believer who 
escaped the country and now lives in 
South Korea, points to a prison camp on 
a map. Her husband was killed in one of 
these brutal camps because of his faith 
in Jesus.
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These North Korean believers were all traffi cked and sold 
to men in China. They recently came together for a time of 
Bible study and prayer in a secret event. “One lady just had 
her nails polished; the other has dirty hands from working 
on the land. Though all of them have been forcibly married 
off by traffi ckers, their circumstances are very different,” 
our North Korea fi eld worker told us. This worker gives 
pastoral care and Bible study to these sisters.
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This Bible from the 1920s was still in use in North Korea and was recently donated to South 
Korean Bible smugglers. The Bible was owned by a North Korean Christian, who only gave 
it up after they received a new, smuggled-in Bible in the modern Korean language. The script 
of this old Bible is so-called “Mixed Script,” a mixture of Korean and Chinese characters 
common in the 19th and early 20th centuries. v
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Giving stock, bonds, mutual funds, CDs and IRA distributions can help both the persecuted church and 
your financial future! 

IRA investments: If you are 70½ or older, you can make a gift to Open Doors from your IRA. Your gift will 
qualify for your Required Minimum Distribution (RMD) when sent direct from the IRA to Open Doors. You 
won’t be taxed since you do not receive this income!  

Stock, bonds, mutual funds, CDs: Give these by having them transferred to Open Doors to help 
persecuted Christians this year. You could save on capital gains taxes and income taxes. It’s easy to do!

“ I enjoy giving stock to organizations who bless multiple peoples, who encourage and work 
alongside persecuted and suffering Christians right where they live, in places where others 
won’t go. Open Doors does all this and more! So when my stock appreciates greatly, I like to 
realize some of the capital gain. By transferring stock directly to Open Doors, I pay no 
capital gains and am not taxed on the income! Giving of my stock helps support suffering 
Christians and we all benefit!”

—Ellen, an Open Doors supporter

For more information on these and other giving opportunities, please contact  
Karen Schneider at 800-659-5965 (direct) or email her at karens@odusa.org.

WANT TO GIVE MORE  
TO HELP PERSECUTED CHRISTIANS IN 2019?

Good news: There are other ways to give!



I n 2006, the first Children’s New Testaments began to roll 
off the printing press in Vietnam. There were 10,000 in that 

first batch. The brightly colored, illustrated books represented 
a new way for Vietnamese children to learn about Jesus— 
and a new way for their parents to help their kids grow in faith 
in the middle of a country and reality that was sometimes 
hostile to the gospel.

By 2009, that first 10,000 multiplied to 200,000. And the 
road to what would become a transformative resource began. 
The New Testaments were updated with input from church 
leaders around Vietnam; the Old Testament was produced as 
its own volume. The translation committee decided to begin 
translation of the Children’s Bible into tribal languages to 
reach rural villages—places where God’s Word was often 
rare. The next year, the Old and New Testaments were 
combined to form the Children’s Illustrated Bible—the first 
of its kind in Vietnam.

In 2019, there were 600,000 of these Bibles in Vietnam. 
The Bibles have changed countless lives, both for their readers 
and for parents.

For more than a decade, Open Doors has supported and 
operated the Children’s Bible Project. It’s just one of the ways 
Open Doors carries out its commitment to helping advance 
God’s Word and His story in places like Vietnam.

“For me, the Bible is like water,” says Pastor Quan, a 
church leader in northern Vietnam. “Without water, we 
cannot live. If the people don’t have God’s Word, maybe their 
faith will be softened so they would turn back to their old 
lifestyle, [just as] if we do not eat rice, we may feel weak and 
unenergetic. [The Bible] is the Word of God. It’s the living 

Word, so when we read the Bible, it’s like we talk to God. 
[The Bible is] just like water and rice to help us stay alive.”

