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Introduction 

The Tirana Consultation:
A n Historic Event?

More than 140 church leaders drawn from 65 nations met in Tira-

na, Albania, 2-4 November 2015, and called on churches around the 

world to urgently pray, support, and be in solidarity with those su$er-

ing persecution because of their faith. !ey came from most strands 

of global Christianity to manifest together their concern for and com-

mitment to Christians who endure discrimination, persecution, and 

even martyrdom. 

!e Global Christian Forum convened and organised the event to-

gether with the Catholic Church (Ponti"cal Council for Promoting 

Christian Unity), the Pentecostal World Fellowship, the World Coun-

cil of Churches, and the World Evangelical Alliance. It was the "rst 

time that these four global church bodies worked together in a com-

mon global initiative.

!e Orthodox Autocephalous Church of Albania, the Albania Catho-

lic Bishops Conference, and the Evangelical Alliance of Albania 

Rev Dr Larry Miller, 
Secretary, Global 
Christian Forum
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hosted the conference, for which the Resurrection of Christ Orthodox 

Cathedral and Cultural Centre was the primary venue.

It was possibly the "rst time in the modern history of the church that 

a gathering consisting of so many streams of global Christianity coa-

lesced around the issue of persecution of Christians. It may have been 

the "rst time also that high-level leaders from the widest spectrum of 

churches acknowledged collectively complicity in discrimination and 

persecution not only of people of other faiths but also of each other.

!is book contains the Consultation proceedings, including the mes-

sages and the list of participants. !is introduction provides essential 

context for understanding the proceedings as it describes the sequence 

of the programme and the spirituality of the event.

!e Flow of the Consultation
!e consultation programme (see pages xi - xv) was designed in three 

successive stages, to allow for a pertinent %ow of the meeting process 

from the beginning to the end. !e themes for the three days of sessions 

were (1) Listening to Su$ering Churches, (2) Living in Solidarity with 

Su$ering Churches, and (3) Walking Together as the Su$ering Church. 

On each of the "rst two days, three plenary sessions were held in the 

morning and a#ernoon, with a small-group discussion session in the 

late a#ernoon. !e evenings were le# open for optional meetings and 

interaction between participants or participating bodies. On the last 

day, two more plenary sessions took place, along with one session in 

which the participants of the four global constituencies engaged in the 

consultation met separately. 

!e consultation opened with words of welcome from three Albani-

an church leaders: H.B. Archbishop Anastasios (Orthodox), Bishop 

George A. Frendo (Catholic), and the Rev. Akil Pano (Evangelical). 

Rev Dr Larry Miller, Secretary of the Global Christian Forum, also 

o$ered introductory remarks. Representatives of the four global bod-

ies expressed their hopes for the consultation; Catholic Kurt Cardinal 

Koch read a message of greeting from Pope Francis. Dr Andrea Ric-

cardi, founder of the Community of Sant’Egidio, then delivered a key-

note address on the theme of the consultation.
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During the next two plenary sessions, the participants listened to the 

voices of su$ering churches in Asia, Africa and the Middle East. !e 

a#ernoon programme on the "rst day also included a brief introduc-

tion to a research project conducted by the International Institute for 

Religious Freedom (IIRF), on behalf of the Global Christian Forum 

and the four global constituencies, to collect and verify information 

on the persecution of Christians.

On the morning of the second day, H.B. Archbishop Anastasios of-

fered biblical and theological perspectives on the consultation theme, 

and Dr !omas Schirrmacher and Dr Godfrey Yogarajah addressed 

issues of human rights and religious liberty. !e panellists in this day’s 

plenary sessions re%ected on the signi"cance of exercising solidarity 

with those parts of the global body of Christ that are facing discrim-

ination, persecution and martyrdom. Another IIRF research project, 

on the language and terminology used when discussing discrimina-

tion and persecution, was also presented brie%y.

!e third day focused on practical actions. !e "rst plenary session 

included panellists’ recommendations as to next steps. In the second 

session, participants met in groups organised by confessional stream 

(Catholic, Ecumenical, Evangelical, Pentecostal). !e leaders of the 

four consultation co-sponsors presented the outcome of these delib-

erations during the "nal plenary in the a#ernoon. 

Along with these discussions of next steps, the adoption of a consul-

tation message was the primary means of identifying and highlight-

ing ways of moving forward post-Tirana. !e planning committee for 

the consultation, composed of leaders of the Global Christian Forum 

and representatives of the four global bodies, prepared an initial dra#, 

which was presented and discussed at the morning plenary session on 

day two. Responses and suggestions were received from the %oor, and 

participants considered the dra# in their small-group discussions that 

a#ernoon, with some of them submitting additional comments. A#er 

a second presentation on the morning of the last day and subsequent 

revisions, the consultation message was "nalized and adopted unani-

mously at the closing session. 
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!e programme was enriched by two informal sessions, on the second 

and third days, about the situation of the churches in Iran, northern 

Iraq and Syria. It was further enhanced by the reception for all consul-

tation participants hosted the "nal evening in the Presidential Palace 

by the President of the Republic of Albania, His Excellency, Mr Bujar 

Hishani.

Most of the consultation presentations were in English, with some in 

Italian, Spanish, or Arabic, which have been translated into English 

here. At the consultation, simultaneous interpretation was provided 

(into English, French, Italian, Spanish, Russian) to assist all partici-

pants in understanding.

A Spirit of Prayer
!e consultation was heavily embedded in prayer. On the Sunday 

before the consultation, participants attended the Divine Liturgy 

celebrated in the Resurrection of Christ Cathedral of the Orthodox 

Autocephalous Church of Albania. Each meeting day began with a 

morning prayer time lasting about an hour. On the "rst and second 

day, evening prayers were held in the intimate setting of the small 

groups, which facilitated sharing the richness of the diverse spiritual 

streams present in the meeting.  

As a vivid expression of the three Albanian Christian traditions in-

volved in the preparation and implementation of the consultation, 

the morning prayers were held respectively in the Orthodox Cathe-

dral, the Albania Christian Centre of the Evangelical Alliance, and 

St. Paul’s Catholic Cathedral, with the host congregation leading the 

service according to its tradition and providing the preached message. 

!e three speakers, respectively, were H.E. Metropolitan Vasilios of 

the Church of Cyprus; Pastor Barry Ogden, International Protestant 

Assembly, Tirana; and Msgr George Frendo, Auxiliary Bishop of Ti-

rana-Durres.

Prayer was also at the heart of the programme in the daily sessions. 

Each plenary began with a reading from the scriptures in several lan-

guages, a time of silence, and the singing of a hymn, according to the 

tradition of the Taizé community. !ese moments were animated by 
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Brother Richard from Taizé and a group of stewards together with 

some consultation participants. !e consultation ended with a closing 

prayer and a message by Rev. Dr Jerry Pillay, president of the World 

Communion of Reformed Churches.

Mutual Forgiveness
!e conference included a few unexpected but highly signi"cant ex-

changes that recalled an all-too-unfortunate aspect of the history of 

persecution of Christians: sometimes Christians have been the perse-

cutors as well as the persecuted. Cardinal Koch addressed poignantly 

the problem of Christians targeting each other in his message at the 

"rst plenary session. He noted that those persecuting Christians rarely 

make any distinction between confessions or denominations, stating, 

“It is a sad re%ection that those who persecute Christians seem to have 

understood better than Christians themselves that the Church is one. 

… While recalling our martyrs of yesterday and today, let us repent of 

our divisions and mutual harm and ask the Holy Spirit to reunite us in 

one church, "nally visibly reconciled.” 

Following up on this theme, many interactions and comments during 

the consultation acknowledged the need for Christian churches to re-

nounce persecuting each other as a precursor to solidarity with each 

other in facing persecution from other sources. !is conviction was 

incorporated into the consultation message, which states, “We repent 

of having at times persecuted each other and other religious commu-

nities in history, and ask forgiveness from each other and pray for new 

ways of following Christ together.”

David Wells, spokesperson of the Pentecostal World Fellowship re-

turned to this issue of mutual repentance in the closing session. “We 

know,” he stated, “that we must address our own issues, where we have 

shown arrogance and pride and at times discrimination and perse-

cution, and we appreciate the other bodies of brothers and sisters in 

Christ expressing similar sentiments to us as well.” At the same time, 

he realistically noted the challenges of achieving reconciliation, point-

ing out that many Pentecostals still recall experiencing “the pain of 

being looked down on and at times even worked against systemically 

by governments and [other] churches”.
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!eme and Goals of the Consultation 
(1) Provide opportunity for exchange in a safe space among lead-

ers of churches su$ering discrimination, persecution, and even 

martyrdom

(2) Better listen to, learn from, and accompany churches su$ering 

discrimination, persecution, and martyrdom

(3) Inform one another of our activities in solidarity with churches 

in these situations

(4) Seek a common understanding of the facts of the situations of 

su$ering as well as a more common framework and language 

for the development of appropriate Christian responses to them

(5) Encourage the churches and agencies to speak and work togeth-

er in response to these situations

(6) Pray for the %ourishing of God’s kingdom in the midst of dis-

crimination, persecution, and martyrdom

Nature of the Consultation
(1) Voices of su$ering churches — !e voices of su$ering churches 

should be li#ed up as much as possible.

(2) Working consultation — !is will be a gathering not only for 

listening, but also for discerning and deciding how to move for-

ward together.

(3) Spirituality of the consultation — While this is a working con-

sultation, it is also a time for spiritual discernment and prayer, 

considering what it means to follow Christ together in a world 

of discrimination, persecution and martyrdom.

(4) Inter-church — !e uniqueness of the consultation is its breadth 

of representation of Christian churches and organisations. !is 

aspect will be li#ed up wherever possible. At the same time, the 

consultation must address the real tensions between church-

es in relation to situations of discrimination, persecution, and 

martyrdom.
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(5) Global Christian Forum culture — A foundational element 

of GCF gatherings is building relationships and recognizing 

marks of living faith in Christ in one another. May this consul-

tation have a similar culture. 

(6) Non-public — !e consultation will have low public visibility in 

order to provide a safe space for all participants and for honest 

exchange between us.

Potential Outcomes
(1) During the consultation, participants will have heard from and 

discerned with the full spectrum of global Christianity the call 

to ‘follow Christ together in discrimination, persecution, and 

martyrdom’.

(2) By the end of the consultation, each participant and each par-

ticipant body will have articulated potential ‘next steps’ in re-

sponse to this call — next steps for themselves and next steps 

with other participants and participant bodies. Existing initia-

tives may be strengthened. New initiatives may arise.

(3) At the end of the consultation, participants may issue a joint 

message to the churches. 

(4) A#er the consultation, participants will receive materials (news 

releases, photos, videos, a comprehensive report) from the or-

ganisers, enabling them better to share the experience with 

their own churches, organisations, and communities. 



xvi
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Session One – 

Opening Plenary

Moderator: 

Rev Nicta Lubaale, General Secretary,   
Organisation of African Instituted Churches,  
Global Christian Forum

Welcome from Albanian Churches:

His Beatitude Archbishop Dr Anastasios,  
Orthodox Autocephalous Church of Albania

Bishop George Anthony Frendo,  
Catholic Archdiocese of Tiranë-Durrës

Rev Akil Pano, Evangelical Alliance of Albania

Introduction to the consultation:

Rev Dr Larry Miller, Global Christian Forum

H.B. Archbishop 
Anastasios, Orthodox 

Autocephalous 
Church of Albania
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Hopes for the consultation:

Rev Dr David Wells, Pentecostal World Fellowship

Bishop Ephraim Tendero, World Evangelical Alliance

Rev Dr Olav Fyske Tveit, World Council of Churches

Cardinal Kurt Koch, Ponti"cal Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity, Catholic Church

Message from His Holiness Pope Francis

Discrimination, Persecution and Martyrdom in the 
Twenty-First Century

Dr Andrea Riccardi, Catholic Church
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Welcome to the consultation

Welcome from the Orthodox Autocephalous 
Church of Albania

His Beatitude Archbishop Dr Anastasios o f Albania

It is a particular joy to welcome and greet in the love of Christ all the 

distinguished participants of the Consultation on “Discrimination, 

Persecution, Martyrdom: Following Christ Together”, organized by 

the Global Christian Forum in collaboration with the Christian com-

munities of Albania. 

Albania faced many serious trials during the course of the twentieth 

century. !e persecution against all religions throughout the whole 

country had two phases. In the "rst phase, from 1944 to 1967, it was 

similar to the other forms of persecution that Christians experienced 

in the Soviet Union and other communist countries. !e second 

phase, from 1967 to 1990, was an absolute persecution that destroyed 

every expression of religious life. !e Hoxha regime imposed a con-

stitution that prohibited every form of religious expression. In all of 

world history, no other state has had this type of law. Every ecclesias-

tical structure was demolished and the clergy persecuted; many died 

in exile or in prisons, together with devoted laypersons. Most monas-

teries and churches were destroyed, or their use was changed to be-

come cinemas, stables, storehouses, etc. !e Orthodox Church was 

completely destroyed.

A#er the changes in the Soviet Union and the fall of many commu-

nist regimes, Albania in 1991 embraced religious freedom and has fos-

tered peaceful coexistence between religious communities, but also 

with those who do not belong to any religion. !e change did not hap-

pen by any revolution but by changes of roles in the political parties.

When I arrived in Tirana in 1991, I was greeted at the airport by a 

small group of elderly and anguished people who led us to the ruined 

cathedral, which for decades had been used as a gymnasium. From 

that very "rst moment, I wanted to de"ne the essential message of my 

mission. So I asked everyone to take a candle and asked how they say 
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the words “Christ is risen” in Albanian. I proceeded to light the can-

dle, chanting “Krishti u ngjall!” One a#er another, the faithful few who 

were present lit their candles and responded in tears with the words 

“Vërtetë u ngjall” (Truly, he is risen). Since then, the phrase “Christ is 

risen” has become the motto with which we have carried on all these 

years. It illumined the heavy autumn melancholy and dark cold win-

ter that followed. During your stay in Tirana, you can see some of the 

signs of the resurrection and growth of the Orthodox Church that has 

happened during these last 23 years. 

May the Lord bless our meeting and help us to examine more deeply 

our theme and propose new forms of support for persecuted Chris-

tians around the world. May he strengthen our fraternal relations 

and give us new enthusiasm to face discrimination, persecution and 

martyrdom while following Christ together. Surrounded by countless 

martyrs of the Church, with eyes "xed on Christ, we run towards the 

"nal goal, not discouraged. We know on whom we have placed our 

hope (2 Tim 1:12) and face each adversity looking forward in faith to 

the cruci"ed and resurrected Lord, with the certainty that the resur-

rection does not come a#er the Cross, but actually is located within 

the Cross.
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Welcome from the Catholic Church in Albania

Bishop George Anthony Frendo, O.P., General Secretary, 

Episco pal Co nference o f Albania and Auxiliary Bishop o f 

Tiranë-Durrës

On behalf of the Catholic community in Albania, I welcome you, 

while I express my desire that this meeting be for all of us an expres-

sion of faith, hope, and charity.

First of all, it is an expression of faith. !e slogans of the secular city, 

according to Harvey Cox, are love, fraternity, solidarity, peace, jus-

tice, freedom, human dignity, human rights, etc. !ese, Cox says, are 

all basically Christian values. But they remain just slogans and can 

never become concrete and directive values unless they are inspired 

by that faith which enlightens us in such a way that we see the face of 

God in the face of every man. !at is why Mother Teresa shook the 

foundations of the society of anonymity. One cannot ask what she did 

without asking also why she did it. She did it because she believed in 

him who said, “Whatever you have done to the least of my brethren, 

you have done it to me.” And this is what distinguishes Christian love 

from philanthropy.

Second, it is an expression of hope. Salvation history teaches us that 

there is no evil from which the almighty God cannot draw something 

good. Jacob’s sons, driven by envy towards their brother Joseph, sold 

him to the Egyptians. Later on, when the Pharaoh appointed Joseph as 

his deputy, Joseph’s brothers were obliged to go to Egypt to buy food. 

When they noticed that Pharaoh’s deputy was their brother Joseph, 

they all feared that he would take revenge on them. Yet Joseph said to 

them, “You did me harm, but God turned it into something good as 

you can see. … Do not be afraid! I will take care of you and your chil-

dren” (Gen 50:20–21). In Revelation 6:10, the souls of the martyrs cry 

out to God, asking how long it will be before he vindicates them. Such 

a desire (and refusal to be driven to despair) shows total trust in the 

power and will of God: “I know whom I have believed, and am per-

suaded that he is able to keep that which I have committed unto him 

against that day” (2 Tim 1:12).
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And "nally, it is an expression of charity, which translates itself in love 

and solidarity with the victims of persecution and with their fami-

lies. As a young person, I shared the ideas of the young people who, 

in the 1960s, were reacting against the status quo of contemporary 

society. I remember the beatniks and the interesting life pattern that 

they adopted in California, far from the maddening crowd of the cit-

ies; their lifestyle was a clear message to that society. I remember the 

students’ revolts in many European cities in 1968. I too shared those 

dreams at that time. I too imagined that society was badly in need of 

a radical change of its structures. But I think that what the world has 

passed through, especially in the past twenty years, has only convinced 

us that this is far from true. What the world needs is not a change of 

structures, but a change of hearts. Only love can change hearts. I re-

member a song that was very popular in my childhood: “Love makes 

the world go round.” May our love be always an expression of our deep 

conviction that only love can change the world.

“God is love.” !is is how St John has de"ned God. Consequently, no 

war can ever be waged in the name of God. 
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Welcome from the Evangelical Alliance of Albania

Rev Akil Pano, General Secretary, Evangelical Alliance o f 

Albania 

I am honoured to bring warmest greetings and brotherly love from the 

Evangelical Church of Albania in your presence today. Over two years 

ago, I was representing the Evangelical Church of Albania in the Or-

thodox-Evangelical initiative organized by the Lausanne movement 

here in Albania, and I had the privilege to meet Dr Larry Miller. He 

shared with me about this gathering, which was still being planned 

at that time. When I was told that the Global Christian Forum was 

considering Albania together with two other locations for this event, 

I gave my brother all the reasons why such an important event had to 

take place in Albania at this time.

!e "rst reason is the history of the Christian church of Albania and 

the apostolic tradition of faith. !e Gospel was brought to our territo-

ry by the early Christians.

!e second reason is the perseverance of the saints in this land. We 

have a history of persecution lasting 500 years, having been under the 

Ottoman Empire from the "#eenth to the twentieth century, followed 

by a severe communist dictatorship that by its constitution changed 

Albania into the only truly atheist country in the world.

But there is another reason why Albania is a proper country to host 

such an important event. In Albania, God has favoured us to experi-

ence the rise of his church. Here we can witness his word to be true 

that indeed he brings out beauty from ashes. !e story of Albanian 

Christianity continues with the church a#er its centuries of persecu-

tion. Holding this event in such a place is important because in this 

context we all can understand that there is life a#er death. We all can 

comprehend that the old dead bones can still live when God’s word is 

being proclaimed with the power of the Holy Spirit. We can see a little 

teenage boy "ght a mighty giant and win. God wants to show us that 

he is leading his people through the rough places of life. Sometimes 

he is allowing the storm of discrimination, persecution and martyr-

dom to bring us to the place of total surrender, to sanctify us and to 
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help us to change the manmade universe with ourselves at the centre. 

!ese are the times when we can see the cross of Christ inviting us to 

fellowship with Christ and in his su$erings. But I believe that this is a 

reminder of God’s faithfulness. 

Many years ago on the battle"eld, a#er they had su$ered defeat, Israel 

pleaded with God for help and he granted them a miraculous victory. 

!eir priest and leader, Samuel, set up a monument to remind them of 

God’s strong hand in their triumph. Samuel named the pillar Eben-

ezer, saying, “!us far the Lord has helped us.” !is stone pillar called 

God’s people to recall the many times when God turned events from 

bad to blessing.

“I will utter hidden things, things from ancient times”, the psalmist 

said—things we have heard and known, things our ancestors have told 

us, to help you remember God’s power, to give you trust and con"-

dence in him, to teach you to lean on him to be your Ebenezer for as 

long as you live on this side of heaven.

!is morning in my home I remembered the two discouraged dis-

ciples walking confused and alone on their road for reasons that we 

today may know. !ey were not aware of the fact that the Lord Jesus 

Christ was walking with them on that road. !e very Christ was walk-

ing with them! He was speaking to them, but they were too loaded 

with the burdens, pressures and fears of this life so it was not possible 

for them to see the reality of his presence. Only when he ministered 

to them the bread did something unusual happen: their eyes opened. 

It is the same with the Church today but with a little di$erence. Al-

though we know and proclaim that Christ is risen and is alive forever-

more, many times we miss him as he is walking with us on the roads of 

this life. !e same pressures, burdens and fears of life don’t allow us to 

acknowledge that he is indeed with us. But when he breaks his bread, 

our eyes are opened and we can see him. We have fellowship with 

Christ, partake of the emblems of his covenant, and stay connected to 

him. Allowing him to minister to us his divine word will give us all 

power and all encouragement to "nish our race faithfully and humbly. 

May the risen Christ minister to us as we stay close to him these days. 
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May he give us his living bread to feed our faith and open our eyes to 

see him as he walks together with us on the roads of this life. And if it 

happens that someday you feel discouraged and dismayed, remember 

these days in Albania. Remember the rising again of the Church here 

and God’s faithfulness. God who turned the ashes into beauty in Al-

bania can do the same thing for you in your country.

Now to him who is able to keep you from all stumbling and to present 

you blameless before his glorious presence and with great joy, to the 

only God our Saviour through Jesus Christ our Lord be glory, majes-

ty, power and authority, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen 

(Jude 24–25).
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Introduction to the Consultation

Rev Dr Larry Miller, Secretary, Glo bal Christian Fo rum

Our journey to this consultation began four years ago in Indonesia. 

