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believe 
change is 
possible?
Read Sahar’s story
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I often find that Bible verses I know well are illuminated by the stories 
of our persecuted brothers and sisters. You, like me, have probably 
often heard Matthew 19:29 – Jesus’ promise that ‘everyone who 
has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or 
children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much 
and will inherit eternal life’. But reading Sahar’s story (p8), and 
how she was forced to leave her home, husband and children, and 
even faced prison after she became a Christian, brings the truth of 
Jesus’ words to life for me. Sahar is living in His promise. She was 
transformed by encountering Jesus, and knows He is worth the cost.

When Christian women like Sahar are persecuted, it’s often different 
from the ways in which Christian men are persecuted. Perpetrators 
exploit the particular vulnerabilities of women to undermine and 
attack the church. For women and girls, that means the persecution 
they face for their faith and gender is hidden, violent and complex. 
This year, the ongoing See. Change. campaign focuses on stories like 
Sahar’s that are hidden.

In many parts of our world, women’s lives are hidden – and so their 
persecution is too. Their supposed protectors, usually husbands or 
male relatives, can become their attackers. And the world doesn’t see it.

But we see it, and we can make sure stories like Sahar’s are heard. 
I’m pleased to say that her story doesn’t end with persecution. You 
can read more about how God has answered her prayers for her 
marriage and given her a ministry to other women facing persecution 
on p8. Her story is also a reminder that our God absolutely responds 
to persistent prayer.

I hope you find Sahar’s testimony as inspiring, encouraging and 
challenging as I do, and that you are able to see and share the hidden 
stories of Christian women and girls around the world. Thank you for 
loving and supporting our sisters.

God bless you,

Contact us:

England and Wales
PO Box 6, Witney
Oxon OX29 6WG
T 01993 460015

Ireland
PO Box 873
Belfast BT15 1WZ
T 02890 751080

Scotland
T 01292 800006

E inspire@opendoorsuk.org        

cover Sahar in Iran was 
thrown out by her husband 
when she converted from 
Islam to Christianity

Find us on:

opendoorsuk.org

Letter from Henrietta

Henrietta Blyth  
CEO, Open Doors UK&I

“Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my 
Spirit in those days […] and everyone who calls on the name of 
the Lord will be saved.” JOEL 2:29,32

Our hidden sisters

You can give your persecuted family hope 
of a brighter future by including a gift to 
Open Doors in your Will. Your gift will mean 
a lifetime of support for those who suffer for 
following Jesus. 

If you have not yet made a Will, you can make 
a Will for FREE using our partner Farewill. 

To find out more, go to opendoorsuk.org/
legacy or phone 01993 460015.

We are delighted to be collaborating with global prayer 
movement Thy Kingdom Come for a joint prayer evening on 
Ascension Day to pray for the most persecuted. Don’t miss this 
opportunity to hear from a North Korean believer and to pray and 
worship with other Christians from around the UK and Ireland.  

To find out more and book your place go to  
opendoorsuk.org/webinar or phone Inspire on 01993 460015. 

Leave a legacy of hope

Meet the risk-takers of the persecuted church. 
In your free World Watch List Top 50, you’ll find 
detailed information and specific prayer points for 
the 50 countries where Christians risk the most to 
follow Christ. You’ll also find a map, inspirational 
testimonies and ways you can stand with your 
persecuted church family.

Order today at opendoorsuk.org/wwl 

THE COUNTRIES WHERE CHRISTIANS RISK 
EVERYTHING FOR CHRIST

WORLD WATCH LIST 2023 TOP 50

In collaboration with Thy Kingdom Come

Pray for the most persecuted

EVENING OF 18 MAY, LONDON AND ONLINE 
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World Watch News
SRI LANKA Glimmer of justice for Easter Sunday victims

There is good news from  
Sri Lanka, after the 
Supreme Court ruled that 
compensation be given to 
the families of victims of the 
2019 Easter bombings. 

More than 250 people were killed 
when suicide bombers targeted 
six locations, including three 
churches, on Easter Sunday four 
years ago. 

On 12 January 2023, the 
country’s highest court ruled in 
favour of the victims and ordered 
former President Maithripala 

Sirisena and four high-ranking 
officials to pay 310 million 
rupees (around £700,000) in 
compensation from their own 
personal funds. 

The 85-page report issued by 
the Supreme Court observed 
that the president and officials 
had not taken action to prevent 
the attacks, despite repeated 
warnings from intelligence 
services in the months and weeks 
leading up to 21 April 2019.

“The news of the Supreme Court 
ruling made me glad,” said a 

local Open Doors partner, but 
added that questions remain 
given that no one has yet been 
held responsible for the attacks. 
“Who planned the attack? Why 
were Christians targeted? 
Until we have more answers, 
Christians won’t feel safe, and 
justice won’t be served.”

Pray that this ruling will be 
a catalyst for identifying and 
punishing the perpetrators of 
these awful attacks. 

A literacy programme run by 
Open Doors local partners in 
Laos has built the confidence 
of a shy young believer and 
equipped him to share the 
gospel with others.

