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You can
be there

as a Frontline Partner

By giving $30 a month

By becoming a Frontline Partner through Open Doors, you’ll join the largest
on-the-ground network of support for persecuted Christians in the world.

OpenDoorsUSA.org

Today, Christians all over the world are pressured,  
arrested, attacked or killed for their faith.

you can provide your persecuted family with 
critical support and emergency relief.

FRONTLINE PARTNERS ARE THERE, NO MATTER WHAT.

VISIT ODUSA.ORG/FLP TO SIGN UP TODAY. 
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For over 60 years, Open Doors has worked in the world’s 
most oppressive countries, empowering Christians who are 
persecuted for their faith.

A Chinese Christian woman sings during a prayer service at an 
underground independent Protestant church in Beijing, China. 

China, an officially atheist country, places a number of restrictions 
on Christians and allows legal practice of the faith only at state-
approved churches.
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Presence magazine showcases the powerful stories of faith of persecuted 
Christians, while showing how God is at work through the united Body of 

Christ around the world.

We are part of the Body of Christ; 
a people-to-people people
We are persecuted church-driven
We are people of the Bible
We are people of prayer
We live and work by faith
We are devoted to Jesus Christ and His commission
We are motivated solely for the glory of God
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“WE KNOW OF SOME [CHINESE] 
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.”

China’s reputation for persecution against 
religious minoirities like Christians was 
notorious under Mao (seen above in statue 
form). But under current President Xi 
Jinping, persecution has inched back to 
conditions not seen in decades.

Brother Andrew, the founder of Open Doors, had a 
prayer he would say as he smuggled Bibles into places 
they weren’t welcome. “Lord, in my luggage I have 
Scripture I want to take to your children,” he would pray 
as he crossed borders carrying God’s Word. “When You 
were on earth, You made blind eyes see. Now, I pray, 
make seeing eyes blind. Do not let the guards see those 
things You do not want them to see.”

Brother Andrew knew that God has the power to 
make seeing eyes blind. And He has the power to make 
unseeing eyes see clearly.

This year, in 2020, we’re more passionate than ever 
to help Christians in the U.S. see their persecuted family 
with clear vision. And when God calls people to sight, it’s 
often accompanied by an invitation to do something—
like Paul or the blind man Jesus healed, new sight 
means a new opportunity to follow God and testify to 
His goodness.

So that’s the question we want to ask ourselves—
and you!—in 2020: What does God want us to see more 
clearly? And when we do—what are we going to do 
about it?

The first result of these questions is this magazine. 
This is the brand-new Presence, which now comes 
out every two months. We’ve reimagined it from the 
ground up to help you see what God is doing among 
and through your sisters and brothers around the world, 
living in places where following Jesus is hard.

In the pages of each issue, you’ll see how God is 
using Open Doors and working through your gifts to 
strengthen His people—your family. We believe we are 
one Church and one Family; we want to help you see 
how you are linked with the Body of Christ all over the 
world. Because we are all connected through Jesus, 
the stories of the persecuted church are your stories—
their needs are your needs, and their celebrations are 
your celebrations. We want to help you see clearly the 
challenges and the hope of the persecuted church, and 
let you know how you can do something to help.

All the quotes throughout this article are from a 
pastor in China who works with young people. China 
has skyrocketed up the World Watch List over the 
past decade—while it was once filled with hope for a 

“IF [CHINESE YOUNG PEOPLE] 
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 FOLLOWING JESUS IS 
NOT JUST WORDS HERE—IT IS 
A REALITY THAT EVEN NEW 
BELIEVERS HAVE TO FACE.”

Frontline Faith

God’s 20/20 
vision 

By Christopher Summers, editor of Presence
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China’s cultural heritage is second to 
none—from the Terra Cotta army (above) 
to ancient temples that dot the landscape, 
China is breathtakingly beautiful. And yet, 
behind this cultural wonder is a surveillance 
state that brutally oppresses religious 
minorities around the country.

continuing openness, in the last few years we’ve seen churches 
shut down by force, pastors thrown in jail and Christians put under 
heavy surveillance. China is what it looks like when the government 
begins to squeeze; China is what it looks like when the Church is 
under pressure.

But China is also a place where we see the hope of God. We 
see young people—the future of the Chinese church—counting 
the cost. They are following God, even if it means their future is 
uncertain. It’s another invitation to see—to see the pressure, yes, 
but also to see God at work. As a single Family of God, we can 
learn from and lean on one another; your gifts and prayers help 
Christians around the world, and the faith of Christians like these 
Chinese youth remind you that following Jesus is worth it, that 
God is still in charge. You can also read much more about how 
God is working through the church in China—even in the midst of 
persecution—on page 13.

The vision God has given us in 2020 is to see clearly what’s 
happening to our brothers and sisters and to invite you to do the 
same. In 2020, we want to see clearly—and then do something 
about it.

WILL YOU JOIN US?
WILL YOU LOOK AND SEE CLEARLY?
WILL YOU READ THESE STORIES IN THE 
NEW PRESENCE AND LET THEM TOUCH  
YOUR HEART? AND THEN: WILL YOU HELP?

“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.”

—Timothy,* a pastor in China who works with youth
97

Frontline Faith

million Christians 
live in China.

The Communist Party 
in China has 90.5  
million members.
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Ask a 
Persecution
Expert

I don’t pretend to know everything in the mind and plan of God 
beyond what He has revealed in His Word. Much of life is a 
great mystery.

My first reaction to the question is to say that God’s expressed 
will for me is to be conformed to the image of His Son, Jesus. 
Jesus was the Suffering Servant of Isaiah who atoned for my 
sins and yours by His crucifixion. But He also rose again from 
the dead to model the new life His followers are also promised. 
Jesus stated that if the world persecuted Him, they would 
persecute His followers also. So, persecution comes from our 
choice to identify with Jesus.

But there is also a lot of mystery in this question, and mysteries 
should make us honest. We have to admit “we don’t know” to 
God. And all too often we beg for answers we simply could 
not handle. If we look at the experiences rather than the 
explanations of the persecuted, we see that at the heart of 
mystery is not frustration, but joy and grace.

And we see God’s timing is not our timing. For instance, why 
did He allow His chosen people to live in miserable bondage in 
Egypt for 400 years? In this situation, they were not forgotten 
by the God of their fathers. His rescue was delayed for several 
hundred years, yet He was not indifferent to their sufferings. 
Every tear they shed was preserved and every groan they 
uttered was recorded as testimony against their oppressors 
(see Exodus 3:7-8). Only God sees the beginning from the 
end. We are time-bound creatures and as problems arise, our 
perspective becomes diminished.

My colleague and friend, Dr. Ron Boyd-MacMillan, shares about 
meeting a Chinese church leader who believed persecution 
was a formula for revival. The same Chinese leader also 
shared a prison experience. He said, “I had lost my church, my 
freedom, and I was starting to lose my health, and I cried to 
God, ‘Why are you letting me go through this?’” He received 
no formal answer, but said, “I felt a light within me that chased 
away the darkness, and I received the companionship of Christ. 
I cannot explain it any more than that, though God knows I 
have tried. It never comes out right. But the mystery of God’s 
will was the means [by which] I rested on the bosom of Christ.”

Mysteries appear dark, like black holes on the outside, but as 
we enter them, we are in for a wonderful discovery. 
At their center is not darkness, but light. This light 
is the light of Christ. Don’t be afraid of a mystery. It 
is dark on the outside, but full of light on the inside.

On that basis, we pray for our persecuted 
family who are suffering severely from Satan’s 
tactics of deceit and intimidation: loss of family 
members (Nigeria), economic deprivation (India), 
incarceration in metal shipping containers (Eritrea), 
lack of personal peace (Pakistan), fear of discovery 
(Middle East). As we pray, we can rest in the fact 
that they (and we) are part of God’s wise and caring 
plan, no matter how inscrutable that plan may 
appear to human eyes. There is hope because He 
hears the cry; He sees the misery; He is concerned 
about the suffering. When it seems dark and 
hopeless, the persecuted testify, “God is good—all 
the time!”