At the second global gathering of the Global Christian Forum, par-

ticipants said, “It is time for the Forum to take up the second part of 

its purpose: to create space for the widest possible spectrum of the 

churches of the world to address common challenges together.

What are the challenges that all churches face today? One of the "rst 

answers to that question came in Rome a few months later, during 

the annual meeting of the Global Christian Forum international com-

mittee. More precisely, it came from Father Mikhail, representative 

to the committee from the Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Pa-

triarchate). “!e persecution of Christians”, said Father Mikhail, “is 

once again a growing challenge to all churches. We must address it 

together.”

In the months that followed, consultation with leaders of a broad 

spectrum of churches at the global and continental levels con"rmed 

Father Mikhail’s conviction. It also showed that discrimination, per-

secution and martyrdom can be a source of tension between church-

es. Understandings of the situations diverge. Words used to describe 

the phenomenon di$er. Our responses to the su$ering are sometimes 

incompatible with each other. Discrimination, persecution and mar-

tyrdom of Christians have not always inspired Christian unity; they 

have also provoked fraternal con%icts or at least mutual suspicions. 

Yet awareness of this fact only reinforced the conviction that the time 

had come for us to address the challenge together. !e World Evangel-

ical Alliance, the Pentecostal World Fellowship, the World Council of 

Churches, and the Catholic Church agreed.

But what in fact is the challenge? !e "rst name for this initiative was 

“Discrimination, Persecution, Martyrdom: Facing the Challenge To-

gether”. In an early planning visit to Tirana, His Beatitude Anasta-

sios challenged that name. !e church, he said, is always a su$ering 

church—or it is not the church. It is always the church of martyrs, or 
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it is not the church of Jesus Christ. And in the next planning group 

meeting, Father Mikhail added, “!e challenge, the real challenge, is 

to follow Christ. It is to follow Christ even in discrimination, persecu-

tion and martyrdom—and, most of all, to do so together.”

Together. Is that not the key word for us these days? We are here not 

only to follow Christ more closely; we are here to do so together. For 

these few days, we together form one visible community of faith.

Who is this community? Who are we? We are churches who su$er dis-

crimination, persecution, even martyrdom. We are churches and or-

ganizations who want in some way to bear the burden with those who 

su$er. We are Christians who are called to take the next steps together.

You have received this morning a list of our names, our countries, our 

churches, our organizations. Treat it with care. Use it to know one 

another. Use it to nurture one another. Use it to build unity with one 

another. Use it to take the next steps together on our common journey 

with Jesus Christ.
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Bishop Efraim Tendero, General Secretary, Wo rld 

Evangelical Alliance

Persecution and martyrdom are all too familiar in the history of Chris-

tianity. In the very early chapters of Matthew’s gospel, we read the 

tragic story of Joseph, Mary and the young Jesus %eeing from Herod to 

Egypt, followed by the massacre of the infants. !ere are many in this 

room who themselves know the fear and trauma of running from per-

secution; we have heard or seen in the media the horror of massacres.

As Christians, we follow a Lord who was cruci"ed as a criminal. !e 

good news that Jesus brought was a threat both to civil and religious 

powers of his day, so it should come as no surprise to us that persecu-

tion will likely follow for those who follow Jesus. And yet we come to-

gether because the gospel also says NO to persecution.

It is a privilege and a joy for the World Evangelical Alliance to be part 

of this historic gathering. !e struggle for religious liberty has been 

part of the WEA’s history since its very beginning in 1846 and contin-

ues to be central to our identity and mission.

Despite the di$erences that separate some of our communities of 

faith, the current crises around the world demand that together we 

collaborate for those who su$er persecution and martyrdom. Build-

ing on the ground-breaking work we did together in the production of 

“Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World”, this consultation is a 

major step towards showing our joint solidarity for those who are per-

secuted and our deep desire to strengthen the witness of the church 

all around the globe.

For more than twenty years, I served as national director of the Phil-

ippine Council of Evangelical Churches. We are glad to have full 

freedom of religion and expression in our country. It does not mean, 

however, that we are free from our share of violation of human rights 

and a dose of manmade human su$erings.

We had increased numbers of extra-judicial killings and enforced dis-

appearances. At one point, eighteen pastors from one mainline de-

nomination were killed in a single year.
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But as a church from di$erent traditions, we worked together for the 

common good. I initiated dialogue with the president of the Philip-

pines, the bishops of the PCEC and the National Council of Church-

es in the Philippines. Such dialogue resulted in the formation of the 

Church Police Military Liaison Committee, which met regularly and 

within a year reduced by 90 percent the cases of extra-judicial killings.

We also initiated the Philippine Ecumenical Peace Platform that ad-

vocates for the pursuit of the peace process between the Philippine 

government and the National Democratic Front of the Philippines.

Moreover, we actively participated in interfaith dialogues in the Phil-

ippines. Among the items on the agenda are the peace-building e$orts 

in the southern Philippines between the Moro National Liberation 

Front and the Philippine government.

I count it a great privilege and solemn responsibility to have been elect-

ed as Secretary General of the WEA starting in March of this year. We 

are glad that the WEA has several units that address the issue of perse-

cution and help people who are su$ering for their religious convictions.

At the forefront is our Religious Liberty Commission, which engages in 

education, advocacy and lobbying, legal aid, and research. We also have 

the International Institute for Religious Freedom, which produces re-

search and publications on this issue. We helped to initiate the religious 

liberty partnerships and the refugee highway partnerships. We have in-

stituted the International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church. Re-

cently, we established a task force on the refugee crisis. Along with all 

these initiatives, we have consultative status with the United Nations

Religious freedom is a principal element of the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights. Among the major themes of our Christian teaching 

are to uphold the dignity of every person, since all persons are created 

in the image of God, and to pursue the mission of Jesus who gave His 

life on the cross so everyone may have life in all its fullness.

May we then in solidarity, with all humility and full dependence on 

the almighty God, collaborate with one another to help the su$ering 

churches be delivered from their miseries and enjoy the fullness of life 

for the glory of God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen!
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Rev Dr Olav Fykse Tveit, General Secretary, Wo rld 

Co uncil o f Churches

An increasing number of churches and Christians are going through 

challenging times at this moment. During my recent visits to coun-

tries in the Middle East, but also in Africa and Asia, I have been deep-

ly impressed and saddened by the harsh realities, the violence and the 

su$ering of so many people because of tensions and con%icts between 

religious and ethnic groups or oppression by dictatorial regimes. !e 

situation of people who have to leave their village, town or country, 

because they are afraid of losing their lives is heart-breaking. !e 

number of refugees has increased beyond imagination. !ey have lost 

hope for a good future in their own country. !ey want to give their 

children opportunities for a life without fear and violence.

!is consultation on “Discrimination, Persecution, Martyrdom: Fol-

lowing Christ Together” is therefore timely. It is very much needed that 

we come together as Christians from di$erent confessional families 

and discern how we can work together in supporting those sisters and 

brothers who are experiencing challenging times. St Paul wrote to the 

Corinthians, “If one part su$ers, every part su$ers with it; if one part is 

honoured, every part rejoices with it” (1 Cor 12:26). !e su$ering of so 

many people, Christians as well as adherents of other religions, makes 

all of us sad and vulnerable. In a way, we are all coming together here 

in this consultation around the cross of Christ. Re%ecting on Christ’s 

su$ering, we seek to understand God’s message of hope for our world 

today. Can our faith in the risen Christ guide us in discerning practi-

cal ways of solidarity with those who are su$ering today? Can we as 

Christians from di$erent parts of the world, from di$erent realities, 

become beacons of hope through our support for one another?

From my experience in the World Council of Churches, I have become 

convinced that even in times of con%ict and oppression, we need to 

hold on to an inclusive approach. It will not help us if we think in terms 

of Christians over against the “others”. In many countries, not only 

Christians are su$ering under discrimination, persecution and vio-

lence. Also, other religious and ethnic minorities go through di&cult 

times. Similarly, it is not helpful to generalize in accusing a particular 
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religion of causing troubles. Today, almost all religions struggle with 

tendencies towards radicalism within their own constituencies. In 

some cases, this leads to outbreaks of violence in the name of a particu-

lar religious conviction; in other cases, it leads to violence against reli-

gions. For this reason, the executive committee of the World Council 

of Churches asked me to give speci"c attention to religion and violence 

and to "nd ways in which the Christian family can follow Christ in 

bringing peace and hope. !e tenth assembly in Busan, in 2013, called 

us to embark together as churches on a pilgrimage of justice and peace.

It is encouraging that so many responded positively to the invitation 

to come to this joint consultation. I am extremely happy that we are 

starting by listening to those of you whose churches are going through 

challenging times right now. All of us need to learn from the voices of 

those among us who experience on a daily basis the reality of discrim-

ination and persecution. We need to listen to those of you who know 

how marturia—witness—and martyrdom are closely interrelated and 

inter-connected. You need to help all of us to understand what we can 

do jointly to support one another in following Christ.

I hope that this consultation will go beyond sharing stories and help us 

to move from re%ection to action. At the World Council of Churches, 

we are engaged in practical work to support the churches. New plans 

are underway to support churches in Syria and Iraq to see how we can 

work with the churches and the international community to develop 

safe spaces in the future. With the ACT Alliance, we are engaged in hu-

manitarian assistance in many parts of the world. However, the unique-

ness of this consultation is that we are here together as representatives 

of the Catholic Church, evangelical and Pentecostal churches and the 

ecumenical family. !is vivid expression of Christian unity in solidari-

ty has not taken place before. It shows the urgency of the problems that 

we want to address, but also the readiness to move forward together.

Finally, I want to thank the Global Christian Forum, especially its sec-

retary Rev Dr Larry Miller and the planning group of this consulta-

tion, for bringing us together. I pray that we will use this God-given 

opportunity to "nd ways of supporting one another in the way Christ 

has taught us. May the Holy Spirit guide us in our work!
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aside all unwarranted suspicions and unjust prejudices that over time 

have contributed to isolating us from one another.

At the same time, it is a sad re%ection that those who persecute Chris-

tians seem to have understood better than Christians themselves that 

the church is one. Indeed, the persecutors do not make any distinctions 

between churches, confessions or denominations. For them, all Chris-

tians belong to the same community of the followers of the Nazarene.

May our gathering together here in Tirana be an embodiment of how 

we can and even must transform this tragic experience of common 

su$ering for Christ’s sake into an unexpected moment of grace—a di-

vine kairos—and an opportunity to strengthen and deepen the per-

sonal bonds of unity between us, the participants in this consultation, 

and between our churches and ecclesial communities around the 

world. While recalling our martyrs of yesterday and today, let us re-

pent of our divisions and mutual harm and ask the Holy Spirit to reu-

nite us in one church, "nally visibly reconciled.

In the face of hostilities against our Christian brothers and sisters, we 

cannot remain indi$erent. May this consultation become an opportu-

nity to call once again the attention of the international community to 

the fate of persecuted Christians and other religious minorities. Hos-

tilities must stop and proper protection must be accorded by national 

governments and international organizations throughout the world.

Jesus teaches his followers to love their enemies and pray for those 

who persecute them (cf. Matt 5:44). Revenge or vengeance can never 

be a Christian response to persecution. We cannot continue the cir-

cle of violence. Christianity is a religion of universal love. We must 

be ready to forgive and to open the way to reconciliation and peace 

among religions, ethnic groups, peoples and nations.

Drawing closer to one another during this consultation, let us pray for 

each other, listen to each other, learn from each other and seek with 

each other a common understanding and a proper response to the de-

manding challenge of following Christ together in the world today.
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At this end o f his speech Cardinal Ko ch read a message 

o f greeting  fro m Pope Francis.

I extend greetings to you and all those participating in the Global 

Christian Forum consultation, to be held in Tirana from 2 to 4 No-

vember 2015, as you re%ect on the theme “Discrimination, Persecu-

tion, Martyrdom: Following Christ Together.” In a particular way, I 

wish to greet our brothers and sisters of di$erent Christian traditions 

who represent communities su$ering for their profession of faith in 

Jesus Christ, our Lord and Saviour. I think with great sadness of the 

escalating discrimination and persecution against Christians in the 

Middle East, Africa, Asia, and elsewhere throughout the world. Your 

gathering shows that, as Christians, we are not indi$erent to our suf-

fering brothers and sisters. In various parts of the world, the witness 

to Christ, even to the shedding of blood, has become a shared experi-

ence of Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans, Protestants, Evangelicals and 

Pentecostals, which is deeper and stronger than the di$erences that 

still separate our churches and ecclesial communities. !e communio 

martyrum is the greatest sign of our journeying together. At the same 

time, your gathering will give voice to the victims of such injustice 

and violence, and seek to show the path that will lead the human fam-

ily out of this tragic situation. May the martyrs of today, belonging to 

many Christian traditions, help us to understand that all the baptized 

are members of the same body of Christ, his church (cf. 1 Cor 12:12–

30). Let us see this profound truth as a call to persevere on our ecu-

menical journey towards full and visible communion, growing more 

and more in love and mutual understanding.

From the Vatican, 1 November 2015,    

  FRANCISCUS PP.
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of this Church has thought, since the time when there were ruins, that 

there might be a resurrection. !e old Orthodox cathedral was in our 

hotel, and it had been destroyed to build the International Hotel. It is 

meaningful to speak of martyrdom today in the Cathedral of the Res-

urrection of Jesus. Jesus is the model of the Christian martyr, with his 

choice not to %ee but to stay in Jerusalem with his disciples in the tem-

ple every day among the people. But here we encounter the gospel of 

the resurrection, represented by this building, symbol of a resurgent 

church. Here, the gospel of the resurrection gives us an appointment 

in Galilee: “But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he goes before you 

into Galilee”, says the angel to the women (Mk 16:6).

Galilee was a periphery for the city of Jerusalem. It is a message for us 

as well: we must meet Jesus in the peripheries of the world, humiliated 

and persecuted in the limbs of many Christians. For Jesus identi"es 

himself with the persecuted (“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 

says Acts 9:4), and he also recognizes himself in the poor, as we learn 

from the parable of the kingdom in Matthew 25. Very o#en, church-

es and Christians have refused to meet him in the living body of the 

humiliated brothers, because they were of another Christian denomi-

nation, because they were of a di$erent nationality, because they were 

distant or it was inconvenient. To those we could apply the words of 

Jesus in the parable of the kingdom: “Depart far away from me, you 

cursed, into the eternal "re prepared for the devil and his angels, be-

cause I was persecuted and humiliated and you did not welcome me.” 

So Jesus said to those who do not recognize him in his little persecut-

ed brothers.

I am glad to see this conference in the Cathedral of the Resurrection, 

with many friends of di$erent Christian communities. Jesus is alive 

and su$ering in our earth, and we encounter him so little. !is is why 

we are so divided.

Christians today, in many parts of the world, su$er discrimination 

and persecution. In recent years, especially a#er September 11, 2001, 

we have discussed the persecution of Christians as a result of the clash 

between Islam and the West. !is is an ideological thesis on the clash 

of civilizations. But the su$ering of Christians is not the result of a 
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clash of civilizations and religions, but something much deeper, cer-

tainly mixed with history. !ere is something deeper to understand 

with regard to the history, to be welcomed with veneration, of the "rst 

witnesses of the Word of God.

!e martyrs are not asking for vengeance or inciting confrontation. 

!e persecution of Christians is not suitable for ideological or political 

purposes. !ese are painful human stories of Christians, discriminat-

ed against, expelled, forced to leave their country, forced to be greatly 

restricted in their worship or even to give it up and—let us not for-

get!—imprisoned and killed.

Persecution must be studied carefully, as every story is di$erent. We 

must also understand the intentions and attitudes of persecutors or 

regimes that discriminate. !is is why, in 2000, I published a book 

on the persecution of Christians in the twentieth century. I thought I 

knew at least a little about the history of contemporary Christianity, 

but to do this research on modern martyrs, as I studied the various in-

stances of martyrdom, I felt as if I was descending into the catacombs 

of history. For me, it was an introduction to a di$erent history from 

the known one! So much of the Christianity of yesterday and of today 

is the history of martyrdom. Writing on the past century of martyrs, 

I realized that each of us and each community must gather in a glass 

cup the tears and blood of the persecuted, preventing it from being 

lost or trampled into the ground.

!e century of martyrdom
John Paul II, who had experienced persecution in communist coun-

tries a#er 1945, said as the twentieth century closed, “At the end of the 

second millennium, the church has again become a church of mar-

tyrs.” He was right. Today more than a triumphant Christianity, we 

have a Christianity humiliated and tortured. For Pope John Paul II, 

martyrdom was not just about the Catholics; there were Orthodox 

martyrs, Anglicans, Evangelicals and Pentecostals. Rather, he said, 

“Ecumenism of the martyrs, the communio sanctorum (communion 

of saints), speaks louder than any division.” Again he was right. Or-

thodox, Evangelicals, Catholics and Pentecostals have su$ered togeth-

er in Nazi concentration camps and in the communist gulag. !ere, 
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everything united them and little divided them. So wrote a witness to 

the life of the Solovski Islands gulag in the Soviet Union in the 1920s:

Joining together in the e"ort of vigorously pushing the load were a 

still young Catholic bishop and an emaciated, gaunt old man with 

a white beard, an Orthodox bishop,  ancient of days but strong in 

spirit. … !ose of us who will have the good fortune one day to re-

turn to the world will have to witness to what we see here now. And 

what we see is the rebirth of the pure and authentic faith of the #rst 

Christians, the union of the churches.

In the twentieth century, Christians have su$ered together, in the 

same places, at the hands of the same persecutors whose single de-

sign was to eradicate Christianity. Martyrdom brought them together 

in unity. !e martyrs go ahead of us, and we must listen to them and 

contemplate their stories. John Paul II said, “We are united against the 

background of the martyrs; we cannot but be united.”

For this reason, their stories should not be lost; they must be retrieved 

and stored. You have to invest in memory, collecting their tears and 

their blood in the cup of memory. !e Community of Sant’Egidio in 

Rome, a#er 2000, inaugurated a memorial to the new martyrs of the 

twentieth century. It is at the Basilica of St. Bartholomew on the Is-

land in Rome, built in memory of a martyr of the beginning of the 

past millennium, Saint Adalbert, a basilica visited by Patriarch Bart-

holomew. Benedict XVI, on a pilgrimage to the basilica, stated that 

the new martyrs “may seem humanly to be the losers of history.” !e 

disciples of the cross believe that there is a force of love and salvation 

among the losers.

!e Russian Church endeavoured to study the many martyrs of the 

Soviet period. It canonized many Christians killed during that time, 

such as the Patriarch of All Russia, Tikhon, who died in 1925 under 

mysterious circumstances. !e Catholic Church has granted the hon-

our of beati"cation of many martyrs of the twentieth century, such 

as Franz Jägerstätter (a farmer killed by the Nazis for his refusal to 

serve in the German army during the war) and the Armenian Catho-

lic Archbishop Msgr Maloyan, assassinated during the massacres of 
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Armenian and Syrian Christians in 1915 in the Ottoman Empire. !is 

year is the centenary of these events, a great moment for Christians.

In the twentieth century, the concentration camps created by total-

itarian regimes were the place par excellence of the persecution of 

Christians. But elsewhere, Christians have also fallen as missionaries 

in every continent. Great persecutions took place in secular and anti-

clerical Mexico, as well as during the civil war in Spain. Independent 

Africa recorded the murder of many Christians due to ethnic strife in 

Rwanda and Burundi. !roughout the twentieth century, there have 

been martyrs who were opposed to violence, oppression, domination, 

intrusive criminal organizations and acts of terrorism. But why are 

Christians still dying in this millennium?

!e new martyrs of the third millennium
To answer this question, we must retrace the many stories of per-

secution, which show that the twenty-"rst century is a new time of 

martyrdom. !e millennium opened with cases such as the murder 

of a Roman priest, Andrea Santoro, in Turkey, under mysterious cir-

cumstances in 2005. A#er him, three Evangelicals who published Bi-

bles in Turkish were killed in the same country. Why are Christians 

murdered? Because these "gures, with their humanity and their ac-

tions, represent a di$erent way of living that is unacceptable to the 

prevailing fanaticism or to the dark interests that aim to control soci-

ety. Christians cannot be subject to the logic of con%ict; on the con-

trary, they seek spaces of dialogue and coexistence, they educate the 

young generation in a responsible way of life, they do not cooperate 

with criminal or repressive powers, they are friendly and human, and 

they communicate their faith. Despite their weakness or minority sta-

tus, without using any armed force, Christians represent a meek alter-

native to the prevailing ideology or power. For this reason, they will be 

put aside, silenced, eliminated.

Very o#en, these Christians, even when threatened, did not abandon 

their place, feeling that the preservation of their lives was not worth 

more than their service to others. !is is the story of Annalena Tonel-

li, a physician, an Italian volunteer in Somalia, who was killed in 

2003. She bore witness to a generous and peaceful life in the violent 
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and degraded Somali environment. “Our task is to live on earth,” she 

wrote, “and life is certainly not sentencing, the law of war, prosecu-

tion, revenge.” Although Tonelli saw the violence of criminal gangs 

and radical groups—kidnappings and genital mutilations—she re-

fused to "ght back with violence. Her hospital was a human space in 

the barbaric situation of Somalia. Despite the threats, she did not %ee.

I also want to remember the American sister Dorothy Stang, who 

served in Brazil. At age seventy-three, she was killed in 2005 in the 

Brazilian state of Para. !reatened for years, she went public with her 

stories of intimidation. Her commitment to the landless led to clash-

es with landlords, who saw in her an obstacle to the exploitation of 

precious woods. Two gunmen stopped her and asked her if she had 

weapons. Sister Dorothy displayed a Bible, saying, “Here is my only 

weapon.” She was found murdered and bent over her Bible.