Prior to attending the training, 
Khamsey* barely said anything. 
Since he couldn’t read or write, 
he was afraid of saying the 
wrong thing. “Through studying, 
I can now recognise sounds, and 
I am confident when writing. I 
am no longer embarrassed,”  
he says. 

It also means that Khamsey 
can read the Bible, helping 
strengthen him and his wife, 
Mali*, amidst persecution from 
family who accuse them of 
betraying their Buddhist-animist 
background. Khamsey has been 
punched by his mother, whilst 
Mali has been strangled by her 
brother and kicked by her father. 

“The literacy programme has 
made me understand the Bible 
better. I learned to know more 
about the words of God in the 
Bible – and when I read the Bible, 
my spirit is encouraged,” says 

Khamsey. “I’m going to proclaim 
the gospel to our neighbours. 
I never studied the Bible 
formally, but I will teach them 
as much as I can, relying on the 
knowledge that God gave me.”

LAOS Believer equipped and empowered to share gospel

above “I have become braver,” says Khamsey after learning to read and write

PHILIPPINES

NORTH KOREA

In wonderful news from the 
southern Philippines, six 
boys and two girls from the 
same family got baptised 
in the water that runs 
underneath their stilt home. 

“I am happy and thrilled that 
more people are coming to 
Christ, especially in our family,” 
says Aisha*, whose brother 
and cousins were among 
those baptised. She shared 
the gospel with them after 
being equipped by Timothy 
Youth Training, a leadership 
course run by Open Doors 
local partners. The eight new 
believers will join this training.

Please pray that these believers 
– who live in a region that can be 
hostile to Christianity – will grow 
in their faith, gifts and witness.

In North Korea, it’s almost 
impossible to share the gospel 
with others, given the dangers 
involved. But amazingly, North 
Koreans are still becoming 
Christians through supernatural 
experiences. 

“God does a lot of signs and 
wonders in North Korea,” shares 
Brother Simon*, Open Doors’ 
coordinator for North Korea for 
almost 30 years. “Especially 
healings, because so many 
people suffer from malnutrition 
and diseases.

“A lot of people, and certainly 
children, fall seriously ill,” he 
continues. “Christians may 
help the sick people and pray 
for them. A lot are healed 
and, through their healing, 

experience the supernatural 
love of God. That means they 
are usually ready to hear the 
gospel. The Christians expose 
them to the good news and their 
faith grows gradually from that 
moment onwards.

“It’s by God’s grace that the 
church has survived,” adds 
Brother Simon. “The Christians 
take a lot of measures to protect 
themselves. It’s rare that people 
meet with other Christians, 
except if it’s a family gathering. 
Even then, usually the children 
are sent outside to keep watch. 
They talk and sing softly. Bibles 
are usually hidden.”

You can read the full interview 
with Brother Simon at 
opendoorsuk.org/news 

Eight baptised under 
their stilt home

“God does a lot of signs  
and wonders”

Militants target 
Christians in DRC 
and Nigeria

Three recent attacks in 
the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC) and 
Nigeria have demonstrated 
escalating violence in 
sub-Saharan Africa.

In DRC, at least 17 people 
were killed and 20 seriously 
injured when a bomb 
exploded during a church 
service in Kasindi-Lubirigha, 
North Kivu province. 

The Allied Democratic Forces 
(ADF) – which is affiliated 
with so-called Islamic State 
– is believed to be behind 
the attack. They are among 
several rebel groups that 
are increasingly targeting 
Christians in attempts to 
control parts of eastern DRC.

In Nigeria, a pastor called 
Isaac Achi was killed when 
suspected members of militant 
group Boko Haram attacked 
a church in the northern 
state of Niger State and set it 
alight. Elsewhere in the north, 
suspected Fulani militants 
attacked a church and beat 
the pastor before kidnapping 
at least eight women. 

Please ask the Lord to pour 
His comfort and healing into 
those hurting from these 
attacks, and pray that those 
kidnapped will be released.

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

*Names changed for security reasons

> For the latest news and 
stories of courageous faith, 
visit opendoorsuk.org
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in Eritrea because they 
were caught praying in 
underground churches,”  
he said.

Shruti shared how she was 
beaten multiple times by her 
father and ostracised by her 
family for her faith in Jesus. 
“So many Christians and 
other religious minorities 
in India face an uncertain 
future,” she said. “I welcome 
the work of Open Doors 
in bringing this suffering 
to the attention of people 
around the world.”

MPS GRATEFUL FOR 
‘PRESSURE’ FROM 
SUPPORTERS
Many MPs acknowledged 
that they were at the launch 
because you asked them 
to come. Brendan O’Hara MP 
said, “Thank you for putting 
pressure on people like me 
to speak out on your behalf 
for persecuted Christians 
around the world. Keep doing 
what you’re doing and keep 
me doing what I’m doing.”

Rupa Huq MP shared, “Christians 
should be able to worship 
without fear… I’ve had many, 
many emails on this from 
supporters in my constituency. 
I will continue to fight for their 
rights, to be able to practise 
their faith for all those values: 
freedom of thought, belief, 
expression, religion.”