BEING A CHRISTIAN IN VIETNAM
On a recent trip to Vietnam, an Open Doors team saw the 
impact of the Children’s Bible Project firsthand. After a 
Sunday school service at a house church in Hanoi, a 
Vietnamese Open Doors worker passed out Bibles to eager 
children; the kids were visibly excited to get their hands on 
the books. And the parents were grateful for the chance to 
make God’s Word more available to their family.

The Open Doors field worker who coordinates these efforts 
is named Nathaniel … well, that’s not his real name. But 
because of his sensitive work getting the Children’s Bible to 
anyone in Vietnam who wants one, let’s stick with “Nathaniel.” 
He’s a kind, quiet family man—he shares a small apartment 
with his wife and two children, both of whom were scared of 
the Open Doors team, probably because they’re not used to 
seeing foreigners! Nathaniel and his family represent the 
future of the church in Vietnam—and for him, a big part of his 
ministry is ensuring the future is well equipped to help people 
everywhere in his country find Jesus.

“[Becoming] a Christian here is very difficult,” Nathaniel 
explains. “When you become a Christian, it means you are 
different. [Overseeing the Children’s Bible Project] is my 
divine calling from God. This is my life. It’s a pleasure for 
me to share the gospel with children. I hope one day they will 
recognize and follow Jesus and become better Christians. I 
believe the next generation will rise up!” 
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Nathaniel laughs easily—and also cries easily when he 
talks about the passion he feels for his work on the Children’s 
Bible Project. As he discusses his desire for the children of 
his nation to rise up for Jesus, his eyes well up with tears.

“It’s not about my sacrifice; it’s about what God is doing,” 
he explains. “I’m tearing up because I love God, and I want 
to show Him my gratitude.”

THE FUTURE ARMY OF GOD
Nathaniel’s work is just one example of how the church in 
Vietnam is committed to standing for Jesus, no matter what—
and how Open Doors follows God’s calling to come alongside 
Vietnamese Christians as they seek Christ. Nathaniel himself 
has experienced hardship because of his faith.

He came to Christ as a teenager. He was depressed to the 
point of suicide, but everything changed when a neighbor 
invited him to a Christian summer camp. After the camp, he 
attended church for a year, questioning and testing Christianity 
until one day he finally asked God, “If you are real, show 
yourself to me.”

“T[his] was one night when we had a youth service, and 
during the worship time … it was the first time I started to 
worship and to cry out, ‘I need help,’ with my face on the 
floor,” he says. And in that moment, God answered his 
prayer. “I remember, in my spirit, I could see big hands 
cover my body.”

From then on, Nathaniel was a follower of Jesus.
In Vietnam, claiming the name of Christ can lead to 

suspicion and persecution from family and community. This 
was certainly the case for him.

“One of the most painful things is that all of my family 
members stand against me and insult me and my faith,” he 
says. “Every time we had a family meal together and I would 
say grace, they would insult me for what I was doing.”

But for Nathaniel, following Jesus is worth the risk he faces 
from his family and from a Communist government that could 
crack down on the freedom to worship for Christians at any 
time. His past is the very reason he’s so passionate about 
advancing God’s Word for the next generation of believers. He 
felt unwanted as a child and teenager, and that rejection drove 
him to despair—he knows Jesus is the solution to keeping the 
future of Vietnam from that same fate.

“Before I got involved with the Children’s Bible Project, I 
was asked why I wanted to work with children,” he explains. 
“From some people’s point of view, they think children are 
nothing. But I have a different point of view. Because of 
what I’ve been through, I can see that children are a future 
army of God.”

KNOWLEDGE OF GOD THROUGH HIS WORD
As leader of the Children’s Bible Project, Nathaniel is naturally 
passionate about sharing the Scriptures with Vietnamese 

*Name changed for security reasons



children. And yet, it’s also true that his work is making an 
eternal impact among the kids and youth of Vietnam. Youth 
like John.*

John* is a teenager in Ho Chi Minh City and was one of 
the recipients of the first round of Children’s Illustrated Bibles. 
As the son of a Vietnamese pastor, he grew up hearing the 
stories of the Bible, but having his own access to God’s Word 
was essential to his current, fiery faith.