Rev. Paul Estabrooks is an author, a storyteller and a veteran foreign 
missionary, with a deep concern for Christians in restricted countries. 
He completed more than 35 years of ministry to persecuted Christians 
with Open Doors International and has written five books and a 
number of booklets.

Frontline Faith

By Paul Estabrooks

WHY DOES GOD
LET HIS PEOPLE
BE PERSECUTED?
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Frontline Faith

Pray for Khan,* who lives in one of the Central Asian countries. 
He comes from a Muslim family and was recently baptized 
after learning about and accepting Jesus as his savior. He was 
so inspired by his baptism, that he went to his 13-year-old son 
Sukhob* from a previous marriage and shared the gospel with 
him. However, Sukhob was not happy. “You betrayed your native 
faith,” the boy yelled at Khan. “You accepted the foreign god—you 
are not my father anymore!” The next day, the boy gathered some 
of his uncles—Khan’s siblings and cousins—and older relatives. 
Sukhob told them his father had betrayed Islam and tried to force 
Sukhob to accept Christ too. The whole group of Khan’s relatives 
went to his house where they viciously beat Khan for accepting 
Christ, being baptized and for preaching to his son. They killed all 

C E N T R A L  A S I A

WHAT’S HAPPENING WITH GOD’S PEOPLE, 
STANDING STRONG FOR HIM IN PLACES WHERE 
FOLLOWING JESUS CAN COST THE MOST

In Thinh,* a northern province of Vietnam, being a Christian is 
hard. Believers, especially new believers who are from an ethnic 
tribe, face persecution from family members, their community, 
local authorities or a combination of the three. The tribe 
members traditionally worship animals or their ancestors, but 
when someone turns their back on this belief and decides to 
follow Christ, they become an outcast and are expelled from the 
community—unless they deny their newfound faith.

This is what happened to Canh* and his family. When his 
parents learned about his new faith, they demanded that Canh 
renounce his faith and go back to his old beliefs. He was given 
three days to decide. But Canh was determined to follow and 
worship Jesus rather than his parents’ gods.

Immediately, Canh, his wife and two daughters (ages 1 and 
3) were expelled from their village by the village chief. They were 
not allowed to bring any of their belongings except for the clothes 
they were wearing. Their properties were also confiscated. They 
were forced to live at their pastor’s house.

V I E T N A M
A family of new believers expelled from their village 

Beaten for converting

PLEASE PRAY FOR GOD’S INTERVENTION IN THE LIFE OF CANH 
AND HIS FAMILY. PRAY THEY WILL CONTINUE TO STAND STRONG 
IN THEIR FAITH AMIDST TRIALS AND SUFFERING.

PLEASE PRAY FOR KHAN AND HIS FAMILY. PRAY FOR THEIR FAITH 
TO BE STRENGTHENED IN THE MIDST OF HARD PERSECUTION AND 
FOR THE OPPORTUNITY FOR KHAN AND ASELYA TO STAY IN THEIR 
OWN HOUSE AND TOWN.

the livestock on Khan’s land, burned his barn and expelled his wife, 
Aselya,* from her house. They said Aselya was guilty as she was 
the first Christian in their family. Moreover, they gave several days 
for Khan’s family to leave their town. Khan went to the hospital with 
multiple injuries, including a concussion.

Asghar Salehi and Mohammadreza Rezaei, Iranian Christian 
converts, request prayer after they and another Christian convert 
each received six-month prison sentences on account of their 
faith and Christian activity.

Asghar came out of a serious addiction and turned to Jesus 
Christ. He met with Mohammadreza and other Christians who had 
experienced similar problems with addiction. In late 2018, Iranian 
intelligence agents raided Asghar’s and Mohammadreza’s houses 
and arrested them as well as four other associates. Asghar was 
interrogated for three days and was blindfolded for most of the 
time. He was then transferred to Eghlid prison for an additional 
eight days. He was released on bail after submitting a business 
license as a guarantee.

Asghar, Mohammadreza and one other Christian convert 
were summoned to a court last April and charged with 
propaganda against the Islamic Republic. The judge refused 
to allow Asghar to speak and warned him that he was being 
monitored and that he would have to commit to stop all Christian 
activities prior to another court session.

Finally, last fall the three men were summoned to court and 
each was given a six-month prison sentence for “propaganda 
against the System through promoting Zionist Christianity” 
in accordance with Article 500 of the penal code. Asghar and 
Mohammadreza have filed an appeal against the prison sentence. 

I R A N
Where conversion costs everything

Persecution
Watch

*Names changed for security reasons
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Frontline Faith

IRANIAN CHRISTIANS ASK FOR PRAYER THAT THE THREE MEN 
AND THEIR FAMILIES WILL KNOW GOD’S PEACE, STRENGTH AND 
ENCOURAGEMENT DURING THESE DIFFICULT TIMES, AS WELL 
AS HEALING FOR PHYSICAL AILMENTS AND THAT THE PRISON 
SENTENCES WILL BE SUCCESSFULLY APPEALED.

As persecution against Christians in India continues to rise, it is 
vital that the church is equipped to stand firm. Open Doors’ local 
partners are conducting training seminars across the country to 
prepare church leaders and help them educate their churches on 
persecution and biblical responses to it.

Raj* is an Open Doors local partner who is responsible for 
conducting such seminars in east India. “We plan to do at least 
15 leader seminars in the country where we will train over 1,000 
leaders,” he says. “Then they will be able to effectively provide 
persecution preparedness trainings to their church members.”

I N D I A

PLEASE PRAY FOR WISDOM AND PROTECTION FOR OUR LOCAL 
PARTNERS LIKE RAJ AS THEY PLAN AND CARRY OUT THESE 
SEMINARS. PLEASE ALSO PRAY FOR THE CHURCH LEADERS WHO 
ATTEND, THAT THEY WILL BE STRENGTHENED AND ENCOURAGED 
AS THEY RECEIVE THIS TRAINING, AND THEY WILL BE WELL 
EQUIPPED TO PREPARE THEIR CHURCHES TO STAND FIRM IN THE 
FACE OF PERSECUTION.PLEASE PRAY FOR BELIEVERS IN COLOMBIA AS THEY FOLLOW JESUS.

There has been a peace deal in place in Colombia since 2016, 
when the government and radical left-wing rebels from the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC in Spanish) 
signed an historic agreement, formally bringing an end to 52 years 
of violent conflict.

But for many people in rural areas of the country, peace 
is not a tangible reality and life is still full of danger. Whole 
communities suffer the effects of an increase in violence 
perpetrated by newly armed groups, illegal and criminal gangs 
operating in Colombia despite the peace deal.

Although this reality is true for society in general, it is more 
so for religious minorities who have become a particular target 
for organized crime. Sunday services or any type of large meeting 
in a church risk being interrupted. Due to the high levels of 
insecurity and violence, some churches have been shut down.

Priests and pastors continue with their missionary activities 
despite facing intimidation and threats almost daily. They are 
often seen as enemies by organized crime, because the church 
leaders support local authorities in their effort to end criminal 
activities, or for the political content of sermons. There have been 
cases of church leaders who have been beaten, robbed and even 
killed for refusing to stop evangelizing in certain areas.

Christians have also been extorted and forced to cooperate 
with money-laundering schemes, illegal charges and kidnappings 
in exchange for a ransom—signs of intimidation against 
Christians.

C O L O M B I A

S Y R I A

PRAY THAT PEOPLE WILL FIND A WAY TO STAY IN SYRIA. PRAY 
ALSO FOR CHURCHES WHO TRY TO HELP PEOPLE TO STAY AND 
INVEST IN INCOME-GENERATING PROJECTS.

Pray for the economic situation in Syria. According to Ibrahim,* a 
staff member with one of our local partners in Syria: “When the 
battles stopped in Aleppo in 2016, people thought the situation 
would improve. But when the war ended, the economic situation 
became worse. People looked forward to the end of the fighting, 
but, ever since it stopped, the value of our currency has worsened. 
Now, everyone is desperate because they have so little money. 
They are not capable of meeting even their very basic needs.”
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Frontline Faith

In recent months, we’ve received many notes of encouragement 
and words of prayer for our ongoing work in Washington, D.C. At the 
same time, we’ve been given the important opportunity to speak 
into the policies and actions of the United States at some of the 
highest levels. 