OVER 700 GATHER TO PRAY 
IN-PERSON AND ONLINE
After the World Watch List 
launch, around 100 people 
made their way to Westminster 
Chapel for an evening of prayer 
for the persecuted church; they 
were joined by more than 600 
supporters via livestreaming. 
Timothy Cho shared more of 
his story, joined by Howard 
Satterthwaite, the lead pastor of 
Westminster Chapel. Dr David 
Landrum, Open Doors’ Director 

of Advocacy, interviewed 
Lord Alton, who also attended 
the launch. “Pressure [on 
government] and prayer must 
go hand-in-hand,” he said. “If 
you want people in politics to 
do something, it has to be more 
than just a wish – you have to 
give evidence. You have to tell 
them what it is that needs to 
be done to change things, and 
you’re very good at that.”
*Name changed for security reasons 

“Pressure and prayer must  
go hand-in-hand”

HOW YOU AMPLIFIED THE VOICE OF THE PERSECUTED CHURCH IN PARLIAMENT 

Thank you so much for 
your prayers for the 
parliamentary launch of this 
year’s Open Doors World 
Watch List in January – and 
to the thousands of you who 
invited your MP. Thanks 
to you, 95 MPs across the 
political spectrum heard 
the powerful testimonies 
of persecuted believers 
from North Korea, East 
Africa and India. They were 
also each given a copy of 
the Open Doors Advocacy 
Report, containing research 
and recommendations 
about Christian persecution 
and equipping them 
to take action.

“What always strikes me about 
[the Open Doors] launch,” said 
Rt Hon. Stephen Timms MP, who 

hosted the event, “is that lots and 
lots of MPs get contacted by their 
constituents who say, ‘We really, 
really want you to come up to the 
launch of the annual World Watch 
List,’ and, of course, having got 
that instruction, we all come! 
And it does reflect the very, very 
strong support that Open Doors 
has around the country.”

POWERFUL TESTIMONIES 
FROM PERSECUTED 
BELIEVERS 
The room was quiet as everyone 
heard from Timothy Cho* from 
North Korea, Fikiru* from East 
Africa and Shruti* from India 
(who appeared via a pre-
recorded interview). 

“The [North Korean] regime 
aims to wipe out every Christian 
in the country,” Timothy said. 
“Christianity itself is seen as a 
national security risk, and every 
new piece of legislation targets 
Christians as the first to be 

eliminated… [but] 75 years of 
totalitarian rule hasn’t succeeded 
in destroying hope, faith or love. 
That’s why I’m here to challenge 
you to act today.”

Fikiru addressed the spreading 
violence and persecution across 
East Africa, from both Islamic 
militants and the Eritrean and 
Ethiopian Orthodox Churches.  
“In November last year, 48 
believers were sent to jail 

“As Christians, we 
have a duty to do 
everything we can,  
for all of our 
brothers and sisters 
in Christ, all over 
the world, who are 
being persecuted 
for their faith.” 
– ANDREW SELOUS MP

“Christians should 
be able to worship 
without fear… I’ve 
had many, many 
emails on this from 
supporters in my 
constituency. I will 
continue to fight for 
their rights, to be 
able to practise their 
faith for all those 
values: freedom 
of thought, belief, 
expression, religion” 
– RUPA HUQ MP

SEND THE
ADVOCACY 
REPORT TO YOUR MP 
Thank you so much for 
all your prayers and 
support for the launch 
of the World Watch 
List this year. Prayer 
is powerful – and the 
number of MPs who 
came this year is 
testament to the power 
of your voice! Find out 
if your MP attended 
and thank them – or, if 
they didn’t attend, make 
sure they have a copy 
of the Advocacy Report 
– at opendoorsuk.org/
advocacy 

Timothy Cho (left) and Henrietta Blyth (right) both spoke at the launch hosted 
by Stephen Timms MP (centre) about the reality of Christian persecution 

WORLD WATCH LIST 2023 

PARLIAMENTARY LAUNCH
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How Sahar  
    from Iran is 
seeing change 

“Who will take care of my son? 
Who will tuck him in at night?” 
These are the questions Sahar 
asked herself the night her husband 
demanded she leave their home. 

She was in a taxi on the way to her 
parents, not knowing if she would ever 
see her young children again. “I was 
asking, ‘God, why are You letting this 
happen? Why are You allowing such  
pain and hardship in my life?’”

As a woman in Iran, Sahar had no rights 
to see her children if her husband 

refused. And, in this moment, he was 
extremely angry that Sahar had chosen 
to leave Islam and follow Jesus. Millions 
of Christian women and girls have 
experiences like Sahar’s – that’s why Open 
Doors’ ongoing See. Change. campaign 
continues to highlight the stories of 
our Christian sisters around the world, 
persecuted for their faith and their gender.