I should also mention the stories of my two brothers of Sant’Egidio. 

In the Congo, Floribert, a young director of customs, despite brib-

ery attempts and threats, refused to allow rotten food on the market. 

He resisted in the name of faith and was assassinated. Another young 

Christian in El Salvador, William, working alongside poor children, 

was threatened and asked to join a criminal gang. He refused and con-

tinued his service in this dangerous spot until he was killed. !ese 

have fallen unknown to the world, but I think that they have not been 

forgotten by God.

Christianity continues in the twenty-"rst century to produce peo-

ple who are generous and faithful in serving others in a disarming 

way. !ese people are obstacles to evil projects, which are carried out 

through threats, impositions and terrorism. In impoverished lands 

and among peoples in grave di&culties, these Christians and their 

communities are resources for humanity.

An atlas of the crosses
Entire Christian communities are persecuted. In Mosul, Iraq, under 

the rule of the so-called caliphate, Christian religious services can no 

longer be held, a#er having been celebrated for nearly nineteen cen-

turies under all kinds of regimes. !e houses of the few remaining 
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Christians are marked with an N, the "rst initial of Nassarah, or Naz-

arene in Arabic, the Muslim way of saying Christian.

Christians in Syria are held hostage by radical Islamic rebels and by 

dictatorial power. Aleppo, where Christians and Muslims live togeth-

er, besieged by fundamentalists and defended by the government, il-

lustrates the condition of the Syrian Christian hostages. Aleppo was 

a city of coexistence between Muslims and Christians. Of over two 

million inhabitants, the Christians numbered 300,000. Two bish-

ops of Aleppo, the Syrian Orthodox Mar Gregorios Ibrahim and the 

Greek Orthodox Paul Yazigi, disappeared a few years ago along with 

two priests from the city. !ey are my friends. Two hundred Assyrian 

Christians are caught in the hands of ISIS, and other Christians do not 

care about them. We pray for them.

In the Middle East, twenty centuries of Christian presence are ending 

with the destruction of churches and symbols of faith. A tragic terror-

ist attack took place at the Syrian village of Ma’lula, where the Chris-

tian community was still speaking Aramaic, the language of Jesus. 

!e destruction and desecration of churches symbolize the eradica-

tion of Christianity. !e Arab, Mongolian and "nally Turkish occu-

pations in Syria allowed Christians to survive in these places, which 

have been inhabited by Christians to this day without interruption. Is 

our time even more aggressive towards Christians than all the previ-

ous di&cult centuries?

!e persecution of Christians is o#en under the pressure of totalitari-

an Islam, which does not tolerate the existence of other belief systems. 

One thinks of the incredible situation of Christians in Saudi Arabia, 

an entirely Muslim land, where every act of Christian worship is for-

bidden. Although there are a million Christians among the immigrant 

workers there, they are a ghost community that cannot legally exist. 

Or one thinks of the dramatic situation in the north of Nigeria and the 

terrorist actions by the Boko Haram Islamist organization that a$ect 

not only the Nigerian Christians, but also Muslims and educational 

institutions. !e Nigerian military can do very little. For Christians to 

participate in Sunday worship is an act of courage because of the at-

tacks of Boko Haram on the churches in the north of Nigeria, where, 
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the journalist Domenico Quirico writes, “to be Christian is a sin that 

deserves death.”

Another di&cult situation is that of Christians in Pakistan, who are 

the poorest part of the population. I will be going to Pakistan next 

month to visit the Community of Sant’Egidio located there. In 2011, 

a terrorist commando killed the Pakistani Catholic Shahbaz Bhat-

ti, minister for minorities, engaged in seeking to protect those who 

are discriminated against and Christians who live under the threat of 

the charge of blasphemy with serious penalties. Many Christians are 

still in prison, having been summarily charged with blasphemy. I met 

Bhatti during his visit to Sant’Egidio in Rome and I still remember his 

serenity. I received his Bible; he was a man of prayer.

Shortly a#er the killing of Bhatti, the governor of Punjab, a Muslim 

was assassinated. His name was Salmaan Taseer, and he had come out 

against the blasphemy law. Sometimes discrimination against Chris-

tians "nds, among adherents of other religions, people who are sensi-

tive to human rights. !anks be to God, righteous people do exist. In 

fact, religions are not destined to clash in wall-to-wall confrontation, 

as if the gene of con%ict were present in their chromosomes.

!e weak force
When we open the atlas of persecution today, we are carried away from 

our own communities and called to step out both with our hearts and 

our minds. And so we meet worlds that seem impossible, like that of 

communist North Korea, totally oppressive, which destroyed all the 

Christian communities. In many parts of the world, it seems that 

Christianity is destined to disappear. Will there be a defeat of Chris-

tianity in the twenty-"rst century? We could say that. But in the mar-

tyrs there is a meek power, both humiliated and hidden. !e patriarch 

of Constantinople, Athenagoras, in 1968, when Christianity seemed 

to be ending in Russia, said, “Russian Christians were victorious over 

totalitarianism in their country. !ey won with their faith, with their 

prayers, with the su$ering of their confessors and martyrs.” We must 

not look only at the surface of history. Athenagoras added, “Still we do 

not see their victory. Many heavy things are slow to surface in history, 

while they have already made a change in the depths.”
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!e martyrs, humiliated and defeated, show the strength of the weak 

and meek Christianity. !e apostle Paul writes in his second letter to 

the Corinthians, “!erefore I take pleasure in in"rmities, in reproach-

es, in necessities, in persecutions, in distresses for Christ; when I am 

weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor 12:10). !is is the power of Christian-

ity: “When I am weak, then I am strong.” In this sense, the martyrs 

reveal to us the heart of Christianity and the mystery of faith; they 

evangelize us. Strength is not in the economic resources of the church-

es, nor in its wealthy supporters; it is not in dealings with govern-

ments, nor in organization. Rather, its strength is in weakness—like 

the weakness of this church of Albania, which had been crushed for 

years, her leaders and facilities destroyed, but today bears witness to 

the resurrection.

Finally a personal question remains—at least, I feel it directed at me 

from so many examples of faithfulness to Jesus even to death. We are 

contemporaries of the martyrs. We have known them. We have also 

shared their table and we have been their friends. I think of the times 

I was at table with brother Christian de Chergé, prior of a monastery 

in Algeria, killed because he remained to witness to the Gospel in that 

country. I remember the Syriac bishop of Aleppo, kidnapped because 

he was a generous believer. We are contemporaries of the martyrs. 

How can we remain always the same? How can we remain closed up 

in our institutions and communities? I think that the power of their 

witness can transform our lives, so that we may live out the gospel in 

this century of martyrdom, “surrounded by so great a cloud of wit-

nesses” (Heb 12:1).
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Session Two – 

Voices from Suffering Churches: 
Part 1

Moderator: 

Dr Teresa Francesca Rossi, Associate Director,  
Centro Pro Unione, Italy

Introduction to data and voices research: 

Rev Dr !omas K. Johnson, World Evangelical Alliance

Panel members:

Bishop John Saw Yaw Han (Catholic, Myanmar)

Rev Dr Richard Howell (Evangelical, India)

Rev Dr A. R. Hasmat (Pentecostal, Pakistan)
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believers in many countries. We can also begin to see global patterns, 

such as how commonly persecution arises from Islamic extremism or 

from other types of religious nationalism or from totalitarian govern-

ments.

We sent questionnaires to you, asking for your help and input into 

two large areas: reporting about persecution, and your statements to 

the church and the world. We received some very good responses, but 

perhaps some of you could not write this kind of thing in an email. 

So please help us now. You may still write an email, but you may also 

write something on paper and give it to us at the IIRF booth, or to me 

personally. We have translators available, so you may write in English, 

Russian, Arabic, Chinese, Korean, Spanish, or French, as well as other 

major languages. Please write clearly. Again, we need your help in two 

areas: reporting and statements.

Reporting: Please read the report about your country and tell us what 

you think. Is there something missing that we need to know? Is some 

part of the report not quite what it should be? Do we have something 

wrong? What should we change or add?  We need you to write some-

thing back to us. Our friends who write these reports are constantly 

upgrading, so this is your time to help them.

Statements: We also want to receive your statements. !ese are your 

interpretations of your situation and your responses to persecution 

and discrimination. God has given gi#s of wisdom and knowledge 

to many people in many churches. In the questionnaire we asked big 

questions, such as “What do you expect from the global church con-

cerning your situation?” “If your church or Christian organization has 

valuable ideas about how Christians from around the world can work 

together better in response to discrimination, persecution and mar-

tyrdom, please share them with us”; and “Could you give us your mes-

sage to the global church in a few sentences? !is can be a spiritual 

message, a fact, a plea or a request.”

I hope you can tell us something important that will signi"cantly 

improve our global response to the persecution of Christians. Please 

write something for us.
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To encourage you to write something, let me read a few words we have 

already received:

From Archbishop Antonio Audo of the Chaldean Church in Syria and 

president of Caritas-Syria:

(1)  As Christian communities in the Middle East, and especial-

ly in Syria, we absolutely want an active and lively Christian 

presence. !is presence is rooted in Christian history and 

should mean a lot for each and every church in the world.

(2)  !ese oriental churches have been enculturated in the Arab 

and Muslim reality since the beginning of Islam. Despite all 

the di&culties and, surely, the persecutions during history, 

we have been able to live and be witnesses for Christ.

(3)  Moreover, these Oriental churches of the Middle East have 

been, at each moment in history, agents of initiative, open-

ing up the sciences and philosophy (cf. the Omayyad peri-

od, the Abbasids, and the Renaissance of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries). Today an approach stemming from 

the social sciences can become a link for re%ection and dia-

logue. 

(4)  In our context and that of the West, one should not only fo-

cus on the dangers of persecution that come forth from Is-

lamic extremists, but one should rather think about how the 

Muslim world is debating with the modern world. 

(5)  For us, as the church, it is necessary to insist on freedom 

of conscience, inter-religious dialogue, and ecumenical dia-

logue. !e West should not present itself as a military force 

of humiliation, but rather as a force of respect for human 

dignity on all levels.

From Nigeria we received the following:

!e churches in Nigeria have a number of ways by which they 

try to respond to the situation. !ese responses di$er from re-

gion to region. Preference has always been given to dialogue, to 

being watchful, using preventive measures, and to discouraging 
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reprisals. !e churches also try to put pressure on the government 

to increase their e$orts to guarantee people’s security. On a more 

spiritual level, churches pray for an improved situation.

!ere is a need to continue to speak out on what is currently hap-

pening in Nigeria. Such a voice from the global church can be 

heard by powers that knowingly or inadvertently, maybe surrep-

titiously, lend support to and encourage the persecution and dis-

crimination being experienced. Unfortunately, there are people 

within and outside the country who "nancially sponsor the terror 

groups and who produce the arms that are used in the persecution 

of Christians, not just in Nigeria but all over the world. It does ap-

pear sometimes that there is an interest in sustaining the persecu-

tions by some groups for ulterior motives.

In Nigeria, there is a need to place reconciliation at the centre of 

any work to overcome discrimination and persecution. !ere is a 

lot of mistrust between north and south, Muslims and Christians, 

on account of events of the past. !ere is a need for the government 

to actively encourage education and inter-religious courses in the 

universities and other institutes of learning.

And we received this prayer request from Iraq:

We need prayer to move this cloud in our country, and to encour-

age all Christians to stay in Iraq. !ere have been Christians in 

Iraq (Mesopotamia) from the "rst century and we have a rich pat-

rimony (three of our cities are mentioned in the Bible: Ur of the 

Chaldeans, Nineveh of the Assyrian empire and Babylon). Our 

church supplied many of the martyrs.

If you have a statement about persecution, please give it to us so that 

we can share it with Christians around the world. We will print the 

"nal results and send copies to everyone. And be sure to tell us if we 

may mention your name and role in the church, or if you want keep 

your name, job, or country private.



34

Bishop John Saw Yaw Han, Catho lic Auxiliary Bisho p o f 

Yango n, Myanmar

My country, Myanmar (Burma) is in south-east Asia, bordered by 

Bangladesh, India, China, Laos and !ailand. !e capital city is Nay-

pyidaw and its largest city is Yangon. !e country population is 51 

million according to the 2014 census, of whom 80% are Buddhists, 7% 

Christians, 6% adherents of Burmese folk religions, 4% Muslims, 2% 

Hindus and 1% other.

!e majority of Buddhists are generally very good and kind, generous 

and ready to help others. !ey coexist and work with people of other 

religions. Sometimes they are even ready to help Christians in their 

evangelization and ministry. It is possible to learn, to eat and even to 

pray together with leaders of di$erent religions, for peace and for the 

country’s development. Occasionally, Christians, Buddhists and Mus-

lims represent our country at international conferences and meetings.

Of course we experience religious discrimination, especially from the 

authorities:

(1)  For non-Buddhists, it is hard to join the army or to get a job 

in the government, which are the main routes to success in 

the country.

(2)  !ose who are called the Myanmar-Portuguese are Chris-

tians born in Myanmar, and if they manifest themselves as 

Christians they will have di&culties getting citizenship, be-

cause of not being Buddhist.

(3)  Sometimes it is di&cult to build Christian churches in My-

anmar. Sometimes constructions have to be stopped. It is 

easier to get permission to build a factory than to build a 

church, so sometimes we build a factory to hold our wor-

ship.

(4)  Christians churches are not allowed to run schools, but 

Buddhist monasteries are. !ey have the so-called “Baka 

schools”, established and managed by Buddhist monks and 

administered by the Ministry of Religious A$airs.
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(5)  In some parts of the country, some places of worship be-

longing to religious minorities (Christian or Muslim) have 

been attacked by the religious majority.

(6)  Buddhist monks also have the right to import expensive 

cars tax-free through benefactors, whereas other religious 

groups do not have this right.

Nowadays, we have some extreme nationalist Buddhist monks who 

are afraid that their religion will be undermined by other religions. 

!ey have pressured the government into enacting four discriminato-

ry bills. !e government, on the other hand, uses religion for political 

bene"ts, to gain the people’s favour in upcoming elections. 

!e four bills to which I refer are the Religious Conversion Law, the 

Buddhist Women Special Marriage Law, the Population Control 

Healthcare Law and the Monogamy Law.

(1)  !e Religious Conversion Law aims to establish a system by 

which individuals who want to change their religion must 

apply to a state-governed body, which will review their ap-

plication and decide whether to approve it and issue a cer-

ti"cate of conversion. Only people who have reached the age 

of 18 are permitted to apply for religious conversion. !e law 

also contains provisions prohibiting the following:

 - conversion with an intent to insult, degrade, discrim-

inate or misuse religion;

 - compelling conversion through bonded debt, induce-

ment, intimidation, undue in%uence or pressure;

 - preventing, interfering in or hindering people from 

converting.

(2)  !e Buddhist Women Special Marriage Law establishes pro-

visions to be observed by a non-Buddhist man but no simi-

lar or any rules or obligations are placed on the wife. !e law 

states that a non-Buddhist husband of a Buddhist wife must 

not insult Buddhism in word or writing or through visi-

ble representations or gestures with the intention of caus-

ing bitter feelings in the Buddhist woman. With regard to 



36

custody of the children, the law does not make the interests 

of the child the primary consideration, because it automat-

ically grants a Buddhist woman married to a non-Buddhist 

man guardianship of all children in the event that the cou-

ple should divorce.

(3) !e Population Control Healthcare Law imposes a required 

three-year gap between births for a married woman.

(4) !e Monogamy Law punishes those who have more than 

one spouse or who live with a di$erent partner from the one 

they married. !e legal punishment can be more than six 

years of imprisonment.

We want to live together in a peaceful existence. We are trying togeth-

er to work for peace and harmony in our country with the Buddhist 

monks and people who are broad-minded.

Rev Dr Richard Howell, General Secretary, Asia 

Evangelical Alliance and Evangelical Fello wship o f India

India is a sovereign, socialist, secular, democratic republic governed 

by an excellent Constitution that came into e$ect on January 26, 1950. 

It has a parliamentary form of government, federal in structure, with 

unitary features. !e Constitution of India assures justice (social, eco-

nomic and political), liberty (of thought, expression, belief, faith and 

worship), equality (of status and opportunity) and fraternity (protect-

ing the dignity of the individual and the unity of the nation) to all 

citizens. !e fundamental rights embodied in the Constitution of In-

dia include the right to freedom of religion—to profess, practice and 

propagate any religion—along with the freedom to manage religious 

a$airs and to own, acquire and administer property for religious or 

charitable purposes.

India is on the road to becoming a very important economic player in 

the world.  However, for development to take place, it is essential for 

the country to have peace and stability. !is is now increasingly being 

threatened by the rise of violent Hindu nationalism. !e world needs 
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to take notice of this violent trend in India. !e President of India, Mr 

Pranab Mukherjee, has repeatedly warned the nation of rising intoler-

ance. !e Prime Minister, Mr Narendra Modi, has chosen to remain 

silent, thus emboldening those perpetuating the ideology of hatred.

India is one of the most religious nations in the world, but it is also 

a nation where non-state and state actors have increasingly attacked 

freedom of religion. !e Pew Research Forum ranks India very high 

on its social hostilities index regarding religion.

Freedom of Religion Acts
Seven states of India have enacted freedom of religion bills. However, 

in only "ve states have these laws been implemented. Instead of pro-

moting religious freedom, as the name might suggest, these bills curb 

freedom of choice by making it mandatory for a convert to receive 

permission from various government authorities before converting to 

worship according to his or her own free choice. People converting 

from Christianity or Islam to Hinduism require no such permission. 

In addition, the Dalit who converts to Christ is denied the bene"ts 

extended to those who worship Hindu gods and goddesses. Why this 

discrimination?

Rise of Violent Hindu Religious Nationalism
In an interview before his election as prime minister of India, Mr 

Narendra Modi declared that he was a Hindu nationalist. !e ideol-

ogy of Hindu religious nationalism is “One Nation, One Culture and 

One People”, which is the kind of Hinduism promoted by RSS [Rash-

triya Swayamsevak Sangh, the Hindu nationalist organization that 

predates Mr Modi’s political party]. By this de"nition, all minority 

communities, Muslims and Christians are considered anti-national. 

!e question is one of identity. Christians are urged to call themselves 

Hindu Christians.

Recent incidents targeting minorities, in addition to the killing of ra-

tionalist thinkers and human rights defenders by Hindu nationalist 

groups, show that using violence as a tool to promote religious nation-

alism is on the rise and becoming mainstream while being referred to 

as “essential” for India.
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As observed by representatives of civil society and social scientists in 

their recent report on the "rst 365 days of the new government and its 

impact on minorities, “!e administrative, legal, scienti"c and educa-

tional structures created during the past sixty years have either been 

demolished or tempered. India’s cultural DNA of pluralism and di-

versity is being threatened. !e meddling with the judicial system at 

the highest level threatens to foreclose the one option that is le# to the 

citizens to challenge, stop and reverse this trend.”

!e RSS’s campaign to malign, isolate, criminalize and target Chris-

tians and Muslims, inciting mobs to commit violence against them, 

has generally been overlooked by central and state police forces. Never 

in free India has the public discourse been so poisoned by MPs and 

ministers of the elected ruling alliance. All too o#en, police have been 

complicit in the violence. 

According to the partial list available from the Evangelical Fellow-

ship of India, there were 147 incidents of violence and hate against the 

Christian community in 2014. In 2015 so far, the number of incidents 

has already exceeded 130. Reports by civil society groups have record-

ed at least 43 deaths in over 600 cases of violence, 194 of them target-

ing Christians and the rest Muslims, between 26 May 2014 and 13 May 

2015. !is is a worrisome trend.

!e government’s e$orts to reassure minorities have fallen well below 

the mark. Instead of investigating the violence, the government has 

sought to trivialize these incidents by its explanations of several inci-

dents that got international attention. No politician or Sangh activist 

has been punished.

!e church in India is constantly being targeted by physical and or-

ganized social violence. Church buildings are attacked, prayer servic-

es disrupted, priests and pastors beaten, nuns raped, and some even 

murdered while false cases against Christians are being registered at 

an alarming rate throughout the country.

In the central state of India, Chhattisgarh, more than 60 village coun-

cils have passed resolutions outlawing Christianity and attacks are be-

ing reported with alarming regularity from the area.
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!e situation is getting worse in the neighbouring state of Madhya 

Pradesh, which has also reported many attacks since last year. At-

tacks and instances of discrimination are also being reported from 

the north-eastern states of Arunachal Pradesh and Assam.

Within the past month, at least 23 incidents of attacks on Christians 

have been reported from Madhya Pradesh, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, 

Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh and Gujarat. Christians praying even in 

their own homes, in private worship, are no longer safe as they are 

being targeted by right-wing extremists who seem to be drunk on po-

litical power and support. Children, sometimes even as young as six 

months old, are being arrested and detained in police lock-ups.

Physical and social persecution is also being coupled with structur-

al persecution as Christian institutions have been targeted on friv-

olous charges. Laws are being selectively used against Christians on 

the ground. Nearly every week, three or four incidents are reported in 

which pastors and Christian lay people are charged either under the 

various Freedom of Religion Acts or under certain sections of the In-

dian Penal Code.

Persecution has drawn the church closer together in unity, and Chris-

tians in the grassroots are more aware and ready to pay the cost that it 

will take to follow Christ.  

!e National United Christian Forum, composed of the Catholic 

Bishops Conference of India, the National Council of Churches, and 

the Evangelical Fellowship of India Council of Churches, addressed 

the issue in “!e National Consultation on Upholding Constitutional 

Rights of Minorities, with Special Reference to the Christian,” held on 

17 March 2015 in Delhi. !e church needs to be equipped in order to 

stand strong in the midst of this onslaught.