What does this mean for believers in China who’ve been 
arrested for attending an underground church? Or for those in India 
who have been beaten and threatened with expulsion from their 
homes for sharing the gospel? It means the persecution they face 
does not go unnoticed. It means their stories are being told to global 
leaders and, in turn, those in power in India or China and elsewhere 
know they may face consequences for allowing or sanctioning the 
abuse of their own citizens. 

In late 2019, the United States imposed sanctions on 28 
Chinese public security bureaus and companies, as well as on 
multiple unnamed government officials, for their participation in 
repressing religious minorities. Chinese companies building facial 
recognition technology that could be used to track members 
of underground churches have been cut off from access to the 
international financial system and U.S. technological support. 

In September, India’s Prime Minister, Narendra Modi, visited 
the United States and met with President Trump. As he did, one 
of America’s largest newspapers highlighted the rising plight 
of Christians in India. From years of advocating with the Indian 
government, we can say with certainty that this caught the 
attention of Indian officials.   

These are just two recent examples of how advocacy is helping 
to hold back forces trying to extinguish the light of the gospel. Are 
we going to end persecution? No. But we are creating room for our 
brothers and sisters to breathe and to continue the work Jesus has 
called all of us to play a part in. 

•  Open Doors USA CEO Dr. David Curry met again with 
Vice President Pence, this time to discuss conditions 
for Christians facing persecution in China. Staff from 
the National Security Council were also present.

•  David also attended President Donald Trump’s 
speech at the United Nations General Assembly on 
September 23. The President likely used Open Doors 
research in his remarks, stating that, “We’re standing 
up for almost 250 million Christians around the world 
who are persecuted for their faith.” The speech 
elevated international religious freedom to a level 
at the U.N. rarely seen since the original inclusion 
of religious freedom in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights published in 1948.

 
•  We’re working behind the scenes to support efforts 

here highlighting the case of Leah Sharibu, a young 
Nigerian Christian woman held captive by Boko 
Haram who has refused to abandon her faith.

•  We were invited to participate in a private, high-
level meeting that gave us an opportunity to raise 
concerns over the lack of integration of religious 
freedom into U.S. national security priorities and 
to discuss the long-term strategy for including the 
promotion of religious freedom in U.S. foreign policy.

•  We held a series of meetings with USAID (the agency 
that oversees U.S. development aid around the world) 
and other partners to push for greater funding for 
local faith-based actors in areas with high incidents 
of religious freedom violations.

Your advocacy efforts, encouragement and support 
for our work is so appreciated. Find out how you can 
advocate for your brothers and sisters by visiting 
OpenDoorsUSA.org/take-action/advocacy—you are 
providing a voice to the voiceless!

U P D A T E S  F R O M  C A P I T O L  H I L L

By Isaac Six, Open Doors USA Director of Advocacy

RAISING AWARENESS 
for THE PERSECUTED in 
THE HALLS OF POWER

HERE ARE JUST A FEW HIGHLIGHTS 
OF OUR RECENT ADVOCACY WORK:

9     Presence | Jan / Feb 2020



Impact Report:
Each issue, see how your support and prayers 

are changing lives around the world!

“When me, my husband and our four children decided 
to follow Christianity, we were excluded from receiving 
a portion of the inheritance from our family,” Komal 
shares with an Open Doors partner. “We were socially 
boycotted in our community, and everybody cut off all 
ties with us.”

And when her husband died from tuberculosis, 
Komal was even more isolated. She lost all her financial 
support when her husband died, and because she was 
not well educated and very poor, she had no means 
to earn a livelihood for herself and care for her family. 
Christians in her area have poor job opportunities 
because they are discriminated against. 

Thanks to your prayers and support, Open Doors 
local partners were able to connect with Komal and 
help her set up a small shop to help her earn a living. 
The shop helps her earn much more than she did 
through her daily wages laboring and is also less 
physically exhausting.  

She extends her gratitude to Open Doors partners 
and everyone who has helped to support her with their 
gifts and prayers. “Thank you so much for supporting 
me. Now I have become financially independent 
enough to support my family, and I am also growing 
spiritually in Christ.”

Sujit* is a church leader who was attempting to 
build a church building for his congregation in 2017. 
Extremists destroyed his church and beat him to 
the point he had to be hospitalized. Sujit, his wife 
and three children were forced to flee their village 
for their safety. Without a leader, the church in their 
old village has closed. Now, Sujit has started a small 
house church in the new village where they live; 
around 15 believers attend.

Sujit has been able to attend a persecution 
preparedness training run by Open Doors local 
partners, thanks to your support and prayers. 
This teaching has helped him stand firm during 
these difficult times. “In my distress, I was greatly 
comforted when God spoke to me through the 
teachings in the seminar,” he says. “I am thankful to 
people all over the world who are praying for people 
like us.”

Please pray for Sujit and his family, that God will 
supply all their needs, protect them and continue to 
work through Sujit to bring the gospel to many. Pray 
for the believers in their old village, that they might 
still have the courage to meet together, and that God 
would raise up a leader for them.

A shop for Komal

N e p a l

Standing with Sujit

I N D I A

Frontline Faith
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Your
support provided a 
shop that helps my 

family to be financially
independent.

Your
support gave me training 

to help me through
difficult times.



Aisha is a woman in Nigeria who was the victim of 
sexual violence at the hands of extremist Fulani 
militants. We told you her story and how she was 
able to receive trauma counseling supported by 
Open Doors. Open Doors supporters also sent bags 
of letters and notes of encouragement, to remind 
her she wasn’t alone. An Open Doors field worker 
recently delivered the cards to Aisha and her family. 

“Honestly, I want to thank God,” she says. “I 
can’t even express how happy I am. I want to say a 
big thank you to my brothers and sisters who took 
their time to write to me. I am so grateful—thank 
you, thank you. May God help you and continue to 
prosper everything you do. To those who wrote, I 
want to say, I am grateful. All I have to say is thank 
you for these gifts that you have sent to me. May 
God help you in this work you are doing.”

Thank the Lord with us for bringing comfort to 
Aisha through Open Doors’ trauma care program 
and now this letter-writing campaign. Pray that she 
will be able to comfort others with the comfort she 
has received and continue to see God using her 
testimony for His glory. 

On his 16th birthday, Al Qaeda sent his family a 
death threat. When he was 29, he barely escaped 
ISIS. Still, Father Daniel, now 30, remains positive. 
For two years, the young priest in Iraq with a heart 
for children provided shelter for a big group of 
Christians internally displaced by ISIS. Open Doors 
helped him during this process and continues to 
support the church in Iraq. 

“I want to thank all of you who helped us get 
through this situation,” says Father Daniel. “Without 
your support, in prayer and funds, our people 
wouldn’t have been resilient enough to stay. Your 
support has empowered the church in Iraq. We will 
never forget what you have done for us. We might 
forget those who persecuted us, but we will not 
forget those who stood with us in our time of need.”

Father Daniel is now helping his people to deal 
with the effects of the crisis and the new challenges 
they find on their path. Recently, he opened a new 
trauma care center in Kirkuk. “If the crisis taught me 
anything, it’s that it’s my duty as a priest, and as a 
human being, to help people in need,” he says. 

Father Daniel hopes the worldwide Church will 
continue to support the church in Iraq with prayers 
and funds. They simply can’t continue without those 
gifts. “We are still a part of the Body that is in need,” 
he says. “Don’t forget us now.”

Encouragement for Aisha

N I G E R I A

Healing trauma with 
Father Daniel

I R A Q

Frontline Faith
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Your
support comforted and 
encouraged me through 

your letters and gifts.

Your
support helped me and 

others stay and empower 
our church in Iraq.
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Vijitha, a 28-year-old mother from Batticaloa, Sri 
Lanka, survived the Easter Sunday bombing that 
happened at her church. On the day of the attack, 
she and her 8-year-old daughter, Sarvika, were 
both at church. Their motorbike, which was parked 
outside the church sanctuary, was burnt to a crisp. 
Thankfully, Vijitha and Sarvika both survived.