“I remember when I was 3 or 4 years old, my father gave 
me a children’s Bible and I remember being impressed by the 
pictures—but I didn’t know how to read!” John remembers. 
“So my dad read me the stories.”

Eventually, when John was old enough to read the stories 
on his own, they began to take root in his heart. “I remember 
I read the story of Zechariah the first time,” he says with a 
laugh. “This guy could not speak, and I remember this most 
as my first story!

“Every morning, I woke up and read the Bible. It gave 
me a knowledge of the Word.”

Like many Christian parents, John’s parents were there to 
help him understand and apply what he was reading. “My dad 
used to say to me, ‘When you read the Bible, the Lord will 
guide you to understand His Word,̓” John explains. “[God] 
guided me to know the story well. I started to use the Bible 
in my essays at school. I read it to start a base to give me a 
meaning for God. It led me to [learn] how can I pray, how I 
can talk to my friends [about God]. My friends would ask me, 
‘What is that book, why are those paintings so beautiful?’ And 
I explained it was the Bible, God’s Word.

“My friend wanted to know why I was staying home and 
reading the Bible,” he recalls. “I got him to read the Bible, 
and it was the greatest thing I ever did. And I got him to go 
to church.”

John remains thankful for the gift of his Children’s Bible. 
“I’m so thankful my dad brought it to my home,” he says. “I 
read it, and it gave me a base to understand the Lord. It gave 
me the faith and gave me His way.”

That perhaps explains the passion Nathaniel has for the 
Children’s Bible Project—it shows that God works through 
His Word, bringing to Himself the next generation of 
Vietnamese Christians who will live for Him. 

“Everything we do now is for the children, for the next 
generation,” Nathaniel says. “I’m very excited to see the 
next generation rising up because they will change the 
nation. I cannot say I’m willing to sacrifice anything—it’s 
not a sacrifice because I’m willing to do anything God asks 
of me. I’m willing to do anything to see the things that are 
going to happen.

“The[se] children are just like my children; I want to 
give them the best things, just like [I do] with my children. 

I’m very happy to see the children receive the Bible because 
they are so happy—it’s like seeing my own family happy. I 
believe this is the work of God—where the Word is sown, 
He will help it. I thank God He has chosen us to walk with 
Him to cooperate with Him.”

John echoes Nathaniel: “If all kids receive this Bible, that 
would be a great thing. A generation would have and believe 
in God’s words, believing in His way. It is a powerful book. 
It teaches us the Lord’s Word and guides us in His way. It 
will make us better and improve us. It is my greatest present 
from my dad and from the Lord.

Nathaniel adds, “One of the most important things I can 
be grateful for is that God has saved me. I received salvation 
from Him. It’s what I want for my own children and for the 
other children: to receive God’s salvation. This is the most 
important thing we have to do, to share the gospel and to 
share His love for people. I’m willing to sacrifice everything 
to continue to do His work.”

SOWING THE GOSPEL
The ministry of Open Doors began with a radical plan to get 
God’s Word into places where it was difficult to find. 
Founder Brother Andrew’s bold and brave drive behind the 
Iron Curtain in the middle of the 20th century was all to 
deliver Bibles—and 60 years later, not much has changed in 
Vietnam or elsewhere. Open Doors continues to support 
God’s work like the Children’s Bible Project. And gifts from 
Open Doors’ supporters make this and other similar efforts 
around the world possible.

“I would like to say thank you for your support,” Nathaniel 
says to Open Doors supporters. “What you have been doing is 
right because what you have been doing is sowing the gospel.”

Similarly, John points to the reality of what it means to 
serve God and give to His mission. “God teaches us we don’t 
serve people; we serve Him,” he says. “If you give to this 
[project], you serve Him—bringing Him glory, to serve Him.”