International advocacy assists in securing the rights of the minorities 

in India. !is must continue. !e global church must pray and speak 

out for their sisters and brothers in India even as many churches across 

the country are bearing the brunt of anti-Christian violence and expe-

rience discrimination, persecution and even martyrdom. Christians 

have been killed, nuns have been raped, churches have been burnt. 
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!ey try to divide Christians, saying “Only the Pentecostals and Evan-

gelicals are the trouble-makers, you are all right.” But that is not the 

case. Every denomination in India is facing the challenges. But pray-

ing and walking together, working together makes a di$erence.

Rev Dr A. R. Hashmat, Chairman o f the Assemblies o f 

Go d in Pakistan

It is a privilege for me to share about Pakistan, because Pakistan is a 

needy country at the moment. It is the second-largest Muslim country 

in the world, and every day something happens. Pakistan has become 

the land of fanatics, extremists and terrorists. We Christians always 

pray for the revival of love and tolerance in Pakistan, but the fanatic 

religious spirit of groups moving around all over the country has re-

sulted in great hatred and biased thinking towards minorities in Pa-

kistan.  

I want to tell you about the current situation of su$ering and some in-

cidents that have happened in Pakistan.  

Penal Code Sections 295 B and C
!e Pakistan Penal Code, sections 295 B and C, prohibits blasphe-

my against any recognized religion, providing penalties from a "ne 

to death. From 1987 to 2014, over 1,300 people have been accused of 

blasphemy. !e vast majority of the accusations were lodged for dese-

cration of the Quran. Over 50 people accused of blasphemy have been 

murdered before their respective trials were over, and prominent "g-

ures who opposed the blasphemy law have been assassinated (Salman 

Taseer, former Governor of Punjab, and Shahbaz Bhatti, the Federal 

Minister for Minorities). Since 1990, 62 people have been murdered as 

a result of blasphemy allegations. !e laws became particularly severe 

between 1980 and 1986, when a number of clauses were added by the 

military government of General Zia-ul Haq to “Islamicize” the laws 

and deny the Muslim character of the Ahmadi minority. Prior to 1986, 

only 14 cases pertaining to blasphemy were reported.

!ere are some well-known cases of blasphemy against Christians:
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Pakistan is at the top of the list of countries where violence, terrorism 

and fanaticism are growing and there is a lot of discrimination; there-

fore, Christians are not feeling secure and more and more Christians 

are %eeing to Sri-Lanka, !ailand and Malaysia.

Mrs Connie Kivuti, General Secretary, Evangelical 

Alliance o f Kenya

Background
Kenya is 80% Christian. Another 12% are Muslim and the remainder 

are persons of other religions. !e majority of the Christians are nom-

inal; few are devout, born-again Christians. Kenya was the "rst coun-

try in the Eastern and Central African region to introduce Islamic 

banking, a decade ago, and the "rst fully Sharia-compliant insurance 

company was registered in 2011 in Kenya.

Most churches in Nairobi and other cosmopolitan areas in Kenya 

have been forced to hire private security services. Every Sunday, the 

worshippers are searched or frisked for improvised explosive devices 

(IEDs) or other similar bombs.

What is the situation of su!ering—discrimination, persecution, mar-

tyrdom—that your church is facing?

In regions where Islam dominates—northern and north-eastern Ken-

ya and the coastal strip—there exist subtle persecution and social 

ostracism. Christians are prone to insults of their physical character-

istics, e.g. hair texture and skin colour. !ey cannot own a business 

or are excluded from owning real estate or property in some of these 

regions. Churches experience obstruction from buying land to put up 

a church building. With the exception of the Coast province, which is 

cosmopolitan, there are no cemeteries where Christians can be bur-

ied. Cultural practices such as dress code are enforced, e.g. women 

must cover their head and wear long dresses. Some Islamic preachers 

ridicule or discredit the Bible and criticize Christianity.  
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Fund, to deal with the dramatic increase in con%ict in certain areas of 

both West and East Africa. As extremist militant groups are gaining 

control of entire regions, the purpose was to formulate coordinated 

and appropriate responses to the challenges facing the church as a re-

sult of this instability. 

Second, in the wake of the attack in which 147 Christian students were 

killed, a consultation among heads of churches and Christian umbrel-

la bodies was held on 15 April 2015, to look at how we as Christians 

should respond to terrorism.

Another meeting bringing together about 20 senior Church leaders 

took place on 7 May 2015, to discuss the state of the nation a#er the 

massacre of Christian students. A task force was set up to report on 

planning a way forward.

Under the auspices of the Association of Evangelicals in Africa (AEA), 

the General Secretaries of the national alliances of the AEA held a 

pre-General Assembly special seminar on Christian-Muslim relations 

on 27 June 2015 at Harare, Zimbabwe. !is seminar looked at the Is-

lamic agenda in Africa and how Christians should respond.

What do you ask of the global church?

John 15:18–21: “If the world hates you, you know that it hated me be-

fore it hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love its 

own. Yet because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the 

world, therefore the world hates you. Remember the word that I said to 

you. … If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you … because 

they do not know Him who sent me.”

!is is nothing new; it was predicted, and it is happening. But the issue 

is how we can strengthen the Church towards a new way of carrying 

out the a$airs of the Kingdom of God.

Persecution is something that we should expect. We have been called 

to the ministry of reconciliation, so how do we keep our focus on our 

core call with all that is going on around us, knowing that these things 

must come to pass? How do we design discipleship programs and Bible 
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of varying sizes and cultural distinctives. Generally, Islam is the dom-

inant religious group in northern Nigeria.

Most people of northern Nigeria share certain similarities, with the 

result that people in the south have a hard time distinguishing who 

are Christians and who are Muslims; hence, the tendency in the south 

is to erroneously refer to all northerners as Muslims. !e heterogene-

ous nature of the northern population and its cultural diversity ap-

pear to be among the causes of   inter-communal, ethnic and religious 

con%icts in the area. !e minority Christians spread across northern 

Nigeria have su$ered severe hatred, discrimination, persecution and 

martyrdom due to their faith in Christ Jesus. In some areas, especial-

ly in the far north, Christians are not allowed to secure property for 

church building; some are denied employment and/or promotion in 

their places of work, even if they are quali"ed. Some are treated as 

second-class citizens in their fathers’ land. !ey are criminals because 

they are Christians. !e northern Christians have learned to live with 

the situation for a very long time.

In recent years, the activities of the terrorist group of Islamic militants 

known as Boko Haram, whose proclaimed intention was to create an 

Islamic state in northern Nigeria, have worsened the situation in the 

north, as thousands of people have been killed, many places of wor-

ship and properties worth billions of niaras belonging to Christians 

have been destroyed, and many young girls and women have been ab-

ducted, including the abduction of over two hundred Chibok school 

girls that sparked a global outcry.  Women are made widows, many 

children are orphaned, villages have been looted, and people are le# 

traumatized. !e sect’s attack on and abduction of school girls was an 

assault on female child education, and the forced conversion of the 

girls to Islam against their wish was an assault on religious freedom. 

We are deeply saddened by what has befallen these innocent girls and 

other women who have been abducted, and we continue to agonize 

over their condition and fate.

!e activities of this sect have caused the widespread internal dis-

placement of over 1.5 million people in Nigeria. Most of them are 

of the Christian faith. Although Boko Haram’s desire to in%ame 



50

religious war between Muslims and Christians failed, there is a mutu-

al suspicion among the population due to lack of clear understanding 

of who is sponsoring the shadowy group. It is true that at the begin-

ning Boko Haram targeted mainly Christian communities, churches 

and Christian schools, while also engaging in indiscriminate killing 

of Christians in the streets and in their homes, and that they enjoyed 

the sympathy and goodwill of some Muslim groups. But it has now be-

come clearer that they spare no one. Anyone who does not subscribe 

to their ideology is an enemy. However, the military’s recent successes 

against the insurgents have given us hope that the dark days may soon 

be over, and signs of hope are growing.

!e church has not been deterred in responding to the situation. !e 

su$ering and persecution of Christians especially in northern Nige-

ria has rekindled the collective awareness of all that, no matter what 

adversity we face, God’s promise in Hebrews 13:5–6 stands. !rough 

His death and resurrection, our Lord Jesus Christ taught us the mean-

ing of God’s love in su$ering. !e call for Christians to pray for their 

enemies is still valid as it was in those days, though very di&cult, but 

we have to follow the hard way. !e church and other parts of civil 

society have risen to the challenge by engaging in activities that pro-

mote peace and religious harmony in Nigeria. !e Christian Council 

of Nigeria, a coordinating body of the member churches of the World 

Council of Churches in Nigeria, has keyed in to the World Council 

of Churches’ pilgrimage of justice and peace, a journey meant to pro-

mote peace and religious harmony. Hence the Council’s commitment 

to join in the formation of an interfaith documentation centre, to be 

jointly managed by the Christian Council and Jama’atu Nasril Islam, 

an umbrella organization of the Muslim community in Nigeria. !e 

centre, which is expected to begin operations in the "rst quarter of 

2016, is jointly supported by the World Council of Churches and the 

Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute for Islamic !ought, in Jordan. !e prima-

ry objective of the centre is to conduct and promote education with 

the aim of preventing and transforming inter-religious con%ict in Ni-

geria. !ere are so many responses from the church towards achieving 

inter-religious harmony. !e church alone cannot make peace without 
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identifying people from the other camp who share the same concerns, 

so that we can join together in the pilgrimage of peace.

What can the global community do? Let me use this medium to call 

on the church not to allow the way we are mistreated to de"ne who 

we are in society. Rather, our responses to the tragedies we experience 

ought to glorify God and bring hope to the ugly situation. !erefore as 

Christians, we cannot do without prayer.  We appreciate your prayers 

and your solidarity. We ask again: pray for us, pray for God’s grace for 

the Christians in northern Nigeria, for courage to remain faithful to 

the faith, no matter the situation. We need your solidarity and support 

for initiatives that are geared toward promoting peace and harmony in 

the a$ected countries. Peace is not a commodity that can be import-

ed from one country to another, but we can learn the best practices 

of peace building from other countries and regions. Experience has 

shown that local peace-building initiatives are more likely to succeed 

than an imported peace process. !erefore, we need the support of all 

to build the capacity of our church to respond to the new challenges 

we are facing today. 

Pastor Nordine Benzid, General Secretary, Asso ciatio n o f 

Pro testant Churches o f Algeria

It is a privilege and an honour to be here with you. As Christians in 

Algeria, we are one body, and I bring you greetings from the whole 

church in Algeria, in particular from Mr. Haddad Mamout who is the 

president of the Association of Protestant Churches in Algeria. !is is 

a legal, national Christian association, recognized by the government 

in July 2011. It is the "rst time that authorities in a Muslim country 

have recognized Muslim-background Christians. And that is for us 

a grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and a gain that we have to preserve. 

I would like to thank also all those who have made it possible for me 

to be here.  

Algeria is a country in North Africa. Ninety-eight percent of the pop-

ulation is Muslim. Our church in Algeria is a young church, only 25 

years old. It came into being in 1993–1994, and today there are about 
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50 congregations, of which 43 have legal status through this Associa-

tion of Protestant Churches of which I am the general secretary. !e 

church in my country is facing di&culties every day, in all sectors of 

society: social, educational, professional. How can I describe the situ-

ation of su$ering of our church today in Algeria? I can list some chal-

lenges.

!ere is the problem of acceptance of Christians who have converted 

from Islam; we Algerian Christians of the church to which I belong 

we are all Muslim-background Christians. I was a Muslim, and now I 

serve the Lord since I accepted Jesus as my Saviour and my Lord. !e 

problem is that the Quran anathematizes such persons as renegades 

who deserve death. Many leaders of churches in Algeria have been fac-

ing death threats. I myself have received death threats several times.

!ere is also the challenge of the laws inspired by sharia that disad-

vantage Algerian Christians, such as the laws on marriage, forced di-

vorce and inheritance, as well as loss of employment and persecution 

by one’s family and sometimes by society. Laws passed in 2006 pro-

hibit evangelization and the building of churches. Legal provisions 

against Christians were reiterated in 2012, incriminating the act of 

proselytism and prohibiting the construction of places of worship. Of 

the 43 churches in our Association, only 45% have a place of worship. 

All the other churches worship in private houses or in the "elds.

As Algerian Christians, what would you like to say about this situation 

to the global church?

!e global church should be sensitive to the di&cult situation of the 

church in Algeria and in the Muslim world. It should manifest actively 

its solidarity with this part of the body of Christ, because “when one 

member su$ers, the whole body su$ers with him”.

From your perspective, as church of Algeria, what are the next steps for 

churches around the world to walk together as the su!ering church?

Churches should multiply opportunities for sharing and information, 

establish programs of prayer for the persecuted church, create net-

works of assistance and support for the bene"t of the su$ering church, 
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and where applicable appeal to organizations that are active in the 

area of human rights to put pressure on states that persecute.

We have experienced this in Algeria. It is thanks to the prayers of the 

global church and to the pressure exerted by international organiza-

tions that the government accepted us in 2011. We did go through very 

di&cult times in 2006 and 2008, when several Christians were tak-

en to court. All the churches were asked to close, but thanks to your 

prayers and to the pressure of international institutions, in the end we 

won, by the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. May God bless you. 

Comments and Questions from the Floor

Bishop Panti Filibus Musa (Lutheran Church of Christ in Nigeria) 

addressed a question to Pastor Nordine Benzid. He asked if, in spite of 

the di&culties and challenges, the Association of Protestant Churches 

had strategies to assist new converts from Islam, which is also a com-

mon challenge in his country, Nigeria. Pastor Benzid acknowledged 

that it is not easy to take care of all the people being converted because 

of the revival. At each worship service, he said, tens of converts give 

their lives to Christ. !e Christians are not allowed to preach outside 

the church; people come to the church. !e only strategy that the As-

sociation has is to organize camps and conferences, to help converts to 

deepen their faith and their understanding of the Bible. Pastor Benzid 

said that the best way to reach the Muslims is to live the gospel in our 

daily lives, in words and acts.

!e second question also dealt with the Algerian situation. Archbish-
op Basilos Georges Casmoussa (Syrian Catholic Patriarchate) asked 

what was the origin of the converts, and how Pastor Benzid viewed 

conversions to the Catholic Church. A#er repeating that Algeria is 

the only Muslim country in the world accepting Christians of Mus-

lim background, Pastor Benzid recalled that Islam is the state religion 

according to Article 2 of the constitution. !e majority of the con-

verts come from the Kabyle people. Few of them are Arabs. Kabylia 

is known for being a more tolerant region. !e Association has ten 

churches in the Arabic-speaking area, and it is trying to send pastors 
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and missionaries who speak Arabic. It is not easy to be a Christian 

there, but thanks to the Association which plays the role of intermedi-

ary between the authorities, the churches and the people, it has been 

possible to establish churches in the Arabic-speaking regions.

!e Association has fraternal contacts with the Catholics, Methodists 

and Anglicans, the so-called Western or foreign churches. According 

to the law, it is forbidden to have relations in Algeria with churches 

made up of Christians who are not Algerian. “We can be accused of 

being spies or traitors”, Pastor Benzid said, “so we try to protect our 

churches and at the same time to keep good relations with our Catho-

lic and other brothers and sisters.”

Dr !omas Schirrmacher (World Evangelical Alliance, Germany) 
addressed a question to Ms Kivuti. He asked, “!e incidents in your 

country are fairly recent. What is the feeling of the churches, and what 

is the level of solidarity among the churches?” Ms. Kivuti replied as 

follows:

“Kenya is a Christian nation in essence, but this comfort is slowly 

but surely eroding. Although Muslims form 12% of the population, 

they have been systematically removing the bricks from the Christian 

house of comfort, in the political arena and in business, using the is-

sue of violence in pressing their point. !ere has been a systematic de-

terioration of the in%uence that Christians had in the nation. Whereas 

it may seem that the incidents are particular and not necessarily or-

ganized, there is a bigger plan to drive the Christians out. When there 

is an incident, we hold a press conference, we condemn, and imme-

diately a#er that there is another one. Press statements are not doing 

much. Attacks on our position in society are gradually increasing for 

the body of Christ.

“!e other element is that in the past we have not had a concerted 

e$ort to deal with the issue. !e main reason for this is that most of 

the churches which have been attacked are evangelical. !e mainline 

churches—Catholic, Methodist, Anglican—have not been targeted. 

So there is a wedge that is dividing the church. !ere is a feeling that 

it is the evangelicals, not us, and that we are safe. But the question is 
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how long that safety will last. We came together last May and formed 

a task force, as I mentioned. We have yet to come back together again. 

!e hierarchical way of doing church business is our undoing. By the 

time an order from a high level is approved, a lot of damage has been 

done. !is reduces the con"dence in any coming together that may 

have taken place. We are imploding as a church because we have not 

been able to look at the bigger picture. To engage in a certain area, we 

need consensus at a higher level in order to move on as a body, as a 

unit. !e question is how we can re-address our own undoing.

“!e fact that some of the mainline churches think that they are strong 

enough is a disadvantage to the unity of the whole body. When some 

of the churches are limping, this means that the whole body is not 

well. How can we strengthen these churches, so that the whole body 

is well enough to be able to deal with the issue? We have been trying 

to deal with it corporately. Even if 80% of the population is Christian, 

the constitution has locked us out. We have a constitution that talks 

more about the Muslims than the Christians. It is just a matter of time 

before Muslims will trample on Kenya and we will hear, God forbid, 

that Kenya is a Muslim country. … We are trying to do what we can 

at our level.” 
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Prio r to  the panel, Archbishop Angelo Massafra o f Sko da, 

President, Catho lic Bisho ps’ Co nference o f Albania, 

shared a greeting  as fo llo ws.

Greetings, dear friends from many nations, gathered to discuss the 

persecution, martyrdom and discrimination still su$ered by many 

Christians in various nations. I am not able to be here throughout this 

three-day forum in Tirana because I will be elsewhere celebrating the 

courage of the Catholic Church in this very context of persecution. 

I would like to give you a photograph with a cross, which I will ex-

plain shortly. As has already been mentioned this morning, in 1967 

the Albanian dictator absolutely prohibited every faith, Christian and 

Muslim alike; prohibited every public or religious gesture; prohibited 

even the sign of the cross. And although persecutions, homicides and 

shootings had already started back in 1945, in 1967 Albania became in 

fact the "rst atheist state. Despite these prohibitions, priests vowed to 

celebrate the sacraments clandestinely in jail, as in many other parts 

of the world, with a drop of wine and a piece of bread, just as they cel-

ebrated holy mass secretly in homes. !ey gave communion to prison-

ers while being prisoners themselves. 

But on 4 November 1990, which will be 25 years ago the day a#er to-

morrow, a#er the fall of the Berlin Wall, there was a di$erent atmos-

phere. A priest, along with others, challenged the state and celebrated 

the "rst mass in the Catholic cemetery in Scutari; that is, he held a holy 

mass that had been prohibited like all other liturgical acts in 1967. It 

was the "rst public liturgical act, a very courageous act, and the police 

somehow allowed it. As many people were afraid to attend the eucha-

ristic celebration that day, a belated recognition of All Souls’ Day was 

held on 2 November when we Catholics commemorate all the depart-

ed.

Don Simon Jubani, who was celebrating the eucharist, had come to 

an agreement with the two other Franciscan priests. He said, “If they 

kill me, you continue with the mass.” !erefore they were quite com-

mitted, even if there was much fear. What was that fear? !e police 

certainly knew that they were going to celebrate the mass, because 
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every breath was under their control. So some trap could have been 

set up: “Let them celebrate their mass in public, then let the Catholics 

who have survived and who are strong come out into the open, then 

we will imprison them and kill some of them.” !is strong fear inhib-

ited many people on that 4 November. But a#er that mass was con-

ducted without incident, on 11 November some thirty, forty, perhaps 

"#y thousand Catholics brought statues to the cemetery for a solemn 

mass attended by Orthodox, Catholics and Muslims. On 16 Novem-

ber, Muslims took possession of their mosque a#er many years, and 

therefore they too are celebrating their 25th anniversary now. 

It is because of these celebrations that we are unable to be with you 

for all these days, which saddens me, but unfortunately I do not have 

the gi# of being in two places at once. So while I am able to be with 

you today, I have to return. I have already mentioned to the Cardinal, 

who will be coming for the homily, that on the 4th while we will be 

celebrating our 25th anniversary, in Tirana another conference will be 

li#ing up their prayers against the discrimination and persecution of 

Christians, and that we will be in the communion of prayer with you 

on that day.

!is cross that I am giving you is the idea of a photographer who has 

placed in many locations a photograph of the many, many martyrs 

who have been killed or imprisoned by communism. As a Catholic 

diocese, we have commenced the canonical process for 38 martyrs of 

communism. We are now at the concluding phase of this process. We 

have submitted the positio (2,500 pages) to the Congregation for the 

Causes of the Saints in Rome. We have been told that the !eological 

Commission will give its response by Christmas. If it is positive, as we 

hope, next year will bring the beati"cation of these martyrs for the 

faith and for faithfulness to Christ and to the homeland. Most of those 

who were killed shouted at their deaths, “Long live Christ the King, 

long live Albania, long live the Pope.” Father Simon Jubani, who spent 

over 30 years in jail and who was liberated in 1989, recounts in his 

book My Prison that when he was called by the police, they presented 

him with an image of the Madonna, telling him to spit on it in order 

to be rewarded with his release. Father Simon replied, “!e Madonna 
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has done me no harm; it is you who have imprisoned me. And there-

fore I will never spit on the Madonna,” a#er which they kicked him. 

He was faithful, always. Once freed, he had the immense courage to 

celebrate this "rst mass whose 25th anniversary we commemorate the 

day a#er tomorrow. 