SAHAR’S STRUGGLE
Sahar had tried hard to be a good Muslim 
for many years. Though the family she 
grew up in wasn’t very religious, Sahar 
earnestly sought something to fill the

PERSECUTED WOMEN  SEE. CHANGE. 
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Sahar was more 
fortunate than some 
girls growing up in 
Iran. Her family didn’t 
think that women 
were inferior to men 
– but that opinion 
is quite rare in her 
society. “I myself did 
not experience the 
degradation of the role 
and place of women 
in personal life,” says 
Sahar, “but I could see 
it clearly in the lives of 
other women. I could 
see that they were 
not valued as they 
should be. Dignity and 
rights of a woman as a 
human being are being 
ignored and violated.” 
This influences the 
ways in which female 
Christian converts 
are persecuted.

“Everything that 
I have witnessed 
since childhood, in 
my own life or my 
friends’ or any girl 
or woman living in 
an Islamic-Iranian 
society, caused some 
fear to take hold in 

my life. At first, I wasn’t aware 
of it – but later I realised how 
fearful I am. How disappointed 
I feel. How undervalued.”

GOD’S PURPOSE FOR SAHAR
But that’s not how God sees 
Sahar. He spoke to her about 
her true, God-given identity. 

“I heard something really 
strange from the Holy Spirit 
in my heart,” she says. “I 
heard Him say, ‘You are my 
daughter, I chose you. You 
will serve among women 
and even nations.’” Sahar 
was astonished – “I asked 
God loudly, ‘How could this 
be?’”– but these words helped 
make her determined. 

“I was so eager and thirsty for 
God that I made my decision. I 
was ready to give everything for 
God and devote myself to Him.”

Sahar courageously chose to 
tell her husband about her 
faith. And what she feared 
came true. He was furious 
and sent her away: that’s how 
she found herself crying in the 
back of a taxi, sent away from 
her home and her children. Her 
ordeal went unnoticed by the 
surrounding world – she was 
one of many hidden victims 
of persecution. “My pride was 
broken. I felt that everything 
was being taken away from 
me. I didn’t do anything wrong, 
I wasn’t a criminal. I knew 
everything was in God’s control 
– but I couldn’t control my 

feelings. I was in 
so much pain.”

Worse than 
the shame was 
anxiety over 
her children. 
“My rights were 
taken away, as 
a convert. My 
heart was broken 
– as a human, 
as a woman, 
but mostly as a 
mother.” Sahar 
knew the truth of 
Matthew 19:29: 
“And everyone 

who has left houses or brothers 
or sisters or father or mother 
or wife or children or fields for 
my sake will receive a hundred 
times as much and will inherit 
eternal life.” It was devastating, 
but Jesus was worth the price.

RECONCILIATION 
Sahar kept praying for her 
husband’s heart to soften – and 
God listened. It took time, but 
eventually Sahar’s husband 
invited her back into the house 
and the two slowly started 
rebuilding the loving relationship 
they had had before. But the 
troubles she faced were far from 
over. Christians in Iran don’t 
just face persecution from their 
family and community. There 
is also significant danger of 
persecution from the authorities 
– as Sahar discovered when she 
was arrested and taken to prison.

ARRESTED BY  
INTELLIGENCE AGENTS
“One morning, Islamic 
intelligence agents came and 
shockingly arrested me. I had 
never expected that. They took 

emptiness she felt inside her. 
“I voluntarily joined Ramadan, 
prayed frequently and 
dressed very conservatively,” 
she remembers. “I did 
my best, but I felt there 
was no answer.”

For more than 20 years, 
Sahar tried to find truth in 
the Muslim faith. One day, 
everything changed. Her 
sister-in-law saw the despair 
that Sahar was feeling and 
gave her a Bible.

“She knew that I was a 
mess,” says Sahar. “She told 
me – ‘Sahar, Jesus Christ can 
change your life entirely.’ I 
was really eager to see that.”

GOD’S MERCY AND LOVE
As Sahar read the Bible, she 
began to find the answers 
she’d looked for her whole 
life: “When I closed the book, 
the first thing I said was, ‘It 
is truly the living Word of 
God – this God is righteous 
and holy. I saw His mercy, 
justice, holiness and love 
in this book and found it in 
this God. That’s what drew 
me in from the beginning.”

In particular, Sahar was moved 
by Psalm 45:10-11: “Listen, 
daughter, and pay careful 
attention: Forget your people 
and your father’s house. Let 
the king be enthralled by your 

beauty; honour him, for he is 
your lord.” As she explains, “God 
really spoke to my heart in this 
passage, and I felt a direction 
from God that compelled me to 
live my faith and follow God with 
full devotion. I knew that He had 
a plan for my husband too.”

DIFFICULTIES FOR WOMEN
It was hard for Sahar to see 
this plan at first, knowing the 
persecution that Iranian women 
face if they chose to leave Islam. 
She had seen it happen to 
others. “Becoming a Christian, 
for a Muslim woman, can have 
lots of dangers. If you are single, 
your family can ostracise you. I 
knew, if my husband realised I’d 
become a Christian, he would 
really get angry. There was real 
possibility of divorce and surely 
my children would have been 
taken away because of me being 
an ex-Muslim. They would not let 
me even see them, because all 
my rights would have been taken 
away as a convert.”
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“I was so eager and thirsty 
for God that I made my 
decision. I was ready to 
give everything for God 
and devote myself to Him.”