“When the bomb blast happened, I was with  
my daughter,” Vijitha shares. “A few minutes before, 
I left my daughter in Sunday School. That day, one 
of the children from Sunday School was celebrating 
his birthday. My girl just went out to throw away  
a chocolate wrapper when we heard a blast. She 
was spared.

“But after the bomb blast, my daughter has 
been very afraid of thunder. Whenever [loud] noises 
[happen], she screams. She’s still very scared 
because she saw the dead bodies of her friends.” 

To help Vijitha and Sarvika, and five other 
believers who lost their motorbikes in the Easter 
bombing, Open Doors field workers replaced the lost 
bikes. An Open Doors team recently caught up with 
Vijitha at her home.

“Thank you for the bike,” she shares. “It helps 
me in taking care of my daughter. The bike is useful 
for us every day when I take her to school.”

Please pray for the Lord to heal and restore 
Sarvika as she continues to deal with the trauma, and 
for the church in Sri Lanka as it recovers from the 
devastating terrorist attack.

Hope out of bombing

S r i  l a n k a

Rose* was raised in a Muslim home and married to 
a Muslim. She became a Christian after a pastor 
prayed for her healing—and she was healed. After 
discovering her conversion, her husband left her, 
her in-laws rejected her and her siblings disowned 
her. Eventually, she was beaten and arrested due to 
accusations by her community.

Open Doors heard about Rose through a pastor 
at a training event soon after her release. We quickly 
connected her with a local pastor we had trained 
in trauma care, to offer her the emotional support 
she desperately needed. When we saw her living 
conditions, we offered to help improve them. Now, 
thanks to your support, construction of her new home 
is in progress.

“Thank you for coming to my rescue,” she says. 
“Knowing there are people who love me and are 
concerned about me is very humbling. I am excited 
about the new house. Now my sons will have a room 
of their own! Thank you and may God bless you more 
and more.”

Although things have improved by leaps and 
bounds, Rose’s trials and difficulties have not ceased. 
She still experiences hostility from the community. 
To help her deal with continued difficulties, Open 
Doors is in the process of facilitating deeper 
discipleship for Rose.

Healing and a home for Rose

K e n y a

To see more impact stories, visit OpenDoorsUSA.org/FLPImpact 
and find out how becoming a monthly giver can change lives.
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Your
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damaged bike so that I 
can take care of my 

daughter.

Your
support provided 

emotional help to rescue 
me through my 

trauma.



Frontline Faith

Five years ago, many observers around the world were unsure the 
church in Iraq—a church that has been around since the days of Jesus’ 
disciples!—would survive the threat of ISIS. But because of your help, 
Open Doors has been able to help thousands of Christians come home.

Through your prayer and support, God is restoring and rebuilding 
His people in Iraq and the Middle East. The same church whose future 
existence was questioned five years ago is alive once again! Together, 
these Christians are following Jesus, being salt and light in their homes, 
churches, schools and communities. Yes, their story is still being 
written. There is much work left to do. But because of you, they have 
hope. The Light of the Church is returning to Iraq.

YOUR SUPPORT 
HELPED RESTORE

1,467
homes
in Iraq 

families have returned 
to their homes in Iraq.

8,448
I R A Q

WITH YOUR SUPPORT, 
AND THE HELP OF OTHER 

ORGANIZATIONS, OVER
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Your
support helped many
of us come back and
rebuild our homes  

in Iraq.

Hope for the Middle East

Open Doors has a seven-year 
plan to pray for the church in the 

Middle East as Christians heal 
and rebuild in the years after 

being decimated by war and ISIS. 

Join our multi-year Hope for the 
Middle East Prayer Campaign 

as we lift up requests from 
believers in Iraq and Syria. 

Visit ODUSA.org/Pray4ME  
to learn more.

Impact update: 
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Christians in China are witnessing an uptick in persecution 
that threatens churches, pastors and everyday believers. 
But what God is doing will challenge and grow your faith

By Christopher Summers

People of faith
有信仰的人

Cover Story



On the evening of December 9, 2018, word 
began to creep out among the congregation 
and leadership of Early Rain Covenant 
Church. The moment they had prepared for 
was here.

First, the news that Pastor Wang Yi and 
his wife had been arrested. Other leaders 
were being rounded up, and congregants 
were being picked up by police stationed 
at the church. Before the arrests were over, 
more than 100 members of the church in 
Chengdu would find themselves arrested or 
detained for questioning. 

It was the second week of Advent. 
Christians around the world lit the faith 
candle during church that day, remembering 
the promise of God to reward the faith of 
His people by sending His Son—both in 
Bethlehem on a starry night 2,000 years ago, 
and in the future when He will redeem all of 
creation to Himself. 

On that night in December, and 
throughout 2019 as China continued to 
brutally crack down on Christians, the 
question that has hung in the air is a difficult 
one: Where is God at work in the lives and 
faith of His people in China?

Christians in China not only believe biblical 
accounts like this one to be true, they believe 
they are relevant for today and apply the 
same principles when they are persecuted. 
“After darkness is light,” Early Rain Covenant 
Church said in a statement shortly after the 
arrests. “Lord, please open our eyes and let 
us see the sky open and the people sit on the 
right side of the father. Ask the Lord to give 
the angel of the angels to guard the people 
of the people, and let us take the heart of 
suffering as a weapon to greet a great revival 
of the Spirit.”

WHEN [THE JAILER] RECEIVED THESE 
ORDERS, HE PUT [PAUL AND SILAS] IN THE 
INNER CELL AND FASTENED THEIR FEET IN 
THE STOCKS. ABOUT MIDNIGHT, PAUL AND 
SILAS WERE PRAYING AND SINGING HYMNS 
TO GOD, AND THE OTHER PRISONERS WERE 
LISTENING TO THEM. SUDDENLY, THERE 
WAS SUCH A VIOLENT EARTHQUAKE THAT 
THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE PRISON WERE 
SHAKEN. AT ONCE ALL THE PRISON DOORS 
FLEW OPEN, AND EVERYONE’S CHAINS CAME 
LOOSE. ACTS 16: 24-26 

Pastor Timothy* is a Chinese church leader in his 70s. He has a kind, sun-tanned and 
slightly wrinkled face that hints at his years of itinerant ministry. Similar to the imprisonment 
of Early Rain’s leaders and community, Pastor Timothy also finds himself living out stories 
that could come from the book of Acts. “I was called to the police station for a ‘chat’; but they 
locked me up and threatened me and interrogated me,” he says. “When they locked me up, I 
just knelt in the cell and prayed. They told me I was not allowed to pray, so I told them I was a 
church leader and a Christian for many years, so all I can do is pray. During all their questioning 
and threats, I was never afraid. God gave me inner peace and confidence in Him. In the end 
they were intimidated by my confidence and joy and let me go.” 

Pastor Timothy’s experience shows the reality of what the last five years have been like 
for believers in China. The closure of Early Rain and the arrest of its leaders was just another 
example of what has been happening in the most populous country on earth. 

In 2015, China was number 29 on the World Watch List with a persecution score of 51 
out of a possible 100. It’s now risen several spots—but more alarmingly, its persecution score 
continues to rise. This is likely because the openness of China over the last 20 years—allowing 
unregistered churches like Early Rain to operate openly and meet publicly, for instance—
seems to be at an end. 

“Anti-China forces in the West are trying to continue to influence China’s social stability 
and even subvert our country’s political power through Christianity, and it is doomed to 
fail,” said Xu Xiaohong, head of the officially registered Protestant churches in China, in a 
2019 speech. It’s become a common target for Chinese authorities—if any religion, including 
Christianity, is deemed a threat to the power of the Chinese communist government, then it 
must be dealt with.

How that’s played out in reality has been devastating. In addition to the closure of Early 
Rain, a 1,500-member unregistered church in Beijing was shut down in late 2018 because it 
refused to allow surveillance cameras into the church to monitor congregants. Several other 
large churches around the country were also closed down. In mid-2018, China made the online 

God’s Word:
then … and now
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sale of Bibles illegal. A regulation forbidding children under 18 from attending church has 
been enforced more and more. And in some cases, steeples with crosses were torn down 
or demolished even on state-approved churches, and people in some regions were told to 
replace pictures of Jesus in their homes with pictures of Chinese leader Xi Jingping. 