Our beautiful church in Albania has deeply su$ered, but we also have 

a great honour, Catholics "rst but also the Orthodox and Muslims, 

because at Scutari we sent a shock wave through the communist sys-

tem that had by decree committed itself to eliminating God from the 

land of Albania. God never retreated, nor did Jesus Christ. Many peo-

ple remained truly faithful to Christ, praying the holy rosary, praying 

in silence, undercover and even unto death for our Lord Jesus. !is 

is our witness. !erefore, when we heard a year or two ago that ISIS 

had emerged in Iraq, together we Catholics, Orthodox, Muslims and 

Evangelicals in Albania prepared a joint declaration, sending a letter 

to the Cardinal which stated that we Albanians understood their suf-

ferings and joined them in solidarity, praying that no person would 

be killed for any reason whatsoever, that every person would have the 

right to pray and that no one would be expelled from the homes in 

which they were born and where they had parents and relatives. !is 

solidarity is the beauty of our church and our Albanian people, who 

may be divided in faith but who love the Lord and strive to do what 

is best. 

I will invite you when our martyrs are beati"ed. But in the meantime, 

take this souvenir. You have visited a poor but beautiful nation, a mar-

tyred nation that will have its freedom, and that with Mother Teresa as 

our guide commits itself in the world to being the bearer of the value 

of freedom as well of peaceful co-existence among people.
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in making innocent Christians the culprits and terrorists the victims. 

Christians were cunningly accused of standing against demands for 

freedom and the will of the Syrian people. Contrary to that, Chris-

tians are "rm believers in participatory democracy, the rule of law, 

and human rights. However, for these Christians, chaos, violence, 

bloodshed and destruction of our law, order, history and heritage 

cannot be appropriate means to produce any change, especially un-

predictable change that compromises their rights and threatens their 

mere survival.

Unfortunately, peace is a long shot as long as the instruments of war 

continue to %ow into the Middle East, as long as arms manufacturers 

are making billions of dollars in pro"ts every month, and as long as 

these manufacturers and dealers have in%uence over statesmen and 

the media. Some countries, which have been supporting, funding and 

arming Jihadi brigades in Syria, have purchased weapons worth tens 

of billions of dollars each year throughout the crisis from Western al-

lies, even though both sides know that some of the weapons are used 

to commit the worst of atrocities against Christians, other minorities, 

and moderate Muslims. In a gentle rebuke to the U.S. Congress last 

month, Pope Francis said, “Why are deadly weapons being sold to 

those who plan to in%ict untold su$ering on individuals and society? 

Sadly, the answer, as we all know, is simply for money: money that is 

drenched in blood, o#en innocent blood. In the face of this shameful 

and culpable silence, it is our duty to confront the problem and to stop 

the arms trade.” In May, Pope Francis referred to the weapons indus-

try as the industry of death and argued that powerful people do not 

want peace because they live o$ war.

Christian su$ering is on the rise all over the globe, and Christians 

have never been as defenseless as they are now. Christians should cre-

ate a niche in the world of media to in%uence public opinion. Church-

es should raise their young people’s awareness and encourage them 

to take part with their older counterparts in reporting and publiciz-

ing incidents of Christian su$ering. Churches should form lobbies to 

in%uence politicians. Western churches should get "rsthand infor-

mation from the victim churches and communities, not from media 
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reports. It is strange that any incident of an assault on a non-Chris-

tian goes viral, whereas the murder of 53 civilian Christians in Sadd-

ad and the massive Christian cleansing in Homs have been completely 

ignored. Does it require the coinage of a special term, or the creation 

of a complete system to publicize Christian su$ering?

Today we stand as witnesses to the pain in%icted on our brothers and 

sisters in Christ in Syria. We think of innocent families hiding with 

their children in their homes behind the doors, trembling with fear as 

they hear calls for jihad or chants and threats against the in"dels. I am 

referring to several that are being targeted these days that need your 

prayer. For that reason, His Holiness Patriarch Mor Ignatius Aphrem 

II had to head back and take a detour. He was in Zurich and then 

headed back to Syria to be with these very people. We should think of 

those who became Dhimmis, those who are facing trials that may lead 

to their death, and those who have been martyred. We should also 

remember the tens of thousands of families who were displaced from 

their homes only with their clothes on, and who have been impover-

ished by the war and the ensuing economic woes.

Almost all Christians in Syria have lived the various stations of the 

way of the cross, from betrayal to condemnation, to cruci"xion. Some 

have already been martyred and some have survived, but many are 

weak, cold, hungry and thirsty. Will we deny them and remain silent 

as they are forced to walk along their way of the cross? Or will we help 

them endure and survive the cup?

Christians in Syria and Iraq need your support to survive. Christians 

across the Middle East need your support to remain and live peaceful-

ly on their land. Failing to help Middle East Christians who remain in 

their land is like sounding the death knell for ancient Christianity. It 

is an appeal from the Christian community that has carried the mes-

sage of the risen Christ to the whole world from the very beginning. It 

is not just our duty; it is our responsibility and our mission in a trou-

bled world.
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Bishop Azad Marshall, Anglican Dio cese o f Iran and the 

Gulf

Following Christ together is a wonderful theme, as some of us have a 

very lonely walk. Finding so many of us who are in the same boat, with 

the same challenge and the same aspiration, makes it wonderful to be 

here this morning. I have been the Anglican bishop in the diocese of 

Iran for the last eleven years. Previous to that, I was bishop of the Gulf, 

a responsibility that I still carry. 

For me, life in Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan or the Gulf countries is not 

about su$ering. It is not about discrimination; it is not even about liv-

ing in societies that are hostile to the gospel. It is about submission to 

the command of Christ: “If they persecute me, they will persecute you 

also.” It involves a sense of preparedness to be able to face that. It is a 

willingness to say that with all our weaknesses, we will continue as the 

ambassadors of Christ in those dark societies. 

Eleven years ago, when I went to Iran, I had no priests in my diocese. I 

will give you a perspective on discrimination and persecution through 

some brief stories. One priest was in prison, and he was told when he 

was released that he cannot even come near that compound. I tried to 

contact him, saying, “You are the only one, can we work together?” He 

said no, but a#er my long insistence, he invited me over. When I went 

to see him, he cried like a baby. !is 69- or 70-year-old priest was cry-

ing like a baby. 

He said, “You are my bishop; I have to listen to you. But I will not be 

allowed. !e government will not allow me. But anyway, come, I want 

to show you my chapel.” I said, “You have a chapel?” (He was sharing 

a house with his extended family.) He took me to a small room, ten by 

ten feet, maybe a storeroom that he had converted. On a small table 

he had his Bible and his prayerbook. And then on one side he had his 

cassock hanging, and on another side he had the pictures of the old 

church where he was serving as a priest, which he built, and on anoth-

er side he had an old tape recorder. He said, “!is is my chapel. I come 

here every day and act like a priest and pray for Iran.” !en I knew that 

there was hope for that country. 
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Before I went to Iran, one of the things I was told was not to go there 

because they kill bishops. And that is what happened to one of my 

predecessors. He was attacked and shot at. !ank God, he was saved, 

but later on his son was killed. !e church in Iran has seen every di&-

culty, every persecution; the priests had to %ee. And even in those cir-

cumstances, I have seen faithful people in Iran who are willing to take 

up their challenge and the commandment of Christ, and to accept his 

words that “!ey persecuted me so they will persecute you also, so be 

prepared, and be willing to stay here and be the light in the darkness.” 

So meeting this priest was a great experience for me, because it en-

couraged me that I am not alone in this work. 

My friend Rev. Hashmat has already talked about Pakistan, and he did 

a good job. I just want to add that the majority community who are 

of the Islamic faith in Pakistan have institutionalized discrimination 

and persecution, discrimination that leads to persecution. We started 

out in Pakistan as a democracy, but due to the majority community’s 

pressure, in 1948, one year a#er Pakistan’s creation, the so-called “ob-

jectives resolution” was passed. !at resolution says that no law can 

be passed by the Parliament which is against the Islamic injunctions, 

against sharia. And that is where our troubles started. !e blasphemy 

law was mentioned this morning, and a lot of people know about that 

and pray for us. Please remember it and pray for us, because that is the 

worst example of such a practice. It is completely discriminatory, and 

minorities are clearly the target of such a law. Because it really brings 

you down to nothing, you can not do anything. People are accused of 

all kinds of things, even their promotions are blocked, and they are 

threatened under the blasphemy law.

Shabaz Bhatti was mentioned as having been killed. He was the federal 

minister for minorities. He was a brave man, but he was killed for re-

ally standing up for the rights of the minority. Our governor Salmaan 

Taseer was killed because he did the same thing. !e Talibanization of 

that part of the world is alarming. But again the good thing is that in 

Youhanabad, where the suicide bombers tried to kill a majority of the 

Christians, they were stopped by one man who was on guard—not by 

the police, but by one Christian man who was guarding the church. 
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He realized what was going to happen, and he knew he was going to 

die, but he said “I am going to save my congregation.” And he did. 

!e interesting thing is that the following Sunday, the church was full. 

People were saying, “No one will go there, people are afraid,” but that’s 

the story of our church. !e church is resilient, but they need support 

and they really need our prayers. !ey need people who will follow 

them all along, who will go along with them and show them their sol-

idarity, that they are not alone.

Today I want to mention one more country, and that is Afghanistan. 

!ere, you cannot be a Christian. If you are a follower of Christ, you 

have no identity. Because of our close proximity to Afghanistan and 

our relationships in the last thirty years with a number of people, and 

because both the diocese of Iran and the diocese of Peshawar are their 

neighbors, I know that there are many who have decided to follow 

Christ. Who will support them? Who prays for them? Who is really 

concerned about those situations? When the constitution was being 

framed, many Afghan believers who cannot openly declare begged of 

their American or Western friends: please, when you are forming the 

new constitution, leave a little space for those who may want to have 

another faith and want to live peacefully in this country. But nothing 

was done, there is no provision. 

My time is up, but I just want to tell you about one Afghan Christian 

that I know of. He was a teacher, and one day the Taliban came to him 

and they slapped him and said, “We know you have become a Chris-

tian. We are going to kill you. You are not a teacher, you are actually 

teaching people about the Christian faith.” He realized that was the 

end. So that day, he gathered all his family and his friends, and he 

told them the story of the cross. He told them what it means to follow 

Christ, and he fell down and died. And there are many who are faith-

fully following Christ and paying a huge price. Let us not forget them.  
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Bishop Basil Yaldo, Auxiliary Bisho p o f Baghdad, 

Chaldean Catho lic Patriarchate o f Babylo n, Iraq

On behalf of His Beatitude Mar Louis Raphael Sako, our Patriarch, I 

would like to thank all the members of the Global Christian Forum 

for this consultation and for the invitation.

What is the situation of su!ering—discrimination, persecution, mar-

tyrdom—that your church is facing today?

All Iraqi people are su$ering from the current situation, but those 

su$ering the most are Christians, because they are a minority in the 

country and have no power or authority in this state. !erefore the 

migration of Christian families leaving Iraq has spread over di$erent 

parts of the world. We have families in Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Tur-

key, etc.

Since 2003, a#er the fall of Saddam’s regime, the Christians in Iraq 

have su$ered serious persecution: threats, kidnapping and even death 

itself. !e Christian community, which has been deeply rooted in 

this country since the beginning of the "rst century, is now reduced 

in number to less than 400,000. More than 800,000 le# the country; 

many were killed or died in the explosions. Fi#y-three churches were 

attacked. Christians are afraid to stay in Iraq. All the people want to 

leave Iraq, but especially the Christians, to save their lives. 

Neither the government nor the international community has done 

enough for the Christians in Iraq. For example, a#er the conference 

of Pope Benedict XVI, in September 2006 in Germany, there were 

strong reactions by radical Muslims. !ey bombed the Patriarchate 

of the Assyrians in Baghdad and attacked many churches, including 

the Church of the Holy Spirit in Mosul. !ey kidnapped many Chris-

tian girls in Baghdad. I myself was kidnapped by a fanatic group at 

that time. !e Rev Paul Alexander of the Syrian Orthodox Church in 

Mosul was beheaded, and many other clergy were martyred, such as 

my friend Father Ragheed who studied in Rome for "ve years with me. 

!ey killed our Bishop of Mosul, Msgr Faraj Rahho. !ere was also 

the attack by Al-Qaida against the Syrian Catholic Church in Bagh-

dad, in which they killed 57 people and two priests during the Sunday 
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prayer in Our Lady of Salvation Church. Bishop Casmoussa who is 

here with us was kidnapped. He was the "rst one in Iraq.

You know what was done in northern Iraq in August 2014 by ISIS, 

called the state of the Islamic Caliphate. More than 120,000 Christians 

%ed in one night from Mosul and the plain of Nineveh at the risk of 

their life, forced to choose between death, conversion to Islam or reg-

istering and paying a tax that equals one year’s salary. Most Christians 

%ed to northern areas of Iraq, to Kurdistan. Many of them now live 

in a small room or in vans or tents! It is not easy from a psychological 

point of view; the feeling of concern for their homes and cities, for jobs 

lost and a dark future for their children is evident.

What would you like to say about this situation to the global church?

We encourage our people to stay in Iraq, because we believe in our mis-

sion to witness to the gospel. We must remember that not all Muslims 

are ISIS. God created us di$erent. God has his plan for our presence in 

this land, and invites us to carry the message of love, brotherhood and 

tolerance, as Christ did.

But we need your help, support and especially your prayers to stay in 

our land—Mesopotamia, the land between two rivers. We have been 

here from the end of the "rst century. According to tradition, the apos-

tle !omas was the "rst to evangelize this region, on his trip to India. 

So we were there before the Muslims came in the seventh century. We 

have in this blessed land three famous cities that are mentioned in the 

Holy Bible: Ur of the Chaldeans in the south of Iraq, Nineveh of the 

Assyrian Empire in the north of Iraq, and Babylon, very close to Bagh-

dad in the center of the country. We need to save this rich patrimony.

So what are the next steps that churches around the world must take in 

order to walk together as the su!ering church?

(1) First, we ask you to help Iraqi Christians through your 

prayer and solidarity, by visiting our refugee camps. Many 

churches have come to visit the Christians. !at gives us 

courage.
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(2) We ask you to put pressure on the international community 

for the liberation of the Christian villages in Iraq. All 24 vil-

lages around Nineveh, the biggest city in Iraq a#er Baghdad, 

are now occupied by ISIS.  

(3) We ask your churches to promote the voice of our martyrs 

in the world media, to encourage other Christians to testify 

for Jesus Christ.

(4) Finally, we ask your churches to help with the necessary 

goods for refugees, like food, medicine and education.

Shahan Sarkissian, Archbisho p o f Aleppo , Armenian 

Apo sto lic Church. 

(As Archbishop Sarkissian was unable to leave Aleppo, Rev Housig de-

livered his message.)

I would like to thank the organizers of the Global Christian Forum 

for this very timely and needed global consultation. I could not ask for 

a better Christian forum to describe the discrimination and persecu-

tion that my church is su$ering from today. Indeed, it comes at a time 

where martyrdom, at least where I come from, has changed its course 

and objective.

I am sure that the organizers had in their mind the purpose, plan, vi-

sion and the realization of Christian soteriology (salvation) through 

Christ’s supreme example. !is is in fact an invitation to follow the 

challenging path, but with a special emphasis on our uni"ed and 

strengthened expedition. Moreover, I would add two indispensable 

quotations from the New Testament. !e "rst is from Hebrews 12:2–4: 

Looking unto Jesus, the author and #nisher of our faith, who for 

the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the 

shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 

For consider him who endured such hostility from sinners against 

himself, lest you become weary and discouraged in your souls. You 

have not yet resisted to bloodshed, striving against sin.
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!e second is from 2 Timothy 3:10–12:

But you have carefully followed my doctrine, manner of life, 

purpose, faith, longsu"ering, love, perseverance, persecutions, 

a$ictions, which happened to me at Antioch, at Iconium, at 

Lystra—what persecutions I endured. And out of them all the Lord 

delivered me. Yes, and all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus 

will su"er persecution.

!e message that I have tried to relay is certainly common to all Chris-

tians, and as such we will always be persecuted, but never abandoned 

by the Lord. !erefore our persecution is somehow a natural course, 

which constitutes part of our identity and the existential testimony 

of belief for humanity. Consequently, we will bless and pray for those 

who persecute us, similar to the prophets, and most importantly sim-

ilar to our Savior of mankind, Jesus Christ.

!roughout history, the Middle East and its immediate surroundings 

have been and continue to be the stage for various con%icts. In this 

respect, let us remind ourselves of the past century of genocides, and 

in particular the Armenian genocide—the genocide of my people and 

church in historical Armenia and Cilicia, currently situated in Turkey. 

!e Armenian genocide, as well as the Syrian, Chaldean and Greek 

genocides and similar atrocities of the past, and along with the current 

widespread violent practice of discrimination, persecution and mar-

tyrdom of my church and followers in Syria, constitute the reason why 

we are holding this forum today.

!e Middle East and in particular the situation in Syria are signi"-

cantly more dangerous than before. Racial and cultural discrimina-

tion on one hand and religious radicalism, extremism and intolerance 

on the other are endangering our existence as Christians. In fact, this 

is no longer a matter of democracy, development or social justice for 

underserved people, but a mixture of thirst for strategic political and 

economic gains, and regretfully the victims are human diversity and 

minorities. Consequently, the world is witnessing, though taking no 

action to stop it, obvious collective persecution, ethnic cleansing and 

genocides.
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!e country where I come from, Syria, as you all know has been mired 

in civil war for the past four and a half years. Why and how the war 

started may have di$erent explanations. However, it resulted in hun-

dreds of thousands of dead people regardless of their ethnic or reli-

gious background, plus millions of refugees and internally displaced 

persons and ruined cities, villages and infrastructure.

!e Middle East, the region where Christianity and its churches in-

itially spread, has become a less safe area for its inhabitants and in 

particular for Christians. !e current, greatly diminished numbers of 

Christians remaining in these lands and operating churches speak vol-

umes. For example, the once peaceful land of Syria, where Christians 

and Muslims used to co-exist, has become the world’s most dangerous 

place, a destroyed and terrorized country, with most of its Christian 

believers either waiting in queues in front of embassies to emigrate or 

taking the deadly path across the Mediterranean, hoping for a better 

life anywhere in Europe or North America.

In an attempt to answer the "ve questions raised by the organizers of 

this conference, I can state the following:

What is the situation of su!ering that our church is facing today?

!e situation of our church in Syria is dramatic. We have experienced, 

and continue to experience, the worst forms of discrimination, hatred 

and threats, including oral, written and physical aggression. In Alep-

po, persecution, discrimination and martyrdom have become the nor-

mal course of life. Churches, schools, neighbourhoods, residences and 

workplaces have been shelled, looted, burnt and destroyed because 

Christians or Armenians owned them. !e city of Aleppo is depend-

ent on a very fragile supply route, o#en challenged by non-state armed 

groups and closed for days as it is today. Electricity is provided one or 

two hours a day, and water supply is almost non-existent, given the 

fact that the non-state armed groups manage the water pumps of the 

city, by way of blackmail or pressuring the government. Christian mi-

norities have become targets for kidnapping, forced deportation and 

violent extermination.
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recognition of marriage certi"cates, funerals, being able to have bank 

accounts for the church, and being able to purchase land and register it 

in the name of the church. We are equated with the Jehovah Witnesses 

and experience discrimination for that reason. We also have problems 

because evangelism is discouraged, even about the teachings of Jesus, 

baptism, and St Mary. !is comes in addition to persecution by Mus-

lims. !e basic issue is religious intolerance. !ere is dialogue between 

di$erent groups, but evangelicals are not invited to attend. Further-

more, we have problems due to Israeli authorities restricting our travel 

and not issuing permits for travel to Jerusalem and holy sites during 

religious holidays. Currently, I spend a lot of time obtaining permits 

for our pastors and church congregations to visit the holy sites in the 

Galilee area as well as in Jerusalem.

What would you like to say about this situation to the global church?

Pray for us and for peace in the Holy Land. Be respectful of all peoples. 

In%uence the historical churches to recognize the evangelicals and let 

the people worship where they feel a connection to God.

From your perspective, what are the next steps that churches around the 

world must take to walk together as the su!ering church? 

Have a greater voice in the political arena. Exert pressure on govern-

ments to stop persecution of Christians and minorities and resolve 

con%icts.  

(At this point, Rev Kakish continued with a PowerPoint presentation. 

His words have been edited to make his message clearer for readers who 

do not have access to the PowerPoint slides.)

I chose as my theme Jesus’ words, “Blessed are the peacemakers,” be-

cause my presentation might be a little bit di$erent from others. I’m 

asking you today to become a bridge of peace as you listen to my brief 

presentation.

I have been asked to describe the situation of the churches in the Holy 

Land, Israel and Palestine. Some of the things I will say also apply to 

Jordan. I have also been asked what our message to the global church 

is and how all of you can help.
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I believe that the threat of ISIS is growing and that we all have a prob-

lem with radical Islam. I believe that the goal of ISIS and extremist Is-

lamists is to wipe out Christians from the Middle East, where we have 

about 12 to 16 million Christians. I believe that the answer for this 

world lies in Jesus Christ. And as you come to the Holy Land, I pray 

that you will be able to visit the living stones in our area, not just our 

present churches.

In Israel, we have a council with "ve di$erent denominations or 

groups working together along with parachurch organizations. Our 

problem with the Israeli authorities in the West Bank is that they do 

not give us permits for pastors to be able to travel into di$erent areas 

and towns in that area. !ey do give to a few pastors, but we are still 

struggling to leave the West Bank in order to go to Israel and this is 

very important for our ministers.

!e churches in Israel are also seeking legal recognition for their syn-

od to be recognized legally in terms of its civil rights, the ability to give 

marriage certi"cates, and also to register the land of the churches in 

the name of the church instead of personal names.