Sahar had to leave her home and her children 
when her faith was discovered

Sahar was reunited with her 
husband, whose heart was 
softened towards her

PERSECUTED WOMEN  SEE. CHANGE. 



12 13

me to Evin Prison.” Evin Prison 
is notoriously appalling, with 
terrible conditions for prisoners. 
“They took me to court twice – 
my preliminary sentence was 91 
days, but in appeal court, they 
gave me five years in prison. My 
sentence was ‘threats against 
national security’.” This is a 
charge that is often made against 
Christians who convert from 
Islam in Iran, particularly if they 
are active in telling other people 
about Jesus. 

Many husbands in Iran would 
reject their wives after this sort 
of ‘shame’. If Sahar’s husband 
had chosen to do that, she’d 
have been left without any 
rights – unable to do anything 
about it because of her gender. 
Thankfully this isn’t what 
happened. “My husband was 
worried about me,” Sahar 
shares. “When I was released, 
his approach to my faith had 

changed. He was accepting 
me as I was.”

But because of the threat 
of long-term imprisonment, 
Sahar and her family 
left the country soon after 
she was released. They now 
live in Turkey, where Sahar is 
discovering what God’s promise 
that she would ‘serve among 
women and even nations’ means.

SAHAR’S MINISTRY
Sahar now supports other 
persecuted Christian women 
with encouragement and 
discipleship, as well as practical 
training. Because of her own 
experiences, she is particularly 
able to help these courageous 
believers understand their 
identity in Christ.

“All the brokenness that I 
had, the fear and trauma I 
had as a woman, made me 

more understanding of their 
situation,” she says. “I tell 
them, ‘God loves you – He has 
your back and He is supporting 
you. He will heal you and 
deliver you and bless you.’

“I am able to share with other 
women who were Muslims 
and now are Christians what 
God has done in my life. 
Women who are having similar 
issues as me. I can share my 
experiences with them, teach 
them, be by their side, pray 
for them and guide them.”

So many Christian women and 
girls are like Sahar – persecuted 
for their faith, and vulnerable 
because of their gender. This 

PERSECUTED WOMEN  SEE. CHANGE. 

“I am able to share with other 
women who were Muslims 
and now are Christians what 
God has done in my life.”

Now Sahar can support other Christian women experiencing persecution for their faith and gender

persecution is often hidden and 
unnoticed by the wider world. 
Open Doors’ vision is to ensure 
that each of these women is 
seen, heard and empowered to 
reach her God-given potential – 
and this is exactly the work that 
Sahar is bravely undertaking, 
as are many Open Doors 
partners around the world. 

And you can be part of it today. 
Your gifts and prayers will help 
each courageous women or girl 
see change: to heal from her 
trauma, to grow in her faith and 
to know she is loved.

PLEASE PRAY
Lord God, thank You that You 
see Your daughters – that none 
of their suffering is hidden from 

You. As You have promised, You 
are ‘close to the brokenhearted 
and save those who are crushed 
in spirit’ (Psalm 34:18). I pray 
that my persecuted sisters 
would heal from their trauma 
and be empowered to reach their 
God-given potential. Please give 
each woman and girl peace, joy 
and strength, and equip Sahar, 
Aizah and all those who support 
persecuted Christian women. 
Amen.

You can find more prayer points 
for the See. Change. campaign in 
your Prayer Diary.

PLEASE GIVE
Every £19  could go towards 
helping a woman or girl receive 
trauma care so she can heal and 

realise her God-given identity 
and worth.

Every £28 could train and 
encourage two women with a 
biblical response to persecution. 

Every £44 could enable a woman 
to learn practical skills to make 
it easier for her to find work and 
become self-sufficient.

INVITE YOUR MP
Your MP can learn about the 
oppression of religious freedom 
and women’s rights in Iran at a 
panel discussion on 7 March (see 
p14). Invite your MP today to 
equip them to take action for our 
persecuted sisters. 

AN UPDATE ON AIZAH
Iran isn’t the only country 
where Christian women face 
persecution for their gender 
and their faith. You might 
remember Aizah (name 
changed), an Open Doors 
partner in North Africa, 
whose story we shared with 
you in the See. Change. 
campaign in 2019. Aizah was 
persecuted and rejected when 
she chose to leave Islam to 
follow Jesus – and now she 
invests in the lives of other 
women who’ve made the 
same courageous decision.

Aizah was thrown out of her 
home when she became a 
Christian. “My father and 
my brothers disowned me,” 
she says. “I missed all the 
celebrations, the happy 
moments with my family.” 
She wasn’t even allowed 
to go to her grandmother’s 
funeral. Eventually, she 

confronted 
her father and 
told him about 
the suffering 
he caused by 
sending her 
away. Thankfully, 
he apologised 
and let her 
return. “After so many years I 
was welcome at home again.”

Because of the prayers and 
generosity of supporters over 
several years, Aizah is able 
to use her experiences to 
support many other women 
and girls in the same position. 
“The way we, as Open Doors, 
try to help the women is 
going on a discipleship 
journey with them,” she says. 
“We teach them a biblical 
view of women. During 
individual conversations, but 
also during training weeks 
with several other women 

in a similar situation, we 
try to change their way of 
thinking. For example, a lady 
who did the training now 
helps other women in her 
country. Before, she suffered 
from depression and had a 
very low self-esteem; this all 
changed now.”