A new religious law that went into effect in 2018 has also had a chilling impact. “On 
February 1st, 2018, the Revised Regulations on Religion were passed by the government,” 
explains Pastor Jin*, a leader in the area of China where crackdowns are most prevalent, 
“giving local authorities increased authority to shut down unregistered churches, to forbid 
landlords from renting their premises to Christians for meetings, and to evict Christians 
who ignored these laws. Children and teenagers were forbidden to go to church.”

With these types of regulations, how can the 
church in China hope to survive, much less thrive in 
their ministry to create disciples of Jesus? 

China’s constitution guarantees freedom of religion, 
but leaves a wide margin for interpretation for what 
religious activities or beliefs are actually protected. 
In reality, this means no one is quite sure when or 
where the government will crack down. This means 
that in some years, some regions of the countries 
are quiet for Christians, and they can worship freely 
and with minimal impact; and then the following year, 
they can see severe restrictions take hold. 

Bai Yahui* is a believer from central China. Recently, Chinese 
police shut down all the house churches in the region and warned 
pastors not to hold any more meetings. Pastors were placed on 
probation and told to report to the police station to give an account 
of their movements and activities whenever they are called by police. 
They call frequently but at random times, day or night. “We are 
constantly on edge” Bai says, “but our faith has grown and we are 
more determined than ever to see Christians in the area stand strong 
and not compromise their faith in Jesus.”

Pastor Jin* leads a church in the region where many of the 
crackdowns have occurred. He has seen firsthand the results of the 
pressure on churches from the government. “[In 2017,] a group of 
Christians from our church decided to hold an impromptu meeting for 
some people who wanted to know more,” he says. “The police must 
have received a tip-off because they arrived soon after to arrest our 
people. While the brothers and sisters involved were released, I was 
summoned to the police station and detained. As I was known to the 
police and responsible for the believers in my church, I was the one 
they wanted to discipline. I guess they assumed this would send a 
message to the rest of the church. 

“I was detained for more than 10 days and not allowed to 
contact family and friends. I was repeatedly questioned about church 

activities, my leadership team, connections 
with regional leaders and overseas contacts. 
While they didn’t treat me too badly, the 
questioning and political lecturing just never 
let up.” 

These types of stories are common—
Pastor Wang Yi and Early Rain, Pastor Jin and 
his church, and groups led by Bai and other 
leaders like Pastor Timothy are targeted and 
squeezed. 

If that was the whole story, it 
would feel like a defeat. But what’s 
remarkable is what God is doing 
behind the scenes—and how 
excited His people are to testify to 
God’s goodness.

“To understand how I got to where 
I am now, we need to go back to 
2017,” Pastor Jin says. “As winter 
set in at the end of 2017, our church 
was going well. We were enjoying 
a season of relative freedom from 
government interference, save the 
occasional ‘catch-up’ at the local 
police station to assure the police 
we wouldn’t give them any trouble. It 
was snowing outside but that didn’t 

stop the brothers and sisters from our regular 
outreach, chatting with people on buses, 
trains and near shopping malls. 

“Things were good, but I wasn’t 
satisfied,” he continues. “Deep down I knew 
we had grown comfortable, even complacent, 
compared to the old days at least. The church 
was growing slowly but the longing to meet 
together to worship, read the Word and pray 
had been quietly edged out by the attraction 
of work, money and entertainment. The old 
passion just wasn’t there anymore. It was as if 
we’d been lulled into a false sense of security.”

Everything changed in 2017 when 
Pastor Jin was arrested—and realized his 
country had changed. “We should have 
seen it coming,” he says. “Some of the old-
style rhetoric about ‘religious superstition’, 
‘fanaticism’ and ‘foreign infiltration 
masquerading as religion’ crept back into 
government announcements, newspapers 
and TV commentaries. More disturbing 
though was when the government announced 

‘Constantly on edge’

God at work, even in 
solitary confinement

Cover Story
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the need to ‘sinicize [make ‘more Chinese] the five major religions 
and actively guide them to adapt to Socialist society.’ There was 
something about the tone and urgency of the language that 
suggested a new campaign was coming.” 

This was nothing new, of course. Pastor Timothy, for instance, 
lived through Mao’s decade-long Cultural Revolution, and he 
remembers the fear and intimidation. He remembers the “class 
struggle,” the violence and persecution and imprisonment, even 
execution of Christians. While the present purge is not like it 
was in the 1960s and 70s, he believes lessons learned back then 
resonate now too—especially the power of prayer. “Over the last 
12 months we have experienced constant harassment by the 
police,” he says. “They regularly interrupt our meetings to disrupt 
our fellowship and destroy our underground churches. They must 
get very frustrated though because we just love them back!”

Pastor Jin, too, has learned through this new program of 
targeted persecution of Christians by the Chinese government. 
While he was detained for questioning, he was forced to sit by 
himself for days at a time. “Solitary confinement was dreadful,” he 
remembers. “Being alone with your thoughts can be exhausting, 
because you can’t process your thoughts with other people. I 
prayed a lot, and sang worship songs, but as the days dragged on, 
doubts crept in. I began to go over and over the same questions: If 
I am called of God, am I really willing to sacrifice everything for the 
sake of the gospel? For the Lord Jesus?

“It was like God knew how long I needed in detention to 
make up my mind. By the last day of confinement, I had made 
peace with myself and with God. It was settled. I knew without a 
doubt that no matter what happened I would serve the Lord. I was 
certain, beyond doubt that I was called to be a pastor of God’s 
people in this region and nothing would ever change that. 

“I slept well that night. And I was released the next day.”

For many years, Open Doors has provided teaching 
materials, foundational Bible training for pastors and 
hands-on mentoring of young leaders to a number 
of church networks across China. Pastor Jin’s local 
church and his wider network of churches have 
enjoyed many such events and continue to be one 
of our most valued partners. In the past few years, 
Open Doors’ training has widened to include a focus 
on preparing for persecution and mobilizing the 
persecuted church to pray for, and support, other 
persecuted believers within China and abroad.

Open Doors has also partnered with Pastor 
Timothy for many years. We have provided Bibles 
and Bible training, Sunday School teacher training, 
and youth camps for house churches in his network, 
and we stood with the leaders on many occasions 
when they were under pressure. 

“Open Doors has been an amazing friend to 
us,” he says. “I can’t thank you enough for the years 
of help you have given us, especially when things 
were difficult. Much of our church growth is due to 
Open Doors’ input and training of our house church 
leaders. Everything you teach us we replicate in 
churches across the region. Our leaders have a 
maturity and understanding of God’s word that we 
never had before. I thank God for you all.”

He asks for our continued prayers for 
protection, and that they would stand strong even 
if the Chinese church is totally isolated from the 
outside like it was 50 years ago. He especially asks 
for prayer for the young Christians in his church, 
that they would hold fast to their faith and like so 
many before them, experience the hope, joy and 
closeness of God in times of trial. 

“Above all, pray that our people never stop 
praying, and experience the power of prayer. Prayer 
changes things!”

To best help Christians in China and all over the world, 
visit OpenDoorsUSA.org/FLP to learn how a monthly 
gift can help believers stand strong and meet 
emergency legal, food and spiritual needs.

Despite the ever-growing persecution, Pastor Jin felt … hope. 
“I had a strange inner peace,” he says. “From that last day in 
detention, I felt God’s peace. He sustained me with His peace 
throughout my recovery period and beyond. I still have it today. 
Once I made the decision to believe in His goodness despite the 
circumstances, His peace came flooding in. 

This is perhaps the miraculous work God is doing in China, 
even as the government cracks down on churches and pastors. 
“In spite of the oppression, I felt truly free, even though my hands 
were still ‘tied,’” Pastor Jin says. “God’s freedom emanates from 
the heart. If we allow it to, the truth about God, about who we are 
in Him, and His peace will recalibrate our whole being, and that 
can’t be taken away. I was free indeed.”