In Israel there is also discrimination from the Jewish community. Sev-

eral churches in Jerusalem and Galilee have been burned and dam-

aged. !e latest one was burned by the Sea of Galilee—the church at 

the place where we believe that Jesus fed the "ve thousand.

Pray for the churches in Israel. !ey need legal recognition. Also, pray 

that persecution will be reduced and that there will be safety.

Now we will turn to the West Bank, which includes East Jerusalem. 

Since the war in 1948, which a$ected the working class, many Chris-

tians and pastors have le# the area. !is has been a setback for the 

evangelical church. In spite of this, the Arab churches in the West 

Bank, East Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip are moving forward. We have 

established our Council uniting most evangelical churches and organ-

izations or parachurch bodies, to present a united front to the Pales-

tinian authorities.

!e Palestinian Authority and other churches have seen the credibil-

ity, accountability, unity and organizational stability of this Council 



77

in the West Bank, including Gaza. !e Council provides us with one 

voice; it has a constitution (or dastour) and standardized procedures. 

!e Council is gaining recognition as the voice of the evangelical 

churches in Palestine.

In Israel, we have messianic Jews and Palestinian Christians meeting 

together. We have a fellowship together at the Garden Tomb in Jeru-

salem. We have a Bible college in Bethlehem and supply aid to the ref-

ugees in Jordan.  

We also have outreach ministries to Muslim communities throughout 

the Holy Land. Many of these are underground for fear of reprisal.

Our main problem in the West Bank is that we are seeking recogni-

tion for our Council. !e Palestinians are not recognizing us at all. We 

need the same thing as in Israel and in Jordan: to register our marriage 

certi"cates and to register land in the name of the church.

!e evangelical body in the West Bank and Gaza also would like to be 

invited by the Christian authorities on matters that have to do with 

churches, as is done with other Christian church leaders. We would 

really appreciate your help in this area.

Now I would like to turn to Gaza. Gaza is a huge ghetto in which the 

Christians have been con"ned. !e Christian population of Gaza has 

declined. Today I believe they are less than 1,000. Years ago there were 

many, many thousands. !e Christians are trying to leave that area 

because of many problems.

Our brothers and sisters in the Gaza Strip are facing the threat of an-

nihilation from the wars. Many Christians and Muslims leave when 

they have the possibility to emigrate to another country. Christians 

there must deal with Hamas and other factions and have been mis-

treated by Muslims. !ey have been asked to convert to Islam. !e 

ones who su$er the most are families and children. !ere are still 

Christian churches operating in the Gaza Strip, along with a Chris-

tian school. !ey need your prayers for their safety and survival.

Our message to the global church is that the Holy Spirit is still work-

ing through the churches in Israel, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. 
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We still are training youth, as they are the future of the church. We 

continue furthering the Kingdom of God as united evangelicals. We 

continue to have outreach to Muslims. Much more is going on but we 

do not have time for everything. We continue to be a bridge for mak-

ing peace. We continue to help the Iraqi and Syrian refugees in Jordan. 

We continue to be peacemakers. We are actively trying to stop the war, 

to end su$ering and to allow the current %ow of refugees to return to 

their own countries.

Pray for peace in the Holy Land. Pray that we can be respectful of all 

people. Pray that the historical church will recognize the evangelicals 

and we can all worship where we feel a connection to God.

What can you do? Exert pressure on the Israeli government to recog-

nize the evangelical churches in Israel. Exert pressure on the Palestin-

ian Authority to recognize the evangelical churches in Palestine and 

the Gaza Strip. Educate your people and tell them that there are com-

mitted Christians in Israel, Palestine and the Gaza Strip. We are all 

one in the Lord Jesus Christ!

We ask you to be active peace makers. Do what you can to end the suf-

fering in the Arab world and to end the wars. Pray for the Palestinians 

and the Jews, and for peace and justice. !is is the place where Jesus 

was born, su$ered, died and rose on the third day and where He will 

come back to the Mount of Olives to rapture the church. 

I would conclude with a quote attributed to Einstein: “!e world is a 

dangerous place to live, not because of the people who are evil, but be-

cause of the people who don’t do anything about it.” 

Evangelical Leader, Africa.

I would like to start by telling you a brief story about myself. !en I 

will answer the questions proposed by the organizers.

Two years ago, security forces came to my house in my absence, 

searching everything, asking my wife and children about my wherea-

bouts. My family did not know where I had gone, so the security forces 

searched the house and took whatever served their purpose, including 
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my passport and my other documents. I stayed in hiding while they 

were searching for me for two months. When the time came that I 

could not continue in hiding, the elders, my family and my relatives 

advised me to leave the country. I le# the country. During my time of 

hiding in my country, they repeatedly called my wife to their o&ce. 

When they did not get anything, a#er a week they took her to prison. 

She was held for a month because of me. Finally she was asked to pay a 

"ne and then they released her. Now my family is not able to leave the 

country and I cannot go back to my country.

What is the situation of su!ering, discrimination, persecution and mar-

tyrdom that the church is facing?

!e government issued a decree that all evangelical churches should 

close their worship places and stop gathering. Since then, the church-

es have started to worship underground in cell groups. As the Bible 

says, “I will strike the shepherd and the sheep will be scattered” (Mark 

14:27). One year a#er the closure of the churches, church leaders were 

arrested. !ey are still in prison, except one who was released because 

of serious illness. And these people have not been allowed to see or 

communicate with their loved ones. One of the ministers, whose wife 

passed away while he was in prison, was not allowed even to attend 

her funeral.

Since the decree was issued, the President and other top authorities 

have been harassing Christians as if we are a threat to them and the 

country as a whole. In their view, Christians are considered agents 

of the CIA and sympathizers with other governments which are the 

enemy in their view. As a result, they have tried to stir up the society 

against us, but thanks to God the society has not followed their evil 

plot. Here are some of the things the authorities have been doing or 

saying about Christians.

Authorities have been heard saying in public that “HIV-AIDS and we 

are the same and we will "ght them.”

!e activities of the church being underground, whenever Christians 

are found assembled for prayer and Bible study, they are arrested and 

taken to remote areas where it is very di&cult to live. Some of them 
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are locked up in ship containers and are not even allowed to go out for 

nature’s call except at six in the morning or six in the evening.

Bibles, musical instruments and choir uniforms are heaped up and 

burned in the church compound. Church buildings have been con"s-

cated, and every group has reported that whatever seemed valuable to 

them was con"scated.

Even our children who are in high school and college are always in-

timidated and o#en arrested whenever they are found talking about 

their faith in small groups. 

Female university students were arrested and sent to remote areas 

simply because they refused to dance on National Liberation Day. !e 

last of them were released a#er seven years of imprisonment.

!ere are Christians who have been beaten to death and others who 

passed away due to their inhuman treatment by the regime.

!ere are hundreds of believers and ministers who are still in prison 

and almost half of them are women. !ere is no legal processing and 

nobody knows when he or she might be released.

Everyone knows what his or her wedding day should look like. In our 

case, matrimonial ceremonies are not public. !ey are always in hid-

ing. Only six to eight individuals attend the ceremony. !e partici-

pants are not told the hour and the place until the day comes. It must 

be early in the morning or late in the evening. When it is done, they 

walk out separately, wearing ordinary clothes. We had an instance 

when the bride and groom and all the wedding guests were taken to 

prison because they sang songs in the hall they had rented for their 

wedding celebration.

Because of the extended time of persecution, believers are forced to 

migrate and leave the country in an illegal way to "nd a safe place 

to practice their faith freely. But some are falling into the hands of 

kidnappers and are being sold to other abductors, and some have 

drowned while crossing the Mediterranean Sea.

What would you like to say about this situation to the global church? Or 

what do you ask of the global church?
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First, I would like to thank you for inviting me and giving me this op-

portunity to share with you the calamities my brethren are experienc-

ing. Second, on behalf of my church I would like to thank Open Doors 

for the consistent help they have been giving since the time when the 

persecution started. I ask the global Christian community, as mem-

bers of the body of Christ, to feel our pain and call for global, fervent 

and consistent prayer; to look for any possible means to bring an end 

to the injustice and the su$ering of Christians; and to take practical 

measures to encourage Christians who are experiencing su$ering so 

that they may persevere and remain faithful to their faith and calling.

What are the next steps that churches around the world must take to 

walk together as the su!ering church?

(1) To create awareness globally so that believers may pray per-

sistently;

(2) To set a global day of prayer for the churches who are suf-

fering;

(3) To help the leaders of the su$ering churches by giving train-

ing to continue working for the Kingdom of God despite the 

su$ering they are encountering;

(4) To give the leaders of the su$ering churches an opportunity 

to share their experience and edify each other;

(5) To practically show your solidarity by trying to respond to 

the needs of those who su$er;

(6) Lastly, to send a signed appeal to the president for the release 

of Christians and freedom of worship.
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Biblical and Theological Perspectives on Discrimi-
nation, Persecution and Martyrdom

His Beatitude Archbishop Dr Anastasios, Ortho do x 

Auto cephalo us Church o f Albania

In the last century, during the relentless atheistic persecution which 

brought Albania into a deep spiritual darkness, the discrimination 

against Christians and martyrdom reached its high point.

I remember a distinctive instance. Fr. Jorgios was an Orthodox priest 

in a village in the South. He was a teacher and also an agriculturist. 

When the communist persecution broke out, he was forced to leave 

his priestly duties and to labour as a road construction worker. One 

day, when he stopped to take a break from the gruelling work and 

hot sun, a friend of his, a faithful Christian from another village, ap-

proached and whispered to him Christ’s words, “In the world you have 

tribulation.” Fr. Jorgios raised his eyes calmly and continued the verse: 

“But be of good cheer, I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). An-

other time, fanatical followers of the communist party engraved a big 

cross in the middle of the road and compelled him to step on it. He 

devoutly kneeled, spread out his hands on the cross and embraced it.

Deception and slander have always existed as a prelude in the drama of 

persecution. Subsequent actions such as exiles, hardships, long-term 

imprisonments, and executions of clerics, laity, and entire families fol-

lowed. Certainly that did not happen only in Albania. !e twentieth 

century is full of moving stories of faithful people, who paid for their 

dedication to Christ through terri"c tortures and executions. Howev-

er, even in our century, wherever antichristian powers prevail, various 

persecutions continue against Christians. !e constant point of reori-

entation and comfort of the faithful has been the ceaseless contempla-

tion of Jesus Christ.

!e Martyr Par Excellence: Jesus and the Apostles in His 
Footsteps
From the "rst steps of his earthly presence, Jesus experienced tribula-

tions. !e threats during his childhood due to Herod’s mania required 
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him to take refuge in Egypt. From the beginning of his public endeav-

our, he faced the "erce hostility of the Pharisees and the scribes, who 

reached the point of spreading the claim that “It is only by Beelzebul, 

the prince of demons, that this man casts out demons” (Matt 12:24).

Jesus knew that his redeeming work would be realized with the accept-

ance of martyrdom, the sacri"ce of the cross. He did not hide from his 

own the tragic but also saving aspect of the pain and persecution. On 

the contrary, he informed them and he called them to follow him, ac-

cepting also their own personal cross: “If any man would come a#er 

me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (Matt 

16:24). Jesus, when persecuted, placed his trust in his Father, who sent 

him and was always with him. As a prerequisite for someone to be one 

of his genuine disciples, he placed on them the tangible decision of 

self-sacri"ce. !e cross became the Christian symbol par excellence; 

together with the resurrection, it forms the DNA of the church.

A#er his resurrection, the sacri"cial ethos would determine the iden-

tity of his apostles. “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you” 

(John 20:21; cf. 17:18). You will follow in my own footsteps, Christ was 

telling them, free from all anxiety and fear. Not with your own pow-

er, but with that of the Holy Spirit. Not for you to stay in theological 

reveries and spiritual enjoyment of my gi#s, but to be witnesses of my 

redemptive work throughout the world: “You shall be my witnesses in 

Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth” 

(Acts 1:8).

!e word martyr (Greek martus) has a double meaning in the original 

Greek text of the New Testament. First, it refers to testimony about 

a particular fact; second, it involves sealing that testimony with the 

price of martyrdom. !e life of the church for twenty centuries was 

a constant witness to this double meaning: the announcement of the 

gospel of Christ and the con"rmation of this testimony with an o$er 

of blood.

!e apostles constantly followed what the Master “commanded unto 

them.” !ey experienced the reality of persecution and martyrdom. 

!eir lives moved according to the statement of Paul: “in honour and 
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dishonour, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated as impostors, 

and yet are true; as unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and be-

hold we live; as punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always 

rejoicing” (2 Cor 6:8–10). As he said elsewhere in the same epistle, the 

secret of their strength and their resilience comes from God: “We are 

a'icted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to 

despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed” 

(2 Cor 4:8–9).

In references to the martyrs, which culminate in the book of Revela-

tions, persistence is the divine message: “Be faithful unto death, and I 

will give you the crown of life” (Rev. 2:10). !e entire last book of Holy 

Scripture celebrates the trials and the glory of the heroes of faith.

!e Church is Apostolic and “Martyric”
!e Church was founded on the glorious martyrdom of Christ: “And 

I, when I am li#ed up from the earth, will draw all men to myself” 

(John 12:32). !e church as the body of Christ is called in turn to o$er 

to God the martyrdom of blood for the salvation of humankind. In its 

history, martyrdom acquires a special signi"cance, which is revealed 

by Jesus himself. !is concerns the imitation of Christ by participat-

ing in his su$ering and in his salvi"c work (John 15:20). To his disci-

ples he revealed that “unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and 

dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12:24).

!e Church has adopted a basic guide of prayer: the psalter. !e 

Psalms speak of external pressures, of injustices, of impasses su$ered 

by the just, those dedicated to God: “Deliver me, O Lord, from my en-

emies! I have %ed to thee for refuge!” (Ps 143:9). !e cry of anguish and 

trust that resonates in the Psalter—the exclamations of pain and hope, 

supplication and anticipation—have not ceased to support Christians 

over the centuries.

!e Church is apostolic not only according to its doctrinal tradition 

and episcopal succession, but also according to its “martyric” tradi-

tion. One cannot follow Christ without taking part, at least partial-

ly, in the passion of Christ. “Indeed all who desire to live a godly life 

in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim 3:12). We may even su$er 
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Christians are a majority in some places, a minority elsewhere. In the 

latter case they are o#en oppressed in various ways, as is happening 

in our time in the Middle East, in Africa and in Asia. Christians liv-

ing in free countries have a huge responsibility. We cannot remain 

indi$erent to the su$erings of our brothers and sisters. We must use 

our voice to in%uence rulers. We are obliged to raise our voice by any 

means available, to protect and actively support our persecuted broth-

ers. !e apostle Paul clearly de"nes our duty: “If one member su$ers, 

all su$er together; if one member is honoured, all rejoice together” (1 

Cor 12:26).

Glory to God that many inter-church organizations have been in soli-

darity with various local churches that have su$ered from the storms 

of persecution. In the new conditions created, those who partake in 

the Global Christian Forum have to look for new forms of support for 

persecuted Christians. !is consultation certainly o$ers an opportu-

nity to study the major cases and to search for solutions.

And to be more speci"c, we should note that the great powers carry 

general responsibility for the crises in the Middle East, related to their 

decisions to pursue violent leadership changes, providing weapons, 

and apathy for the millions of innocent victims. It is now time that all 

those involved shake o$ their lethargy and take e$ective action to stop 

the hostile con%icts and terrible bloodshed.

A more general problem, which must be constantly worked with is 

the close relationship between global peace, justice and development. 

Poverty remains the worst type of oppression. When people are de-

prived of basic needs for survival, it is not strange for them to turn in 

other directions and adopt extreme religious beliefs to achieve a just 

society. In the twenty-"rst century, we need to cultivate more fully and 

strengthen the solidarity of all Christians; following up on that which 

is being accomplished here with insight and discernment: “following 

Christ together”.

An inexhaustible source of the renewal of our spiritual life remains 

the increase of our love for Christ. !at is the secret of the strength 

and of the endurance of Christians over the course of the centuries. 
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Let the apostolic experience, as expressed by the apostle Paul, be our 

personal hymn: “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall 

tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or 

peril, or sword? … No, in all these things we are more than conquerors 

through him who loved us. For I am sure that neither death, nor life 

… nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate 

us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 8:35, 37–39).
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Human Rights and Religious Liberty: Perspectives 
on Discrimination, Persecution and Martyrdom

Dr !omas Schirrmacher, Wo rld Evangelical Alliance

It is not easy to be the speaker coming a#er a speech by Archbishop 

Anastasios. Your Beatitude, I thank you very much for putting the Bi-

ble and Jesus in the centre of what we are doing here. No evangelical 

could have done that better. What unites all of us is what God revealed 

about his Son Jesus Christ in the Holy Scriptures. Whether it is in the 

Vatican Synod or in a document like Christian Witness in a Multi-re-

ligious World, what the Bible says about Jesus is what brings us here. 

For some of you who wonder why the Archbishop has this honorary 

title of Beatitude, I tell you it is because he gives such beautiful speech-

es. I have heard many of them, and I am very glad that his presentation 

gives us the lead today. His Beatitude and I are long-time friends. I 

admire the work of his life. He has been a missionary in Africa, start-

ing from scratch; he came to Albania when there was no church, a#er 

communism had destroyed all the churches. Anything you "nd about 

the Albanian Orthodox Church has been built up by him a#er 1990. 

It is an amazing story. And you now know why we wanted to be in 

Albania.

We have now a presentation in two parts, on the biblical basis for 

human rights and religious freedom. We have split the topic in two, 

but it is one presentation. !e reason for doing this is that we want to 

show the cooperation between a speaker coming from Germany, in 

the West, and one coming from Sri Lanka, in the global South. We 

also want to show that academic and practical work belong together. 

Godfrey Yogarajah has been for decades in the middle of the strug-

gle; he has experienced all forms of discrimination and persecution, 

even martyrdom around him. He has built up a structure in his coun-

try that enables the churches to be in solidarity with one another. I 

am by de"nition an academic, and the International Institute for Re-

ligious Freedom stands for providing governments and media with 

facts. You can see this in my paper, which I am not going to read be-

cause it would take too long. [Note: #e full paper is provided following 
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this transcript of Dr Schirrmacher’s written text.] What Godfrey does 

is to travel from country to country, visiting the churches, bringing 

them together, helping and teaching them how to present themselves, 

how to defend themselves, how to have solidarity. It is an immensely 

important work. We are delivering this presentation in two parts not 

as an either-or, but because the two approaches really belong together. 

You will see that the Germans still believe in the spoken word, without 

much technical help, while our Asian friends are far ahead of us when 

it comes to technology. Godfrey will use a PowerPoint; I have to ask 

my son what that is. So take that also as an example of the complemen-

tarity between us, which is true for all that we do.

I am the chair of the international council of the International Society 

for Human Rights, and our secretary is a Muslim. So for me the topic 

of where human rights come from is with me day and night. I would 

rather work with people who are in favour of human rights and do 

not know where they come from than with people who have a lot of 

academic ideas about where things come from but are not in favour 

of human rights. !ere is no question that in terms of practice, hu-

man rights are a model base on which we can work together interna-

tionally. But I can tell you, having been involved in debates at the UN 

with leaders of other religions, that the world at large has no clue as to 

where human rights come from. All they know is that if you put them 

into practice, the world will be a little better than if you do not practice 

them. But if you go in depth at the UN and ask why it is so important 

where human rights come from, you always end up with Christian 

terminology like human dignity. !is is not to o$end any other reli-

gion, not to be proud, not to say “Lord, I thank you that I am not like 

the others.” !at is not our spirit. But it is true that human rights are 

rooted in Christian ideas. We are glad when others accept this, even 

atheists for whom this is not relevant. We have to know why and have 

con"dence in ourselves. We have to know the di$erence between, say, 

the Muslim and the Christian approach to this. 

Take, for example, human dignity. We all know it goes back to the be-

ginning of the Bible. Human dignity comes from creation. It does not 

come from being a Christian. You do not have human dignity because 
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you belong to us Christians, but because you were born, because God 

created you, because God wanted you. We Christians do not have the 

right to say that another person is not a Christian so he or she deserves 

less. We have to treat all people as created by God in all dignity, with 

all the rights and all the duties that stem from this. Love your neigh-

bour as yourself, yes, even love your enemy. Do not say, this enemy is 

not a believer. 

!at is the di$erence I found in talking with my Muslim secretary, 

and with many other people, at the UN. To understand that it is God 

who creates people, who gives them dignity, and not us giving dignity 

to anybody is a di$erent mind-set. !at includes Genesis 3, let us not 

forget. Very early on, those humans with all their dignity get into sin. 

!at was before any of us was around, which means that we Christians 

are as much a$ected by sin that leads to violation of human rights as 

anybody else. Some people think that the world would be better if we 

had a US president who was evangelical. Well, we had one. George 

W. Bush, who was an alcoholic, had a genuine conversion. !e family 

knew Billy Graham very well. Did the world get better? I do not intend 

to get into politics, so let me simply say that being an evangelical does 

not mean you know best when to go to war. We Christians believe 

that we all su$er from sin and that when we get into power, we are as 

open to corruption or misuse of power as anybody else. We saw this in 

Egypt when President Morsi came to power. He was a devout Muslim, 

and people thought that everything would become better. We Chris-

tians believe that everybody, even a Christian believer, who comes into 

power can get into the same problems as anybody else. Even the Holy 

Father, Pope Francis, tells everybody he meets that probably no one 

is more at risk of misusing power or making mistakes than he is, and 

that he needs the prayers of millions of people. He told me so several 

times. !is is part of Christianity; we do not say, “I am a Christian so 

everything is "ne.” To understand that this is true for everybody has 

to do a lot with human rights. We cannot distinguish us as the good 

part of the world from the others who are the bad part. 