Aizah’s message to 
persecuted Christian women? 
“Search for help, for support. 
I don’t give up on them, no 
matter how long it takes.  
God is faithful. When we fail, 
He takes care. He helps –  
He changes lives.” 
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RIGHTS FOR  
IRANIAN WOMEN
There have been widespread 
protests in Iran following the 
death of 22-year-old Mahsa 
Amini in September 2022, after 
she was arrested by the morality 
police for an ‘improper’ hijab. 
These protests highlight that a 
mandatory religious dress code 
for all women violates women’s 
rights and undermines their 
freedom of religion or belief. 
Christian women, and other 
religious minorities, may not 
wish to wear an item of Islamic 
religious clothing. In Iran, 
Christian men and women both 
face persecution for their faith – 
but this is an additional form of 
discrimination that specifically 
targets women and girls. 

Open Doors is urging the Iranian 
government to respect the right 
to freedom of religion or belief 
for all – including ending the 
obligation on women to wear 
hijabs even when this doesn’t 
align with their religion or belief. 
Can you invite your MP to attend 

a panel discussion in Parliament 
to raise this issue?

SEE CHANGE
Mandatory religious dress codes 
are far from the only penalty 
facing Christian women today. 
Like Sahar, many Christian 
women face persecution for 
their faith that is camouflaged 
by everyday societal gender 
norms. Persecutors take 
advantage of women’s lives 
often being hidden and the 
ways in which their so-called 
‘shame’ can destabilise Christian 
communities. In Pakistan, more 
than 1,000 Christian and other 
religious minority girls are 
kidnapped, forcefully converted 
and married to their abductors 
each year. In Nigeria, Christian 
women continue to be targeted 
with sexual violence by extremist 
groups as a means to destabilise 
Christian communities. In India, 
Christian women face house 
arrest and assault from their 
families when they convert to 
Christianity. For many of our 
sisters, their voices are silenced. 

It is vital that our MPs have 
the opportunity to hear up-to-
date research and stories that 
convey the complex persecution 
facing our sisters today. A panel 
discussion hosted by Taiwo 
Owatemi MP on 7 March, entitled 
‘Iran: Oppressing religious 
freedom and women’s rights?’, 
will do just that. Joining her 
will be Dabrina Bet-Tamraz, an 
Iranian Christian campaigner, 
Fiona Bruce, Special Envoy for 
Freedom of Religion or Belief 
and Henrietta Blyth, CEO of Open 
Doors. So, take a few minutes to 
send an invite to your MP today!

Iran: 
Oppressing 
religious 
freedom and 
women’s rights?
Iranian Christian women, like Sahar, face 
human rights violations on account of their 
gender and faith. See change for them by 
inviting your MP to a panel discussion on 
this issue on 7 March, ahead of International 
Women’s Day the following day.

Invite your MP at 
opendoorsuk.org/advocacy 
or by scanning the QR code:

STANDING 
STRONG

Hea Woo* 
(pictured 

above) will be 
speaking at events in May. She 
was imprisoned in North Korea 
for many years, but did not 
give up her faith, leading other 
women in the prison to Jesus. 

She was eventually released and 
escaped to South Korea. 

“I cried out to God to use me to 
tell my story to people outside the 
prison camp, and now I travel and 
share the love of God to believers 
all around the world,” she says. 

Abraham* and his wife Eti* will 
be speaking at events in June. 
Together, they serve persecuted 
believers in South East Asia – 
particularly converts from Islam 
– and help them to stand strong 
in their faith. 
*Names changed for security reasons
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13 MAY  
Scotland 

20 MAY  
South West England

BOOK 
NOW!

You’re invited to gather 
with Christians across the 
UK and Ireland to worship 
and pray with our brothers 
and sisters who are risking 
everything for Christ. 

Join us to find out how your 
prayers and gifts are making a 
difference and celebrate what 
God is doing in some of the 
most dangerous places in the 
world to be a Christian. Instead 
of one event this year, Standing 
Strong will be hosted in-person 

in regions all over the UK 
and Ireland. There will be 
seminars where you will have 
the opportunity to interact with 
our speakers and hear their 
stories, ask them questions and 
pray with them. 

MEET THE RISK-TAKERS

Please check the website for more details of future Standing Strong 
gatherings later in the year!

To book your place, go to opendoorsuk.org/standingstrong 

10AM - 2.30PMGATHERINGS (Venues TBC)

MEET THE SPEAKERS

30 SEPTEMBER 
East Midlands     

7 OCTOBER 
Northern Ireland

10 JUNE  
London

17 JUNE  
Wales 

4 NOVEMBER 
Northern England     

11 NOVEMBER  
West Midlands

HEA WOO ABRAHAM & ETI SPEAKERS TBC

COM
IN

G TO A REGION NEAR YOU IN 2023!
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but how do you do that?” Alaa 
says. “We had nothing. First, 
we lived for six months with my 
grandmother. I worked mainly in 
construction.” But the money 
he earned couldn’t support 
them completely. 