Pastor Jin isn’t the only Christian leader who has seen God 
at work through persecution. Pastor Timothy sees the rising 
persecution his church has faced in recent months as a sign that 
they are doing something right. “Something really wonderful is 
happening,” he says. “I think the government is actually ‘scared’ of 
our church because of our determination, our love and our unity. 
We just will not compromise on God’s Word about anything, but 
we are also model citizens! We love Jesus but we also love our 

Where your support goes: 
On the ground in China

The miraculous work of hope
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country and abide by the law. The 
government knows that the community 
respects us so much they listen to us 
instead of the government. A few years 
ago, we started out with a handful of 
believers, now we are a few thousand. 
They really are worried!”

Another pastor, Titus* has been 
reaching and discipling youth in 
China for many years. In 2017, the 
Chinese government again outlawed 
all Christian youth activities, this time 
with a new determination to stop 
teenagers coming to faith in Jesus. 
This has basically rendered existing 
youth work impossible. “Initially I was 
really frustrated by the government’s 
attempts to shut us down, but recently 
I have embraced this as a new season 
in which God will bring to us those 
who are truly hungry for Him and 
willing to follow Jesus at any cost,” 
Titus says. “Many young people are 
too scared to attend our meetings, so 
we are trying new, creative ways to 
fellowship together. We play sports 
and practice musical instruments 
together, eat together and study in groups. We take 
every opportunity to pray for one another and share 
scriptures that make us strong and give us hope. 
The sense of love and solidarity is amazing.”

In a letter he wrote to be released in the event 
of his arrest, Pastor Wang Yi of Early Rain also 
echoed this hope for God’s work to be visible in and 
through persecution: “Because all the ugliness of 
reality, the political injustice and the arbitrariness 
of the law show that the cross of Jesus Christ is 
the only salvation that every Chinese [person] 
must have,” he wrote. “It also shows that true hope 
and perfect human society do not exist in any 
institutional and cultural changes on the earth, but 
simply how human sins are forgiven by Christ and 
have the hope of eternal life.”

hands up to act as mini house church leaders,” Bai 
says of the churches she works in in central China. 
“The situation is tense, but we know God is on the 
move in spite of the restrictions. We held a regional 
leaders’ meeting and agreed that if one got arrested, 
another would pick up the work. We also decided to 
respond to the police respectfully and in love even 
if they yell at us or use physical force to make us 
surrender the names of other believers.”

Pastor Timothy encourages the young 
members of his congregation to pray for their 
persecutors. “Our young people know that this is 
not the fault of the police—they just need to know 
Jesus. If we don’t pray for their salvation, who will?”

For Pastor Jin, he saw his church move from 
a community of complacency to a community of 
believers on fire for Jesus, no matter what. “The 
whole ordeal recalibrated us all,” he says. “Our focus 
moved from ensuring Sunday services were well 
organized and ‘impressive,’ to caring for each other 
in small groups, in people’s homes. We began to 
experience a richness in fellowship that we hadn’t 
felt for a long time. We actually got to know each 
other deeply and really cared about one other, and 
our extended families. We prayed for each other 
often, relationships were restored and miracles 
began to happen again. The church might have 
been divided geographically, but in the Spirit, we 
were more united than ever.”

I think the 
government 
is actually 
‘scared’ of 
our church 
because of  

our love and 
our unity

The persecution Chinese Christians have 
experienced has also made them bolder for the 
gospel and more creative in how they meet together 
and follow Jesus. They also practice radical love and 
non-violence, in order to witness to the very people 
who are persecuting them.

“We have started many smaller meetings now 
and more brothers and sisters are putting their 

Praying for those
who persecute you

Photo: Kevin Frayer
Getty Images News / Getty Images

A Chinese Christian man is 
dunked in the water in a small 
tub as he is baptized during a 
ceremony at an underground 
independent Protestant 
church in Beijing, China.
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better than the hope of God. “From our youngest children through to 
our old brothers and sisters, everyone knows the power of prayer,” 
Pastor Timothy says. “It doesn’t matter what we are facing, or what 
we have been accused of, we all pray. Everyone knows that as soon 
as persecution comes, we first drop to the ground and pray. God is so 
faithful. He always answers us, sometimes in the most wonderful, even 
bizarre ways!”

“The political climate has become so oppressive that the 
difference between dark and light has become glaringly obvious,” 
Pastor Jin says. “No one here wants darkness; they all want the Light. 
Biblical truth and a relationship with Jesus have become so important 
that believers now cherish every moment together. Fellowship has 
become sweet again, like a fountain to thirsty souls.

“The church is growing because of 
persecution,” he continues. “I have hope 
again and I am satisfied, not because we have 
arrived—we haven’t, there’s lots to learn yet—
but because we are alive again and growing 
and equipping the saints for the work of the 
Kingdom. We still have to be extremely careful 
every day, and there are dangers, but the sense 
of peace each day and hope for the future make 
all the rest seem like stepping stones to glory.”

That’s the sense one gets when speaking 
with Christians in China. Despite everything 
against them—new laws, surveillance by the 
government that means they’re constantly 
under pressure, a legal climate that could turn 
against them at any point—Chinese Christians 
are stepping out in faith.

It’s the reason Pastor Wang Yi and his 
congregation at Early Rain Covenant Church 
are able to continue—members of their church 
celebrated the same Sunday of Advent in 
December that they did in 2018. They might 

be in different places—in other 
churches, other countries or even 
behind bars—but the faithfulness 
of God they marked on that fateful 
day in December 2018 is the same 
faithfulness that is driving the 
Chinese church forward in faith, no 
matter what.

“Christ is so urgent and willing to 
forgive all who turn from sin,” Pastor 
Wang Yi wrote. “This is the purpose 
of all the work of the church in China. 
It is to witness Christ to the world, 
to witness the kingdom of heaven to 
China and to witness the eternal life 
of heaven to the short life of the earth. 
This is also my pastoral call.”

“We are all trained to be polite, and never fight back even 
when [the police] get physical,” Pastor Timothy says. “In 2018, they 
started pulling crosses off our churches. Each time they came, 
we just knelt in front of them as a group and prayed for them and 
asked for God’s protection.

“On one occasion, they were on their way to pull down a cross, 
so we started to pray. Suddenly, in a nearby city there was a huge 
explosion, so they had to go there instead. On another occasion, 
they sent a big crane to pull one of our crosses down. On the way, 
their crane broke down twice, and this had never happened before. 
They thought that was very strange,” finishes Pastor Timothy with 
a laugh.

The new reality for Chinese 
Christians is troubling and hard 
to grasp. Two of the pastors who 
travelled to meet Open Doors 
workers to do interviews for this 
article received phone calls from 
family members within 24 hours 
after they had left home. They 
were told the police were looking 
for them. The police wanted to 
know the whereabouts of the 
pastors and why they had not 
returned their calls. The threats 
and the pressure are real.

But the present reality in 
China also shows a people ready 
to follow Jesus, having counted 
the cost and seen there is nothing 

‘No one here wants 
darkness; they all 
want the Light’
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It’s not often we get to share stories from 
Christians who still live in North Korea. One 
mistake, and their identities could be exposed. For 
that reason, most of Open Doors’ accounts from 
North Korea feature believers who have escaped 
their home country and are now living outside it. 
But here, through the inspiring story of two faithful 
believers, our field worker offers a rare peek into 
North Korea’s secret church.

“Oh sweet Jesus, how long will I need to live 
like this?”

Young-Sik had no idea anyone had heard 
his whispered prayer. The young man knew one 
wrong move could expose his Christian faith. One 
misplaced prayer—even as he worked in the fields 
of the tiny village where he lived, as he was doing 
as he prayed—could mean a life sentence in one 
of the prison camps he’d heard about all his life. Or 
even death.

But someone had heard the young man. 
Byung-Chul, an older gentleman also working 

in the field, couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 
Did this young man just pray to Jesus? Could he 
be a secret believer?

Later, Byung-Chul would share with Young-Sik 
that his heart immediately leapt for joy that day. 

A rare look inside North Korea’s secret church
—and how God is bringing His kingdom to the  

place where it’s hardest to follow Him
By Lindy Lowry

A whispered 
prayer that 

built a church
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Slowly and quietly, Byung-Chul approached 
Young-Sik, making sure no one was nearby to hear. 
When he was next to the young man, he gently 
grabbed Young-Sik’s wrist and drew a cross in the 
palm of his hand, hoping he’d recognize the invisible 
symbol. But Young-Sik didn’t understand.