A biblical passage that has a lot to do with human rights is Romans 13, 

which speaks about the relation of the state to us as Christians. Every 
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possible form of relationship between state and church has existed in 

history. We have tried everything. In the Bible we have Revelation 13 

in which the anti-Christian state tries to kill the church, and in history 

we have examples where the state protects Christians from persecu-

tion. But at the centre of it all, Romans 13 is very clear: if Christians do 

evil things, God has ordained the state to punish us. Politically, that 

means clearly that we do not rule the world and cannot do whatever 

we want. When we do evil things, when we violate human rights, the 

state is there to prevent us from doing so. !is gives you a very di$er-

ent perspective on human rights than if you think you rule the world 

and the others have to follow.

!e three most important points, when it comes to the biblical basis 

for human rights, are as follows. First, human rights come from the 

DNA of our faith because they belong to everybody who has been cre-

ated. Second, the problem of sin in our life is a problem that belongs 

to everybody, not only to non-Christians. And third, Christians sin 

and do evil things which must be punished by the state. We are not 

always the ones who rule the state or those who criticize the state; it 

goes both ways. 

Following is the written text that Dr Schirrmacher prepared for 
the consultation and that he summarized in his spoken message.

The Biblical Basis for Human Rights

Man as Creation and Image of God
On December 10, 1948, many states signed the General Declaration of 

Human Rights passed by the General Assembly of the United Nations. 

!e declaration states that all human beings possess the same digni-

ty (Article 1) and forbids all discrimination due to race, colour, sex, 

language, religion or political conviction (Article 2). Because all men 

have the right to life and liberty (Article 3), both slavery (Article 4) 

and torture (Article 5) are prohibited. All are equal before the law and 

may be condemned only according to established law, only a#er being 

heard in a court of law (Articles 7–11). All are free to emigrate and to 

choose their place of residence (Article 13), and to request asylum in 
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other countries (Article 14). Every human being is free to choose his 

spouse, and the family, as the “natural and basic unit in society”, must 

be protected by the state and by society (Articles 16 and 26). !e Dec-

laration also demands the right of private property (Article 17); the 

right to liberty of conscience and religion, which includes the indi-

vidual’s right to change his faith (Article 18); the right of opinion and 

information (Article 19); the right to congregate and to form associa-

tions (Article 20); and the right to vote (Article 21). Everyone has the 

right to security in social matters (Articles 22, 25 and 28), to labour 

with just remuneration (Article 23) and to education (Article 26).

Closely related to the idea of human rights is the claim that all people 

have the same right to be treated as persons, whatever race, religion, 

sex, political persuasion or social or economic status they may be or 

have. What is the basis of human equality, if not the fact that all were 

equally created by God? !us, a Christian argument for human rights 

must begin with the biblical account of Creation, “Let us make man in 

our image, a#er our likeness: and let them have dominion over the "sh 

of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all 

the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. 

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he 

him; male and female created he them” (Gen 1:26–27). !e fact that 

man was created in the image of God plays a major role in the rela-

tionships of human beings to each other. Genesis 9:6, for example, re-

quires murder to be punished, for it injures the image of God: “Whoso 

sheddeth man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed: for in the image 

of God made he man.” 

Creation exists for the glory of God and has its meaning from God. 

!is fact holds all the more for the ‘crown of creation’. Mankind was 

created according to the divine order of creation to ful"l the purpose 

given him by God. God made him ruler over the earth, but also gave 

him the responsibility for the preservation of the earthly creation. !e 

psalmist writes, “!ou madest him to have dominion over the works 

of thy hands; thou hast put all things under his feet: All sheep and 

oxen, yea, and the beasts of the "eld” (Ps 8:6–7).
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For this reason, human rights include only those privileges which God 

has given man, and no other rights which mankind may choose or 

claim for himself.

Christians may not, therefore, automatically identify the human rights 

catalogues formulated by Western countries with those in the Bible. 

Scripture prescribes the right to an orderly court procedure according 

to clearly stated laws, to the hearing of witnesses, to judges who have 

not been bribed and to legal defence. Such legal proceedings cannot, 

however, be automatically identi"ed with Western jurisdictions. Sup-

posing they could be—with which system? !e German system, the 

British, the French, the American? We all know that these systems are 

quite di$erent! !ere is plenty of room for a variety of legal systems, 

which di$er due to the cultural and historical traditions of their peo-

ple yet still guarantee human rights.

!e Christian Roots of Human Rights
No one disputes the fact that human rights, given to protect the indi-

vidual, are derived from Christian thought. !e General Declaration 

of Human Rights of the United Nations, of December 10, 1948, clear-

ly demonstrates its Christian roots. !e bans on slavery and torture, 

the principle of equality before the law, and the right to rest and rec-

reation—as seen in the Sabbath or Sunday rest—come from Christian 

traditions. It is not by chance that the governments which con"rm 

these rights and anchor them in their constitutions are mostly in 

Christian countries. Even Karl Marx acknowledged this, for he reject-

ed human rights as a product of Christianity (for example, see Marx 

and Engels, Works, Vol. 1).

No state and no legal system can survive without a minimum of com-

mon and necessarily metaphysically based values. A legal system as-

sumes a value system, for law is derived from moral standards which 

exist prior to and outside itself.

!e guarantee of human dignity assumes that man is more than that 

which he perceives about himself. He cannot be comprehended by the 

means and methods of natural science. He is metaphysically open. !e 
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modern state, with its legal system, depends on requirements that it 

cannot itself guarantee.

Enlightenment or Forgiveness and Repentance?
According to the philosophies of the Enlightenment in the eighteenth 

century, which attempted to establish human rights without God and 

against the church, all good, including human rights, could be derived 

from nature and from reason. Rousseau’s identi"cation of reason and 

nature is peculiar to Enlightenment thought. !e attempt to base hu-

man rights on nature has failed, however, for no one can agree on the 

meaning of nature or on how its laws can be discovered.

Wolfgang Schild, a professor of penal law, writes, “!e Enlightenment 

cannot and must not be the last word, our last word. Its rationality and 

functionality must be taken to its limits, for social life with a dignity 

worthy of man is otherwise impossible. Even and particularly penal 

law cannot limit itself to rational means in order to achieve peace and 

order at any price: it requires the recognition of the human dignity 

even of the felon as its founding principle and its limit.”

!e thought that human beings could be improved by education, and 

that human ills could be solved by intellectual enlightenment, is a ba-

sic problem of Greek philosophy, of humanism and of the Enlighten-

ment. !e humanist ideal of education owes its existence to the idea 

that morals could be raised through education, for it assumes that 

the individual does wrong only because he is ignorant or because he 

thinks wrongly, not because his will is evil or because he is incapable 

of doing good on his own strength. !ese philosophies try to reduce 

the ethical and responsible aspect of thought, words and deeds to the 

question of knowledge, which holds a man responsible only when he 

knows what he is doing.

Yet we are surprised to learn that doctors smoke as much as lay people 

do, that people maintain unhealthy lifestyles, and that women contin-

ually become pregnant in spite of a %ood of information about birth 

control. We all know from our own lives that knowing the right an-

swer, even being convinced of it, in no way guarantees that we will 

live accordingly. A politician who vehemently defends monogamy as 
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the foundation of society in Parliament does not necessarily insist on 

marital "delity in his private life and is not immune to adultery or di-

vorce.

!e Bible teaches that human sin a$ects not only our thoughts but 

also our whole being, and that above all, our wills, which are opposed 

to God, lead us to act and think falsely, so that more thought and con-

sideration are in themselves insu&cient. We must clear up our old, 

sin-encumbered past. Christians believe that God Himself died in 

man’s place when Christ died on the cross for our lack of love and our 

egotism. When we acknowledge that we cannot save ourselves by our 

own strength and our own reason, but rely on Christ’s ful"lment of 

our penalty, we can overcome our evil will by faith in Jesus and re-

new our will and our mind according to God’s will (Romans 1:20–25; 

12:1–3). True renewal occurs when the power of God works in our in-

ner selves, not through educational campaigns, but by God’s love and 

forgiveness.

Human Rights Precede the State
Human dignity and human rights are part of man’s being as God’s 

creation. !us, the state does not create human rights, it merely for-

mulates and protects them. Since the right to life belongs to the very 

essence of the human being, man does not receive this right from the 

government, and no government has the right to decide that its cit-

izens have no more right to live or that they can be executed at the 

ruler’s whim. Nor does the state confer the right to have a family, for 

the state does not own the family; it merely acknowledges the duty im-

plied in the order of creation to protect marriage and the family.

!ere are, therefore, rights which existed prior to the state, and there 

are rights above the state, rights derived both from human nature and 

from the various types of human society. !e government must re-

spect these rights and accept the limitations implied by these natural, 

divinely given rights of the individual, the family, the employee (or the 

employer!) and other human social groups.

Since human rights are rooted in a moral code prescribed to the state, 

this code equally forbids a false appeal to human rights, because it also 
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defends the human dignity of others. No one has the right to express 

his own personality through murder or arson, for example.

Human rights assume a state with limited powers and a law valid for 

all mankind, a law that limits the powers of government. Were this not 

so, man would indeed receive his rights from the state. !e individual 

would then have only the rights and the claims to protection that his 

government assured. !is is the socialist view, which leaves no place 

for criticism or correction of a state that has declared itself to be God.

!e Meaning of Romans 13
!e most important scripture about the role of the state is Romans 13, 

written by the apostle Paul, who brought Christianity to Europe and 

Asia in the "rst century AD: 

Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no 

power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God. Whoso-

ever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: 

and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation. For 

rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou 

then not be afraid of the power? do that which is good, and thou 

shalt have praise of the same: For he is the minister of God to thee 

for good. But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth 

not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to 

execute wrath upon him that doeth evil. Wherefore ye must needs 

be subject, not only for wrath, but also for conscience sake. For 

this cause pay ye tribute also: for they are God’s ministers, attend-

ing continually upon this very thing. Render therefore to all their 

dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear 

to whom fear; honour to whom honour. (Romans 13:1–7)

!is text makes it clear that no one who opposes the state on principle 

can appeal to God’s authorization. On the contrary: he is opposing 

God’s law and is rightly liable to legal proceedings (Rom. 13:2). Since 

the state has the duty to stem and to punish evil, Christians must do 

good if they wish to avoid con%ict. If a Christian does wrong, he is 

justly punished by the state. For the government, as God’s minister, 
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has the duty of vengeance (13:4). As a result, the Christian pays his 

taxes and gives government o&cials proper respect (13:6–7).

But the question is, who de"nes what is good or evil? Did Paul leave 

this up to the state? Can the state declare anything good and demand 

it from its citizens? No. When Paul spoke of goodness, he de"ned it 

according to God’s will, and he de"ned evil as that which was con-

demned by God’s law. “Righteousness exalteth a nation: but sin is a 

reproach to any people” (Prov 14:34).

!e Bible thus gives us clear limitations and directions for taxes, mil-

itary service and the police. John the Baptist, for example, told the tax 

inspectors and the police (at that time, a single body served both as 

police and as military), “Exact no more than that which is appointed 

you” and “Do violence to no man, neither accuse any falsely; and be 

content with your wages” (Luke 3:12-14).

From Paul’s statements, we can derive two essential thoughts:

(1) #e government can judge only what people do, not what 

they think. It is responsible for de"ning good or evil deeds, 

or controlling what people do. It is not the state’s duty to 

control all sin, but only those sins whose activity can be ob-

served and which damage public order, which the state has 

the responsibility to maintain and to protect.

(2) #e state may not distinguish between Christians and other 

people, i.e. between believers of di$erent faiths, as long as 

they pursue their beliefs in a peaceful manner. Since God 

forbids partiality in legal matters, Christians must be pun-

ished just as severely as unbelievers when they break the law. 

!e state cannot distinguish between Christians and mem-

bers of other religious groups, for it may judge only on the 

basis of deeds.

Human rights are protective; they serve not so much to de"ne the 

privileges of the individual as to limit the powers of the state and of 

other institutions that deal with the lives of individuals. For this rea-

son, Paul limits the state’s duties to speci"c aspects of life, rather than 

giving it the right to regulate and control all of man’s thought and life.
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!e state is not to be identi"ed with society, as socialist governments 

have done ever since the French Revolution. In such states, all aspects 

of society including the family and the church are subject to the gov-

ernment. Society is more than the state. !e state does not have au-

thority over all parts of society.

On the Separation of Church and State
Just as the state may not dominate a church or a religion, it may not 

itself be subject to any church or religion. !e separation of church 

and state does not contradict the Christian faith but arises naturally 

out of it, for the Bible makes it the state’s duty to enable people to live 

in peace, whatever they believe. It is the responsibility of the church 

and of religion to point to eternity, to provide moral stability and to 

encourage man’s relationship to God.

!e historian Eugen Ewig therefore speaks of the Old Testament doc-

trine of two powers. Eduard Eichmann, also an historian, wrote with 

regard to the Old Testament division of powers between priest and 

king, “Along with the sacred Scripture, Old Testament views have be-

come common property of the Christian West.”

Jesus con"rmed this separation in the words, “Render to Caesar the 

things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (Mark 

12:17). Because this rule comes from God, who is above the emper-

or, the religious institutions of God on earth, or the organized people 

of God, are not above the emperor. !e "rst priority is obedience to 

God, who determines and limits what belongs to Caesar. Caesar has 

no authority to determine or limit what belongs to God. !is does not, 

however, mean that the ruler is dependent on the church, for God has 

given the ruler responsibility for all the people in his realm, not only 

for the members of one religious group.

!e separation of church and state does not mean that their duties 

never overlap, or that neither institution needs the other. On the con-

trary, the church may advise the government and teach it God’s law, 

as Jehoiada taught Jehoash. “And Jehoash did that which was right in 

the sight of the Lord all his days wherein Jehoiada the priest instructed 
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him” (2 Kings 12:2). It is sad that the modern church has given up this 

critical o&ce and prefers to howl with the pack.

!e separation of church and state does not become a war against 

Christianity until the state forgets its obligation to God’s law and be-

gins to persecute the faith.

The Biblical Basis for Religious Freedom

Dr Godfrey Yogarajah

Religious freedom
Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 

states, “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and 

rights.” !e UDHR recognizes that human beings are endowed with 

reason and conscience and that they should act towards one another 

in a spirit of brotherhood.

Article 18 of the UDHR states, “Everyone has the right to freedom 

of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to 

change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in commu-

nity with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or be-

lief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.” !omas Je$erson, 

commenting on the right to religious freedom, famously stated that it 

is “the most inalienable and sacred of all human rights.”

Creator God
As seen clearly in Scripture, religious freedom is rooted in human dig-

nity and freedom. We see this demonstrated in the character of God 

and also in the creation of man in the image of God (Gen 1:26–27). 

!erefore, since every human being is created in the image of God, 

he possesses inalienable and innate dignity, worth and respect that no 

one can rightly take away on any pretext. !is is echoed beautifully in 

Psalms 8:4–8: “What is mankind that you are mindful of them, hu-

man beings that you care for them? You have made them a little lower 

than the angels and crowned them with glory and honour. You made 

them rulers over the works of your hands; you put everything under 
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their feet: all %ocks and herds, and the animals of the wild, the birds 

in the sky,” and the "sh in the sea, all that swim the paths of the seas.

!is foundation and irreversibility of human rights and dignity are 

an inherent part of humanity. Human rights cannot be taken away or 

be manipulated by anyone—neither individuals nor the state. !ese 

rights are rendered to all persons simply because they are human be-

ings. As such, these rights cannot be given nor taken by any actor. 

Rather, they are to be enjoyed by all human beings.

Where religious freedom is restricted, there is a dehumanization of 

human dignity and a distortion of the image of God in man. Howev-

er, more severely, it represents an insult to the Creator and an assault 

on his creation that pronounces human beings as both free and equal. 

Moreover, human beings were created with free will and equipped 

with the freedom to choose. !erefore, it is also possible to trace re-

ligious freedom to the biblical principle that man was created with a 

free will.

!e fall
Events in the garden of Eden, in Genesis 2, further demonstrate the 

Creator’s willingness to allow humankind the freedom to choose. In 

Genesis 2:16–17, Adam and Eve were granted the choice to eat from 

any tree except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. We see here 

that humanity was allowed the choice to either follow their Creator or 

not follow him. Similarly, Cain killed his brother Abel because of a re-

ligious act and was condemned by God. Similarly, today, in the name 

of religion, people all across the globe are being killed, tortured and 

imprisoned for what they choose to believe.

Salvation
In God’s plan of salvation—beginning with Noah’s invitation to the 

society of his time to be saved from judgment and continuing through 

God’s sending his only son to redeem mankind in the New Testa-

ment—we see a marked absence of compulsion in God’s redemptive 

work. Although God actively seeks to draw men and women back to 

himself, there is no violation of humanity’s freedom to choose be-

tween God and their sinful nature.
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Similarly, Jesus also extended freedom of religion to those with whom 

he came in contact. In Matthew 19:16–23, a#er a brief conversation 

with Jesus, a rich young ruler chooses to walk away from following 

Christ—and Christ lets him go. Jesus does not compel belief or obedi-

ence. Likewise, we see that faith is commanded in Scripture but never 

coerced.

!e Church
Scripture also makes it clear that God’s freedom of choice rests not 

only with individuals but with his bride, the church, as well. In Rev-

elation 3:14–22, Jesus rebukes the church in Laodicea for its spiritual 

failings. In verse 16, he declares this church’s people to be lukewarm. 

However Jesus does not compel them to change. Rather, he gives them 

an opportunity to repent: “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if 

anyone hears my voice and opens the door, then I will come in” (Rev 

3:20). We see them choosing either to accept or to reject him, a choice 

that decides their own fate.

Justice
Justice as an attribute of God is a strong theme in the Old Testament. 

Deuteronomy 10:18 states, “He defends the cause of the fatherless and 

the widow and loves the foreigner residing among you, giving them 

food and clothing.” In Jeremiah 7:6, God cautions the Israelites “not to 

oppress the foreigner, the fatherless or the widow, not to shed innocent 

blood in this place, and not to follow other gods to their own harm.” 

!e alien and the foreigner represent a di$erent way of life and faith 

to the Jews. However, God cautions the Israelites not to oppress them 

nor shed innocent blood, but to respect them and their di$erences and 

to care for them. Scripture goes beyond the principles of justice and 

freedom, equality and charity.

Love
In Jesus Christ we see the dearest words and deeds of love. In Matthew 

22:39, Jesus is asked by an expert in the law, “Which is the greatest 

commandment in the Law?” Jesus replies, “Love the Lord your God 

with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” and, 

notably, “Love your neighbour as yourself.”
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In Matthew 7:13 and Luke 6:31, Jesus echoes the law of Moses and the 

teaching of the prophets when he states, “Do unto others as you would 

have them do unto you.” An extension of this Golden Rule therefore, 

to the realm of religious freedom would mean that, if we desire that 

our freedom of religion be respected and treated with respect, worth 

and dignity, we should in turn extend the same courtesy to others. In 

his life and ministry, Jesus demonstrated this important virtue of love 

for humanity in both word and deed, to the point of death, even death 

on a cross. God through Christ sacri"ced himself for all humanity, 

granting everyone equal access to salvation.

Jesus Christ reveals that the essence of the Old Testament law is the 

commandment, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 

with all your soul and with all your mind.” !is is the "rst and great-

est commandment. !e second is “Love your neighbour as yourself.” 

!ese two commandments sum up the relational core of Christianity. 

In Matthew 5:44, Jesus commands his disciples, “Love your enemies 

and pray for those who persecute you.” As such, we see that the prin-

ciple of love is to be extended even to those who are hostile and set on 

causing you harm. !is commandment also includes the well-known 

principle of “do no harm”. !erefore, the biblical answer to any possi-

ble victimization is love.

!e Bible is also rich in its emphasis on the divine purpose of human 

well-being. !ree words, in particular, seem to summarize its teach-

ings: dignity, equality and responsibility.

John Stott puts it beautifully:

Here then is a Christian perspective on human rights. First we af-

#rm human dignity: because human beings are created in God’s 

image to know him, to serve one another and be stewards of the 

earth, therefore they must be respected. Secondly, we a%rm hu-

man equality because human beings have all been made in the 

same image by the same creator, therefore we must not be obse-

quious to some and scornful to others, but behave without parti-

ality to all. !irdly, we a%rm human responsibility because God 

has laid it upon us to love and serve our neighbours; therefore we 
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must #ght for their rights, while being ready to renounce our own 

in order to do so.

Responsibility, therefore, is at the heart of religious liberty and free-

dom. A Christian, hence, is free to take greater interest in his or her 

duty to protect the dignity and liberty of others than in his or her own 

rights.

Religious freedom as the #rst freedom
Religious freedom is believed to be the most important of all other 

freedoms. In fact, religious freedom is considered to be the corner-

stone of human rights; the foundation on which all rights hinge. Based 

on this understanding, the Americans refer to religious freedom as the 

$rst freedom. However, since it is the cornerstone of all other rights, 

the violation of religious freedom also results in the violation of other 

freedoms such as the freedom of thought, freedom of conscience, free-

dom of speech and the freedom of association.

Conclusion
A universal principle of utmost value, religious freedom lies at the 

heart of a just and free society. Moreover, religious freedom is the 

source and synthesis of all human rights. !is truth has also been em-

bodied in many Christian statements by di$erent ecumenical bodies.

!e declaration on religious freedom issued by the Vatican, Dignitatis 

Humanae, argues, “!e right to religious freedom is based on the very 

dignity of the human person … not in the subjective disposition of the 

individual but in his very nature.”

Church father Tertullian in the second century stated, “It is a human 

law and a natural right that one should worship whatever he intends, 

the religious practice of one person neither harms nor helps another. It 

is no part of religion to coerce religious practice, for it is by free choice, 

not coercion, that we should be led to religion.”