Not long after beginning to settle 
in the town, Alaa and his family 
received another blow when one 
of his brothers was kidnapped. 

“He was a taxi driver,” 
Alaa shares. “In our last 
contact on the phone 
he told me that he was 
in Homs. He was going 
to get his things and 
wanted to come to the 
valley too. He asked me 
what we needed from 
there. When we later 
tried to call, there was 
no signal from his side. 

“We looked for him, 
we went to the police. 
There was nothing, 
and no one contacted 
us regarding his 
case, nothing. His 
disappearance caused 
a trauma to the whole 
family. It planted fear in 
us.” It’s been more than 
ten years since then, 

and Alaa has still not heard from 
his brother, nor found out what 
really happened to him.

YOUR SUPPORT BROUGHT 
ALAA ‘PURE JOY’
But through all these trials, 
Alaa is being supported by local 
Open Doors partners through 
the church – and he has not 
lost his faith in God. “We always 
thank God, no matter what 
happens to us, we praise the 
Lord.” Thanks to your prayers 
and gifts, Alaa and his brothers 
received a microloan to start a 
new sawmill business. “It was 
a pure joy when I opened the 

doors and saw all the machines,” 
Alaa says. “My biggest joy 
was when the machines were 
delivered and when they put 
them in the store. It was a joyful 
moment to return to my field 
of work and work in my own 
store. It’s a beautiful feeling.”

Alaa still feels uncertain about 
the future – especially for his 
wife and young son. Living in 
rented accommodation – when 
before he owned his own 
home in Homs – is difficult and 
returning to Homs is not an 
option. “Our house is destroyed. 
There isn’t enough money to 
fix it and to go back to it. God 
willing, the most important thing 
for me is to buy a house. Having 
a house means a different life 
for me.” 

But thanks to you, he knows he 
is not alone. And he is now able 
to give back to his community 
by serving with the local church 
kitchen that supported him all 
those years ago when he first 
arrived as a refugee. Twice 
a week, he delivers meals to 
around 150 people in need in 
the region.

“I thank you with all my heart,” 
Alaa says, “because you brought 
joy to me who once owned 
something and got deprived of it. 
Blessings upon you.”

PRAY FOR SYRIA/TURKEY EARTHQUAKE
As we went to print, we received news of the 6 February 
earthquakes that caused widespread casualties and destruction 
in Syria and Turkey. Please keep praying for all those bereaved 
or displaced by the crisis and for Open Doors partners helping 
those affected with vital relief aid.  “Please we ask you to pray 
for Latakia, to pray for Syria, for those who are suffering from 
the earthquake,” says Open Doors partner, Father Fadi. 

You can find the latest news on the disaster and how Open Doors  
is responding at opendoorsuk.org

Thank you for your prayers 
and gifts for your persecuted 
church family facing the 
most extreme persecution. 
When Alaa was uprooted 
from his home during the 
Syrian civil war, his future 
became uncertain. But 
you’ve helped him to begin a 
new life – and hold on to his 
faith in Jesus.

In Homs, Alaa felt safe. He was 
a carpenter and ran a workshop 
and sawmill with his brothers. 
“It’s all gone now,” he says. 

“There is nothing left; the houses 
and stores are burned. My 
neighbour told me that the roof 
of the house is destroyed. 

“It’s an indescribable feeling, to 
be displaced, to lose your house, 
everything you have.”

Like millions of other Syrians, 
Alaa fled his home with most 

of his family when the civil war 
began in 2011. “Rebels entered 
our neighbourhood. We were 
unable to stay; we had to look 
for a safe place. That’s why we 
came here. We literally ran away 
with only our clothes; we couldn’t 
bring anything. We walked to 
another part of the city; from 
there we were taken out by a car.”

BROTHER’S KIDNAP 
‘PLANTED FEAR IN US’
When Alaa first arrived in Al 
Hwash, he and his family were 
completely dependent on the 
church and local charity kitchen. 
“We had to build our lives again, 

“It’s an indescribable 
feeling, to be displaced, 
to lose your house, 
everything you have.”

“No matter what 
happens to us, we 
praise the Lord.”

Alaa is 
building 
a new 
future
in Syria 
thanks 
to you 

above Thanks to your support, Alaa is finding 
joy in his work and serving his community
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HOW YOU CAN 
PRAY FOR 
MEXICO WORLD 
WATCH LIST #38

 1  PRAY FOR GANGS
Mexico rose five places in 
the latest World Watch List, 
reflecting the sharp rise in 
persecution across parts of 
Latin America. A key reason 
for this is organised crime 
gangs, of which there are an 
estimated 150 in Mexico. Ask 
the Lord to reveal Himself to 
gang leaders.

 2  PRAY FOR LEADERS
Christian leaders who speak 
out against crime, or lead 
churches that refuse to 
bow to a gang’s demands, 
are especially at risk of 
persecution. Ask the Lord to 
protect leaders, their families 
and their churches. 