“Get lost,” he said to the old man. Byung-Chul 
decided to wait for another opportunity to reveal 
himself as a “brother.”

The moment came sooner than expected. The 
next day, Young-sik went out again to the same field 
to look for food. Byung-Chul spotted him and walked 
nearby, deliberately humming a melody from a hymn. 
Young-Sik vividly remembers that day.

“At first, I was so terrified!” he says. “I looked 
around the field to make sure no one was there. It was 
a hymn I learned years ago. I looked into the face of 
Byung-Chul, and his face was so hopeful. I could work 
out that he was humming the melody on purpose, for 
me to get his sign.”

They had to be careful, making sure no one was 
around. Cautiously, each man whispered a few details 
from their backgrounds for a few brief moments. 

“The joy I experienced was amazing,” Young-Sik 
says. “It was such a spiritual moment for us. I had 
found a spiritual companion in this hellish place. Now 
there was hope.” 

The older man invited his new brother-in-Christ to 
the next underground church meeting—the first time 
Young-Sik had worshiped with other believers in years. 
“It was such a wonderful experience that proved how 
faithful Jesus is,” he says. “The sigh of depression was 
gone now, and hopeful prayers were on my lips.”

Serving God’s people 
unconditionally
Young-Sik has vivid memories of how miserable life 
was before meeting Byung-Chul. The North Korean 
government had sent him to this remote area without 
his family—for no apparent reason known to him. He 
was alone, isolated. 

He remembers how the days melted into the 
other, each one starting with a futile search in barren 
fields for something to eat; even bits of grain were 
hard to come by. If he was lucky, he’d find some corn 
kernels or vegetables like cucumbers. Foraging for 
food for the day could take hours. Then there was the 
regular workday all North Koreans are forced to do. 

Many North Koreans live in poverty—and 
because of a drought in 2019, there are 
fears of famine conditions into 2020.

Features

“Oh sweet Jesus, how
much longer, will I need

to live like this?”
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The winters were the worst. The frozen ground and 20-degree 
temperatures only reinforced his loneliness. He also saw what the 
cold weather did to those even less fortunate than him. Almost 
every morning, he went out to check on the kotjebis—homeless 
street children—a few blocks away from where he lived to show 
them some attention and perhaps share some food with them.

Young-Sik soon learned Byung-Chul also had a heart to serve 
others. He was caring for several families in the village. And he had 
medical skills, which he frequently used to help other families in the 
area free of charge.

But Byung-Chul’s selfless actions didn’t go unquestioned. 
In a place where people fight for survival and neighbors spy on 
neighbors, that degree of charity is rare. Byung-Chul’s habits raised 
suspicion. Why would anyone help another without asking for 
something in return?

In North Korea, when someone makes a drastic lifestyle 
change, like quitting smoking or drinking, or is serving others 
unconditionally, they are immediately scrutinized and suspected of 
becoming a Christian. Several times, the local police investigated 
Byung-Chul, yet never discovered his faith.

Discipling secret believers 
For decades, Byung-Chul carried out the role of spiritual leader to 
many; the underground church in this remote village grew, thanks 
to his evangelistic work, Young-Sik says. He served the Lord 
by serving others in this desolate place. Even when he had the 
unexpected opportunity to leave, Byung-Chul stayed.

“One day, a high official visited Byung-Chul’s home,” Young-
Sik says. “He asked him for his medical advice on the illness of 
someone of a higher position. Byung-Chul thought this was a 
special opportunity from God. He quickly prayed to himself, went 
with the guard and carefully treated the man. When he was well, the 
man offered Byung-Chul an opportunity to move to an inner city 
and have his identity level raised.”

But instead, Byung-Chul passed on the favor to one of the 
street children Young-Sik was caring for and helping to survive. A 
few weeks later, the child was sent to a large city for a much better 
education and better life.

“Byung-Chul was very convinced of his own calling,” Young-Sik 
says. “He would have never left the village and the fellow believers 
he took care of.”
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As he and Young-Sik continued to meet together, the two men 
grew in their love for God and each other. And like the apostle Paul 
trained the younger Timothy, Byung-Chul discipled and trained 
Young-Sik to one day take his place as spiritual leader in the village.

That day recently came. Byung-Chul passed away peacefully. 
Before his death, he prayed a blessing over Young-Sik—a moment 
the young man will never forget. For him, it was when he realized 
God had orchestrated his steps from day one to bring His gospel to 
people who needed to hear about Jesus.

“When he blessed me as the new leader, that was another 
joyful and spiritually significant moment,” Young-Sik says. “But it’s 
not just the role I’ve been given; it’s also my calling. I know I will 

Free Download in the Apple or Android store
ODUSA.ORG/PRAYERAPP

Introducing the
Pray for the Persecuted 
Church Prayer app
from Open Doors.

Download Today

serve the Lord until my death in this village. This is where God placed 
me, not the government. Byung-Chul always said: ‘If I live here, I’ll live 
here. If I die, I will die here.’”

Young-Sik thinks back to the day he met Byung-Chul. How from 
barren fields, God used an almost inaudible prayer and two faithful 
men to grow and multiply a harvest he could never have fathomed. 
A secret church he would have never thought could come from 
seemingly God-forsaken circumstances. 

As one of our field team members says, “Christian life in North 
Korea is beyond anyone’s imagination, but we all pray that God is 
faithful.”

Through your support, you’re encouraging and empowering 
Kingdom builders like Young-Sik. For his safety, we can’t explain 
how we come alongside Young-Sik. But your faithful prayers and 
gifts—including food, Bibles, medical supplies and other lifesaving 
relief—help him and other secret believers in North Korea survive 
and grow the secret church.

“[Worshiping with this secret 
church] was such a wonderful 
experience that proved how 

faithful Jesus is.”
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Spotlights

HOW DO YOU SERVE THE 
PERSECUTED CHURCH 
THROUGH OPEN DOORS?

HOW DO YOU SERVE THE 
PERSECUTED CHURCH 
THROUGH OPEN DOORS?

WHAT’S ONE PIECE OF 
ENCOURAGEMENT YOU’D 
OFFER TO OTHERS ABOUT 
HELPING THE PERSECUTED 
CHURCH? WHAT’S ONE PIECE OF 

ENCOURAGEMENT YOU’D 
OFFER TO OTHERS ABOUT 
HELPING THE PERSECUTED 
CHURCH?

I serve first through prayer, and 
then as an agent of change to 
wake up our congregation to 
the plight persecuted Christians 
face. People need to know 
these are real people (our 
brothers and sisters) that face 
severe persecution around the 
globe. Death, imprisonment, 
beatings and much more. I want 
people to not feel detached from 
these stories, but, rather, to share 
in the suffering. I’m working to get 
the [International Day of Prayer 
for the Persecuted Church] to 
have a higher priority in our 
church. We’ll have an information 
table, but that is a far cry from 
what I’m working toward.

students at their school. Each 
year, we speak to our fifth- and 
sixth-grade VBS kids, and we 
participate with our church on 
the National Day of Prayer. The 
congregation is encouraged 
to meet with our youth to pray 
over the 50 countries on the 
World Watch List. We have 
presented OD information to our 
adult Sunday school classes. 
Every month, our church holds 
a silent prayer gathering, and 
we offer a specific person or 
group from the OD list for whom 
we pray and write notes of 
encouragement.

About 10 years ago, we became 
volunteers in our local area. In 
that role, we have visited many 
churches, explaining the trials 
and joys of the persecuted. We 
have spoken to high school 

These are real people. They are 
part of our family. They need 
your prayers. Your prayers make 
a difference. Writing letters to 
them is huge. Your donations 
make help possible.

It is exciting, uplifting and 
fulfilling to share the story of 
our brothers and sisters in 
Christ who suffer for worshiping 
the Lord. Many people are 
unaware of the magnitude of 
the problem, but once they 
learn of the situation, they are 
ready and willing to pray, write 
notes of encouragement and 
provide financial support. We 
would encourage everyone to 
go on a mission trip with OD to 
experience the joy and uplifting 
faith of our brothers and sisters 
as they lay their life on the line to 
practice their faith in very trying 
situations and places.