This is Nathaniel’s ultimate prayer—that through efforts 
like the Children’s Bible Project, God will work through 
His Word to bring the children and the people of Vietnam 
to Himself. 

“[My] prayer for my family is that my children will have 
an encounter with God when they’ve grown,” Nathaniel says. 
“My prayer for Vietnam is that the government will accept 
and be open to Christianity.”

His prayer for the Children’s Bible Project he’s so invested 
in comes back to the multiplication of God’s Word. “My prayer 
request for the Children’s Bible Project is that there would be 
more Bibles printed and distributed,” he says. “When children 
receive the Bible and the gospel has been sown in their hearts, 
they will be the future men and women of God.” v
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Sometimes, the persecution faced by our 
brothers and sisters can feel overwhelming.  
It happens constantly, in so many places and  
in so many different ways. How can you hope  
to keep up, and lift up your Christian family  
in prayer?

This is the reason Open Doors developed a 
smartphone app specifically for prayer. Our 
team frequently gets requests from around the 
world, checked and provided by our on-the-
ground field staff who are connected to 
suffering Christians—or who are persecuted 
believers themselves. You’ll get notifications of 
the prayer needs of Christians in more than 60 
countries, and you can easily share the request 
and learn other ways you can make a 
difference. It’s a powerful way to stand with 
your sisters and brothers in constant and 
up-to-the-minute prayer.

Visit ODUSA.org/PrayerApp to download 
the app.

There are times when Open Doors moves quickly to 
address an emergency need, and there’s no time 
to put out the word. There are secret projects that 
result in incredible gospel stories—but we can’t 
talk publicly about them. And there are long-term, 
sustainable efforts where supporting the church 
means standing with them for years as they slowly 
work toward what God has called them to.

Frankly, these areas are all incredibly important 
to God’s Church. They are also hard to raise funds 
for! There might not be time, or they might be 
too secret or they require great patience. And 
yet, we truly believe God has asked Open Doors 
to stand in these places.

That’s where Frontline Partners come in. 
Through your monthly gift, you will be in those 
places too. You’ll be providing emergency aid as 
soon as it’s needed; you’ll be doing the long, hard 
work of sustainable support; and you’ll be enabling 
projects to help people hear about God that you 
may never know about until you’re with Jesus.

Becoming a Frontline Partner is the best 
way to partner with Open Doors to serve the 
persecuted church, and we’d be honored if you 
joined this faithful team.

Visit OpenDoorsUSA.org/Frontline-Partner 
or check the “monthly donation” box on the 
donation form in this issue.

If you’re reading this in the United States, 
you’ve been given a great gift: You have a 
political voice, and you’re able to use it! There 
are many opportunities to advocate for 
Christians around the world, living in places 
where they can’t freely follow Jesus. You can 
contact your national representatives as they 
make decisions about foreign relations, trade 
agreements, diplomacy and more. To help with 
that, Open Doors USA releases regular 
advocacy updates and invitations to raise the 
issue of Christian persecution with the U.S. 
government. 

Visit OpenDoorsUSA.org/advocacy to keep 
up with the latest opportunities.

1. PRAY FOR  
IMMEDIATE REQUESTS

2. BECOME A  
FRONTLINE PARTNER

3. ADVOCATE FOR  
CHRISTIANS WORLDWIDE

As you read through the stories in this issue, you may wonder if there are any tangible things you can do to stand with your 
brothers and sisters following Jesus around the world. At Open Doors, we believe God has given us the unique calling to help 
you connect with your persecuted family—each day, we are driven by the idea that “when one part suffers, every part suffers” 
(1 Cor. 12:26). And so, we want to give you the opportunity to support God’s Church as it strives to live for Him in the hardest 
circumstances. Here are some ways you can support God’s people around the world as they follow Jesus—no matter what.

How you can help
3 WAYS TO HELP
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Syrian children ready to celebrate 
Christmas. Your gifts and prayers 
are helping kids like these find 
hope! Read more on page 9. 