 3  PRAY FOR CONVERTS
In rural areas, Christians like 
Pastor Imeldo and Adolfina 
who come from animist 
backgrounds can be beaten, 
fined, harassed, ostracised, 
rejected or driven from their 
homes. Ask the Lord to give 
these believers strength and 
courage amid opposition.

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM THE 
PERSECUTED CHURCH?

READ
“‘Even though I don’t fear God or care what people think, yet 
because this widow keeps bothering me, I will see that she gets 
justice’… And the Lord said, ‘Listen to what the unjust judge says. 
And will not God bring about justice for his chosen ones, who cry 
out to him day and night? Will he keep putting them off? I tell 
you, he will see that they get justice, and quickly.’” – Luke 18:4-8

REFLECT
It’s been a long time since Pastor Imeldo and Adolfina’s church 
was destroyed, but Adolfina is still waiting for justice. This 
may echo situations in your own life or someone you know. 
The absence of breakthrough can leave us discouraged in our 
prayers. Why does prayer so often require perseverance? What 
might God be up to?

RESPOND
Adolfina’s response to her ongoing battle for justice is to urge you 
to pray with her. “Pray for my people that justice will be done, 
because many years have passed,” she says. Spend time praying 
into this situation. And if you’re seeking to persevere in prayer for 
something, who could you ask to join you in prayer? Persevering 
prayer is made more powerful when the burden is shared.

RISK-TAKERS OF THE 
PERSECUTED CHURCH 

“Only God 
strengthens us”

“No, I will not give up my 
Christ,” said Pastor Imeldo* 
to a gathering of locals who 
told him to deny his faith 
or face the consequences. 
“Do what you want – I won’t 
give up.”

He said these words after years 
of hostility against the church he 
founded with his wife, Adolfina*. 
The couple come from San 
Andrés Yaá, a small indigenous 
community in south west Mexico. 
Shortly after becoming Christians, 
they returned there to tell others 
about Jesus. A church soon 
formed that grew in number and 
influence, much to the displeasure 
of many locals who view Christian 
worship as a betrayal of their 
animist traditions.

ARREST AND AGGRESSION
After refusing to deny his 
faith at this meeting, Pastor 
Imeldo was arrested and his 
church – which was built on 
land provided by Adolfina’s 
father – was destroyed. “They 
left the land as if nothing had 
been built there, so there would 

be no evidence,” said Adolfina. 
“They threw it all away.”

The opposition didn’t stop there. 
They took Pastor Imeldo from jail 
and said to him, “If you renounce 
Jesus, you can have all rights, 
everything.” They persisted – 
but so did Pastor Imeldo, who 
bravely stood firm against the 
intense pressure. 

Adolfina saw the ordeal unfold. 
“It was really, really bad,” she 
said. “And my husband said 
‘Calm down, God knows what 
He’s doing, God knows what 
He’s doing. And don’t you 
worry; whatever they do, we 
won’t give up.’” She added: 
“I don’t know how God gave 
my husband strength.”

Pastor Imeldo and his family 
were then expelled from the 
community. A judge provided an 
order for them to return home, 
but the local authorities refused 

to accept it. Despite this, the 
couple’s faith remained strong. 
“Only God strengthens us,” they 
said at the time. “Just trust Him. 
And He is the one who gives 
us strength. Look to Christ, 
no matter what. Trust in 
the Lord.”

BEREFT BUT BATTLING ON
Since then, Open Doors local 
partners have provided legal 
support for the couple as they 
seek compensation for everything 
that was destroyed. The battle is 
ongoing but it’s one that Pastor 
Imeldo will not see through. In 
2020, he sadly died of Covid-19.

Adolfina is continuing the fight, 
taking brave risks and holding 
onto her faith, but she needs 
your prayers. “I just want the 
brothers and sisters to keep 
praying for us,” she asks. 

“My husband is gone,” she 
continues. “He fought, he fought 
to the end. He’s resting, but he 
left us. That’s what hurts me 
the most. That’s why I ask the 
brothers and sisters to support 
us through prayers.”

READ MORE STORIES OF RISK-TAKERS 
Adolfina is one of many stories featured in the Open Doors World 
Watch List Top 50 booklet, which also includes country profiles, 
trends from the latest report and prayer requests. The resource 
is free and you can get as many as you like for family, friends and 
your church. Order today at opendoorsuk.org/persecution

Pastor Imeldo and Adolfina from Mexico 

*Names changed for security reasons
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PERSECUTED WOMEN  SEE. CHANGE. 

When Sahar in Iran became a 
Christian, her husband threw her out. 
She lost her home and her children 
- and even faced imprisonment. As a 
woman, her ordeal went unnoticed 
by the surrounding world. 

“I felt that everything was being taken 
away from me,” she says - another 
hidden victim of persecution.

Do you believe that women like Sahar 
can see change? Your gift and prayers 
can make that change possible. Give 
the gift today of a hopeful future.

Every £19 could go towards helping 
a woman or girl receive trauma 
care so she can heal and realise her 
God-given identity and worth.

You can make a gift to see change for 
persecuted women by returning the 
enclosed envelope, phoning 01993 
460015 or visiting opendoorsuk.org. 

Thank you.

See.
Believe. 
Change.