WHEN DID YOU FIRST 
BECOME AWARE OF THE 
PROBLEM OF PERSECUTION 
AGAINST CHRISTIANS?

WHAT IS A STORY THAT HAS 
STUCK WITH YOU ABOUT THE 
PERSECUTED CHURCH?

WHAT’S A PLACE YOU HAVE 
A HEART FOR?

I’m not sure exactly when I 
became aware of the plight of 
our persecuted brothers and 
sisters, but I’d have to say it was 
four, maybe five years ago.

There are two things that really 
wrenched my heart and I can’t 
get off my mind. First, that 
prison in Eritrea, Mai Serwa, 
that uses shipping containers 
as a prison. I remember reading 
an article of a female vocal 
artist that had been imprisoned 
in one. There are still many 
there. The second is the story 
of Wonju in North Korea. His 
home was raided (his family 
is Christian, but he was really 
young)—they were all separated 
and imprisoned. What a sad 
story that he wakes up and 
boils cabbage to eat, works in 
the field all day, returns back 
and boils a bit more cabbage 
to eat. Goes to sleep and 
gets up every day and does it 
again. Just breaks my heart!

TELL US A LITTLE BIT 
ABOUT YOURSELF.

TELL US A LITTLE BIT 
ABOUT YOURSELF.

Gary Cain
Connector

Dave and
Sue Teall,
supporters and 
volunteers

Dave and Sue Teall,
Texas

Gary Cain, Texas

WHEN DID YOU FIRST 
BECOME AWARE OF 
PERSECUTED CHRISTIANS?

I am a retired Air Force pilot and 
am currently a commercial airline 
pilot. I volunteer as an assistant 
chaplain at Dominguez State 
Jail and am a new volunteer with 
the Billy Graham Evangelistic 
Association Rapid Response 
Team (BGEA RRT) chaplains.

We are active, 76-year-old 
retirees enjoying our many 
volunteer activities, such as 
teaching Bible studies, traveling, 
spending quality time with our 
grandchildren, exercising and 
being active members of Christ 
Church United Methodist in 
The Woodlands, Texas. CCUM 
has been actively involved with 
persecuted Christians for over 
20 years now, and has recently 
designated Open Doors (OD)  
as one of its 12 mission focuses 
for prayer, presence and 
financial support.

We, like so many others, were 
not aware there were persecuted 
Christians around the globe until 
about 13 years ago when our 
son Jim joined the staff of Open 
Doors USA.

After visiting Egypt, Vietnam 
and India on OD vision trips, 
we have met the persecuted 
personally and are uplifted by 
their endurance, commitment 
to Christ and the depth of their 
faith. Recently, [an] Open Doors 
[worker] from India visited 
our church and spoke about 
the growing problems with 
persecution in India.
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You are not forgotten, but you 
are in our prayers and on our 
hearts.

Tim Muret
CCO, Open Doors USA

May you know the closeness 
of Jesus, you are standing for 
Him in ways we cannot know. 
Thank you.

Betty Glover

Connections

This is not the end. It’s just the 
painful beginning. The rest 
of the book is full of meaning 
and joy with Christ for eternity. 
As the early Church, you are 
our example and witness for 
the genuine hope in Christ. 
Reminding us that “the 
sufferings of this present time 
are not worth comparing with 
the glory that is to be revealed 
to us.”

Every Bible story has an “all is 
lost” moment. And it is at that 
moment that God shows up. 
The same in your lives. Nothing 
good can be achieved without 
suffering. God achieved His plan 
through the suffering of His 
son. We have been granted the 
gift of faith but also the gift of 
suffering (see Philippians 1).

Never give up. We love you, and 
I pray for a chance to help you.

We are praying for you. Stay 
strong and never doubt that 
Jesus loves you. Your obedience 
will be honored by God in this 
life and in eternity. God be with 
each of you. 

I’m praying for you to endure 
and keep the faith. Your 
endurance is an encouragement 
and a blessing.

Jesus weeps with you, my 
brothers and sisters—as do 
I. Hold on: He will turn your 
mourning into dancing.

Praying for you to continue to 
stand strong in your faith and
that God will be your hiding place.

The God of Creation hears your 
cries. He loves you and longs 
to comfort you and bring you 
freedom from oppression and 
fear. He longs for you to rejoice 
knowing His plans and timing is 
perfect. May you be comforted 
knowing prayers around the 
world are being lifted to God to 
meet your needs and provide 
for your safety. You are loved!

Jesus is with you to give you 
the power of His resurrection 
as you experience the 
fellowship of His sufferings. 
Praying for you.

You are not alone.

You are not forgotten. Your 
brothers and sisters worldwide 
are praying for you. God is your 
refuge and strength, your very 
present help in trouble.

We love you and are praying 
for you! Trust in the Lord! He is 
there for you to love, strengthen 
and encourage you. Continue to 
worship. He will never leave you 
or forsake you.

Eddy
believer from Syria

Heather Douglas
Assoc. Editor, Open Doors 
USA Dawn Lynes

Cynthia Glover-Gebelein Malissa McCrary
Sr. Director of Human 
Resources, Open Doors USA

Steve Buckley

Zack Keahey
Sr. Digital Marketing 
Manager, Open Doors USA

Jan Vemmer
Open Doors field worker 
in the region

Jason Jones

Suzy Moravick

Amy Holmes 

Your faith has changed my faith. 
Your lives have changed my 
prayers. You are not alone.

Lindy Lowry
Content specialist, Open 
Doors USA

Cheryl Braasch Hasson

Lynda Platt PlyCarolAnn Schilling-
Adams Inglis

1 Question

You are heroes of the faith and 
an inspiration to us all. The 
treasures you have stored up in 
heaven through your faith will 
be immense. We love you, and 
you are not forgotten.

Your faith in Jesus under such 
difficult circumstances is an 
inspiration and encouragement 
to me and many other 
American Christians. We are 
praying with you.

Your story of faith, 
perseverance and sacrifice 
for the name of Jesus is very 
inspiring to me as a Christian 
from Egypt. We are one in 
Christ, and we will continue to 
run the race together until we 
all meet Him on the clouds one 
day. Stay encouraged and shine 
for Jesus. 

Nehemiah
believer from Egypt

IF YOU COULD TELL 
CHRISTIANS IN NORTH 
KOREA ONE THING, 
WHAT WOULD IT BE?
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The beginning of a new year can be a visible reminder to us 
of the hope we live with today in our broken world—the same 
promise of hope our God gave to His people 2,000 years ago 
during a time of loss and desperation. When God gave these 
words to Israel, they had been exiles in Babylon for 70 years. 
They were weary, beaten up. They had lost sight of their identity 
as God’s chosen people. 

But God knew He was about to do something new, something 
unprecedented, in their lives—and in their hearts. He wanted 
to lift their heads to see this new work. 

He is working in the same way today—His hands are moving 
in unexpected and maybe unseen ways. Hea-Woo, a North 
Korean refugee and prison camp survivor, started a secret 
church in the prison outhouse—it’s hard to imagine a darker 
or more undesirable place. But through her, the gospel was 
declared and people met Jesus. She reflects on that time:

“The Bible verses that I’d recall from memory gave the others 
hope. They also saw the Spirit at work in me … God used me to 
lead five people to faith.” 

God is working not only in us but through us, as His witnesses 
to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). Though you may be starting 
this year with challenges and difficulties ahead, you can be 
assured that your Creator is, at this very minute, doing a new 
thing in you—and through you. His words are His promise to 
His people—both then and now.

Devotional

“Gather the riches of God’s 
promises. Nobody can take 
from you those texts from the 
Bible which you have learned 
by heart.” —Corrie ten Boom

“Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. 
See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; 

do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the 
wilderness and streams in the wasteland.”

Isaiah 43:18-19 

Connections

God, I praise You for what you are doing in and through 
my life and in the lives of my persecuted brothers and 
sisters. I ask You to help me see with new eyes how You’re 
working in unexpected and unseen ways. I ask that you 
would do the same for my brothers and sisters who are 
persecuted for following You. In 2020, work in me and 
through me to strengthen Your Church and advance Your 
Kingdom to the ends of the earth. Amen. 

A prayer for 2020:
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