In the 2010 Cape Town Commitment, evangelical Christians of the 

Lausanne movement declared, “Let us strive for the good of religious 

freedom for all people. !is requires advocacy before governments on 

behalf of Christians and people of other faith who are persecuted.”
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!e World Council of Churches, in its Commission of the Church-

es on International A$airs study’s report Freedom of Religion and the 

Rights of Religious Minorities, states, “Where the right to religious 

freedom is denied, human development is also impaired. !e church 

promoting and defending religious freedom is an important part of its 

values and ethos of upholding human dignity and the human rights 

of every individual.”

Comments from the Floor

Joseph Bagoberi, Catholic bishop from northern Nigeria: I am rep-

resenting the president of the Christian Association of Nigeria, Pastor 

Ayo Oritsejafo. !e Christian Association of Nigeria is a conglomer-

ate of the "ve basic expressions of Christianity in the country, and we 

come together to form one single strong voice in projecting the inter-

est of Christianity at the national level. 

I have listened to the address by His Beatitude today, and then the two 

other addresses on human rights and religious liberty. I think that 

these presentations have brought us to a very critical moment of this 

conference, in looking at our response collectively as the church to 

the kind of dangers, su$erings and persecutions that the church is en-

countering. In these three keynote addresses and in the sessions and 

panel discussions yesterday, I have seen one cross-cutting trend. Yes, 

the picture that has been painted is very grimy with regard to the type 

of su$erings that the church is going through worldwide today, par-

ticularly in the Middle East, Africa, Asia and a few other places. !e 

response I have heard all through yesterday is that we shall be prayer-

ful. !e question I want to ask is this: in the light of all that we have 

been hearing, what I am hearing is that the Christian response to this 

evil of persecution is one of acquiescence—submission, tolerating, ac-

cepting su$ering and making ourselves heroes in the face of su$ering. 

I have been hearing that we should pray fervently, look for ways of di-

alogue and forgive. In this way, we are eulogizing our su$ering. I want 

to plead with this Forum that we should not adopt a reductionist ap-

proach to this evil. Let us look at the entire content of the gospel, and 
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how it is telling us to respond. All I am hearing is a reductionist view, 

and I think nobody has said anything about the place of or the right 

to self-defence. !is is what I expected in the paper on religious liber-

ty, and that point has not come out very clearly. I want to see that this 

point comes out as part of the Christian response.

Tony Peck, Baptist World Alliance: I want to thank all the speak-

ers today. I want to particularly ask the last two speakers about what 

happens when religious freedom and other human rights clash, which 

is happening increasingly in Europe when religious freedom clashes 

with other people’s interpretation of the right to expression, or when 

certain groups who want justice for themselves and religious groups 

"nd themselves drawn in. It is just not as straightforward now to see 

religious freedom as the cornerstone of human rights in the world. I 

just want to know if they had any comments as to whether we need to 

rede"ne what we mean by human rights, and what happens if we have 

this clash with religious freedom.

Hermen Shastri, Council of Churches of Malaysia: I want to thank 

the speakers for the points they have made. But I wanted to raise a 

point with regard to the use of the term sin. I think we must also ac-

knowledge that the Bible has been used to persecute others. In fact, 

this dynamic appears within the Bible, where the people of God, the 

covenant people of God, have failed in their duty and have persecuted 

others. And so I think there must also be a special reference to the her-

meneutic of peacebuilding and of religious freedom, from the Chris-

tian perspective emanating from the Bible. I think that today when we 

just talk about religious freedom, we are always talking about our own 

religious freedom; we are always sometimes even accusing the other 

side. But we need to recognize that in the Bible there are also enough 

references to show that there must be respect for the place of others. 

And if we have that respect, it also puts upon us a certain responsibil-

ity as to how we relate to people of other faiths.

Olav Fykse Tveit, General Secretary, World Council of Churches: 

I want to thank the three excellent speakers we heard today, who are 

giving us a common platform on which we really can stand "rmly, 

both as Christians and as citizens of each country and of the world, 
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and which we can share also as a platform for our common actions. 

And in this sense I would like to refer to the voice from Nigeria, which 

I think is important in guiding our re%ections on what is the relevant 

and the Christian response to the tribulations, the injustices, the con-

%icts we see. I will refer here to the last paragraphs of His Beatitude’s 

re%ections, hoping that this discussion leads us to new e$orts for jus-

tice and peace, for reconciliation, for peacebuilding, bringing us be-

yond this situation of con%icts that are also now becoming more and 

more religiously driven. I think when we begin to discuss the pro-

posed consultation message, it is very important that we also re%ect a 

lot on what we have heard today.

Ahaman Egizbaev, General Secretary, Evangelical Alliance of Ka-
zakhstan: We are doing good work here; thank you for these presenta-

tions. My question is how to make it heard by world leaders who are in 

the majority in di$erent countries. !e question is whether these lead-

ers will protect the rights and freedoms of minorities in their coun-

tries—whether government leaders will hear the voice of the churches.

Kristin Molander, Ecumenical O"cer of the Church of Sweden: I 

also thank you very much for interesting and good speeches. I just 

need to add the perspective of the 50% of the population who are 

women, with regard to the interpretation of following Christ and re-

ligious freedom from a female perspective. I would also stress the fact 

that there are women %eeing right now, giving birth to children as 

martyrs, giving life and dying. We have heard quite a bit of this kind 

of martyrdom these days.

Augustino Aguilera, President of the Evangelical Alliance of Boliv-
ia: I have two brief questions. First, new statements on human rights 

are introducing a new concept of rights, based not only on the human 

condition but also on human preferences, such as sexual and repro-

ductive rights. How do we as churches take on the defence of human 

rights in the midst of this new situation? Second, for many years we 

in Latin America have had to deal with the privileged position of the 

Catholic Church, which has o#en resulted in persecution and dis-

crimination toward evangelical churches. !at makes it somewhat 



111

di&cult for us to work together now. What would be the position or 

the recommendation of this Forum moving forward?

Riad Jarjour (Syria), General Secretary of the Arab Group for Mus-
lim-Christian Dialogue: I was so pleased with the three excellent 

presentations this morning. I felt so bad yesterday hearing the reli-

gious persecution stories. !is morning my village was attacked again, 

for the third time, and people have to defend themselves so that they 

can stay alive. What I have been hearing that we have to accept what 

we have. Where can we "nd a way to protect our rights, the human 

rights that we have been hearing about today? How can we enable our 

people to have and to keep these rights, to stay alive as God has given 

them their dignity? It is not important simply that we "ght Daesh or 

ISIS; it is important that we eradicate the mentality of Daesh and en-

able peacebuilding. What are the practical steps today to preserve our 

rights, our dignity and our equality? !at is what I have not heard up 

to now in this conference.

Ali Kalkandelen, Alliance of Evangelical Churches in Turkey: I 

just want to know a couple things about human rights, freedom of 

religion, the supremacy of Christ and evangelization. How do we ap-

proach together the supremacy of Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ being the 

only way and the message that we need to take to the world, and then 

share the good news of Jesus Christ while relating it to what we believe 

about human rights and freedom of religion?

Responses from the Speakers

!omas Schirrmacher: Let me just speak on behalf of the World 

Evangelical Alliance. !e WEA has a clear policy to defend the re-

ligious freedom of all, of all religions, and we do it. I know the same 

from the Catholic Church. Point number two is to repent. We will 

have this in the consultation message, so when the message comes up 

in a few minutes, you will "nd the paragraph that we have persecut-

ed ourselves and others. Number three, regarding whether we su$er 

or defend ourselves, let us not get into the trap of either-or. Paul was 

stoned and did not do anything; in the next city, they wanted to torture 
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him and he said, “I am a Roman citizen. I want to go to court.” In the 

same Paul, you "nd situations where he was willing to su$er and oth-

ers in which he went to court to protect himself. Both belong togeth-

er. !e WEA with the Religious Liberty Commission has a network, 

Advocates International, of more than one thousand lawyers who are 

willing to step in for anybody in such a situation. !at is one side. !e 

other is that we have people who do not want to be defended, and then 

we have to respect this fully, believing that the Holy Spirit has directed 

them on this way. Both belong together. Just to give you an example, 

we just had a meeting of more than 150 parliamentarians from all over 

the world who are defending religious freedom and Christians. We are 

trying to get members of Parliament to build a network worldwide to 

defend this principle. So a lot is going on in this regard. We are totally 

in line with the concern that we need both approaches. We just visited 

the Prime Minister of Nepal to convince him that religious freedom is 

necessary. Nigeria is very much on our agenda; we are talking to Mus-

lim leaders to convince them to help in stopping all that is going on.

Godfrey Yogarajah: As far as religious freedom is concerned, our 

principle is religious freedom for all, not only for Christians. In my 

own country, where I work, we have been "ghting for religious free-

dom not only for Christians but for the Muslim community as well, 

because the Muslim community also faces discrimination. We work 

very closely together with the secretariat for Muslims, even training 

them in how to document, how to do advocacy and how to lobby in 

the government. So we believe, and I think I mentioned that in my 

presentation, that religious freedom is for all, not only for Christians.

Archbishop Anastasios: Everybody in every country usually wants 

religious freedom, and all countries are very optimistic in claiming 

that they have religious freedom. !is is another item about which we 

must be very careful. For instance, in countries like Saudi Arabia they 

say that they have religious freedom, and in Turkey they say that they 

have religious freedom, but there is a lot of discrimination in all these 

countries. We must be careful to see in a more discerning way what is 

the actual implementation of these rights.
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In the last part of my presentation I insisted on solidarity, on the fact 

that our conference motto is about following Christ together. I cannot 

resist here by myself; I need others nearby to raise their voices as well. 

We Christians now live in a globalized neighbourhood and we must 

see our responsibility not to be silent when we can speak, or when we 

can vote for our rulers. We also have the potential to help others. Dif-

ferent people in di$erent situations at the same time may choose either 

to accept the situation or to try to defend themselves. Where people 

want to defend themselves, we must defend them in solidarity in a 

more concrete and organized way. 

I have another fear too. In the previous century, we had this organized 

proletariat on the basis of atheistic theory. Today, in the twenty-"rst 

century, we have another great danger that a proletariat could use an 

atomic bomb over religion. !is is for me the most dangerous threat. 

When there is injustice, then of course we have the creation of these 

types of groups, and then the responsibility of Christians to ensure 

justice and development becomes extremely important.

(#e moderator asked for a comment on Augustino Aguilera’s concern 

about Catholic persecution of evangelicals in Latin America.)

!omas Schirrmacher: It really has to do with the DNA of our con-

ference. Please distinguish between history—what has been the case 

previously—and the present. !e Pope o&cially has apologized for a 

lot of those things. I know my Catholic friends very well. If there are 

instances of persecution today, if you can document that this is being 

done by a local priest, our experience has always been that the Catho-

lic leadership will help us to sort this out. So if you are talking about 

history, that is one thing; if you are talking about present situations, 

all I know is that the Catholic Church means it when they say that they 

don’t want to use those methods; give us the evidence and we will talk 

about it and sort it out. But don’t just let it out in public, because that 

goes against the fabric of our conference. We have a clear statement 

from the Catholic Church that they don’t want what has happened in 

history to ever happen again, and from all we know, they are work-

ing diligently to make this true. !e Pope just told Monaco that the 

Catholic Church no longer wants to be the state religion of Monaco. 
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!at is funny because in Monaco there are only Catholics, yet they say 

that in principle they don’t want it in the Constitution that you have to 

be a Catholic to live in the country. !ey really mean it, so let’s work 

on this together.
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to discrimination, persecution or martyrdom elsewhere. !is includes 

churches and their a&liated agencies or para-church organizations.

!erefore, this project is documenting the di$erent concepts and 

terms used regarding discrimination, persecution and martyrdom in 

various contexts.

!e anticipated outcome of this research project is a comparative glos-

sary, initially mainly in English. It will describe the main concepts 

and terms related to the realities of discrimination, persecution and 

martyrdom. It will include terms and concepts that churches and 

agencies consider very helpful, helpful, less helpful and unhelpful. !e 

glossary will show how these terms are di$erently understood as well 

as why, and in which contexts they are used or avoided. It will include 

comments on advantages and disadvantages of the various terms as 

perceived by the di$erent groups.

!e method chosen to achieve this outcome, is a survey questionnaire. 

You have received this prior to the consultation, and a copy was hand-

ed out to you today.

!is survey form consists of three parts. First, it requests your assess-

ment of 12 commonly used terms; second, it asks for further terms 

and your assessment of these; and third, it requests policies and guide-

lines on language use or statements that can be analysed for the termi-

nology used. If you think that this is a useful project, you are invited 

to complete the questionnaire today.

Sample results: persecution
To take one example from the feedback received so far from this sur-

vey, let us focus on the term persecution. !is term is viewed positively 

by the majority, whereas other terms such as the persecuted church or 

persecuted countries are considered unhelpful to varying degrees. We 

have to distinguish di$erent layers in the use of the term.

Persecution in general means pursuing someone with hostile intent 

and causing some degree of harm. !is could also apply to political 

persecution. More speci"cally, there is religious persecution, in which 

a major characterizing factor needs to be either the religious identity 
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whether this means that Christians are persecuting others or being 

persecuted. !ey therefore encourage speaking more precisely of “per-

secution of Christians” instead.

!is is just one example. Looking at the results of the survey so far, it 

is surprising how little terminology is regarded as very helpful. One 

prominent feature in the comments is the need for clari"cation or 

de"nition of terms.

Four calls to action
(1) Please do complete the questionnaire today on paper if you 

have not done so yet and deposit it at the table designated 

for that purpose. Alternatively, you can complete it elec-

tronically. !e links to the questionnaire in English, French 

and Spanish are found at the beginning of the paper ques-

tionnaire that you received today. (Please note that this is a 

di$erent project from the Voices and Data Research Project 

about which we heard yesterday.)

(2) Discuss language use in your discussion group, using the 

key terms provided in the questionnaire.

(3) Please also re%ect on what further outcomes you expect 

from this research about language use.

 - Should this project continue a#er the consultation? If 

so, a mandate would be needed.

 - Would you consider it helpful to receive a glossary on 

the di$erent terms in use?

 - And do you think that we need a best practice state-

ment on language use?

(4) If you want to engage more deeply with the topic or have 

questions, you are invited to a side meeting tonight at the 

hotel.
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Rev Fr Duarte Da Cunha, Secretary General, Co uncil o f 

Euro pean Bisho ps’ Co nferences

Dear friends, following Christ is not for us an option among several 

others. We don’t follow Christ to implement any ideology or political 

system. We believe that Jesus Christ is God made man, who came and 

still comes to meet us. He calls us and gives us life in abundance. “An-

yone who believes in the Son has eternal life” (John 3:36).

!is awareness that in Christ we have a new life which we are called 

to share gives us courage to be, in this world, a sign of contradiction. 

We are full of gratitude for the loyalty of so many brothers who testi-

fy to the world and to us, in these di&cult times, that faith unites us 

to Christ with a love stronger than death (cf. Song 8:6). We can thus 

understand the meaning of the words of the church fathers who said 

that the blood of martyrs is the seed of faith. !ey give their life with 

a love that is e$ective. !eir lives are not wasted, they don’t disappear, 

they bear fruit—some already visible, other fruit known only to God 

and that the world will see when God considers that it is the right time.

However, despite all the good that God can draw even from evil, we 

cannot watch what happens with indi$erence. In fact, the love that 

unites all children of God is such that we can even say that we are 

members of one body. Now when a member su$ers, the whole body is 

in pain. It is necessary to treat or cure the wound and comfort those 

who su$er. A solidary church, in fact, is "rst of all a sensitive, moved, 

attentive and concerned church, which is strongly bound to those who 

su$er. But all this is true only when it is translated into action, when 

solidarity is expressed not only in a communion of feelings but also in 

terms of practical assistance. !is love that unites us as brothers and 

sisters in our faith in Christ and that sends us to everyone all over the 

world is a love that brings joy to life, but it is also an uncomfortable 

love because it compels us to action.

Pope Francis has frequently warned us about the importance of not 

being indi$erent, but he also continually challenges us to do some-

thing concrete. Political actions are needed, but also immediate ac-

tions of solidarity to protect people in danger, to help those who have 
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lost everything and live in refugee camps and to welcome those who 

had to %ee to protect their own family.

Churches in Europe try to be solidary, but they are not NGOs. !e 

church is a family that is present everywhere. Her help is therefore not 

limited to what is done to welcome those knocking at our doors, or 

to the "nancial support given to support those who live in the hard-

est places of war or persecution. She is there and is here, and she is 

there in the same way as she is here; it is always the same family. !is 

is also what makes Christians very realistic and aware. Meetings be-

tween pastors and Christians from di$erent places, like this one we 

are having, enable all to become more attentive to what is going on. By 

getting to know each other better, we feel more bound to each other 

and are able to understand better what is happening. At the Synod of 

Catholic Bishops held in Rome in October, there were many delegates 

and bishops from countries where currently there is persecution. !e 

time we spent with them allowed us to "nd out a lot about what is go-

ing on and what should be done.

It is true, however, that Christian communities are called to help in an 

e&cient way, and that is why Christian organizations have been essen-

tial instruments of this solidarity. I especially want to mention all the 

Caritas o&ces where people, moved by faith, seek to be close to those 

who su$er the most or arrange ways to help those coming to Europe 

while %eeing persecution.

Even in Europe, these are not easy times for Christians. Maybe there 

is no violent and organized persecution, but being a Christian today 

in the Western world is o#en cause for discrimination, mockery and 

even intolerance. However, since religious freedom is considered a hu-

man right, governments and even the European Union tend not to be 

indi$erent towards religious persecution. Hence we can observe this 

paradox: there are signs of intolerance against Christians in Europe, 

and some are trying to impose a sort of radical secularization, yet at 

the same time Europeans feel the need to protect people whose funda-

mental rights are violated.



122

In June 2013, the European Union issued some directives on religious 

freedom, in which it took up the commitment to promote and defend 

this right in its foreign policy. Authorities know that something has 

been done, but it does not seem that what has been done is su&cient. 

O#en, what the EU does regarding the persecution of Christians shows 

the marks of a real fear of commitment. !e European Union advo-

cates for religious freedom, but rather in terms of individual rights, 

and it "nds it di&cult to recognize the role of religious communities, 

particularly Christians. Also, the Council of Europe has made an ef-

fort to join forces and lobby to ensure religious freedom, but all this 

will be almost ine$ective if Europe as a whole does not assume an ac-

tive commitment to peace and does not recognize the importance of 

religion in human life.

!ere is one thing that we need and ask for: names and stories. In 

times like ours, where crowds o#en appear as numbers, it is important 

to remember that the new martyrs are real people, with a face, a name 

and a story. For this reason, we must create and strengthen networks 

of Christians who will share the stories of those who are persecut-

ed and called to a special witness. Faith, which is quite asleep in the 

Western world, wakes up when real people testify to their faith. It is a 

reciprocal movement. No one who has a helping attitude remains in a 

standing position, and no one who su$ers is only in need of help—all 

of us have needs and all of us have something to o$er.

Persecuted churches always ask us to keep alive in our communities 

a special place for them in our prayers. !ey know that their strength 

comes from God. And through prayer we feel better that we are in 

communion with each other. !rough prayer we remember our broth-

ers and are mindful that God does not abandon us. !rough prayer 

we feel called to reach out to our brothers because God sends us, and 

even more so because God commands us to do something. Prayer is a 

force that changes the world, and this is why it is also a political event. 

!anks to prayer, we feel humble and are aware of how little we can 

do, but we also feel strong because we remember that God is present 

as Saviour and that no su$ering is wasted in the work of redemption. 

Praying and promoting moments of prayer have been crucial not only 
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as we beg for peace from God, but also to help us keep in mind our 

brothers who su$er, as well as to make visible to the world that we are 

really concerned for and united to each other.

Let me make one last observation that seems to me essential in the 

context of this meeting. We need to be more united among ourselves 

and to recognize the importance of what Pope Francis calls the ec-

umenism of blood. !e testimony of some helps the faith of others, 

but tensions among Christians weaken the credibility of our faith and 

have o#en been used to justify attacks on Christians. We do not al-

ways agree on everything, but on one thing we can and must agree: 

our faith in Jesus Christ teaches us that only love is e$ective, and that 

those who open their hearts to the Holy Spirit receive a new capacity 

to embrace all men and women who su$er.

Bishop Ivan Abrahams, General Secretary, Wo rld 

Metho dist Co uncil, USA/So uth Africa

I speak to you not just as a passive observer of injustice, discrimina-

tion and persecution but as one whose life has been shaped on the 

anvil of the South African liberation struggle. As you see, I have the 

blood of both the settler community and the indigenous people of 

my continent coursing through my veins, and in many ways this has 

helped me to be a bridge-builder, reconciler and peace-maker for the 

cause of Christ, not only in South Africa but also further a"eld. In 

the African worldview, there is no dualism or dichotomy between the 

secular and sacred. Jesus is Lord of all creation. I can honestly say that 

my involvement in the struggle for justice is all because of my under-

standing of anthropology, but even more importantly because of my 

understanding of Christology. Who is Jesus? He provides the meta-

phors, the cultural touch-stones and the prisms through which I view 

the world. And I believe passionately that only the cruci"ed and risen 

Jesus can bring about true transformation and healing in our lives, in 

the church and in this world which God so loves.

Discrimination, persecution and martyrdom cannot be separated. 

!ey are de"ned in the same context of hate, jealousy, oppression and 
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dominance. !e voices that we have heard from the churches endur-

ing persecution and su$ering must be heard, and we urgently need to 

respond to our sisters and brothers. We cannot ignore their calls for 

solidarity and accompaniment.

We know that throughout history, individuals have experienced dis-

crimination and prejudice on the grounds of political persuasion, eco-

nomics, religion, race, colour, ethnicity, sexual orientation, health and 

background. We just need to look through the pages of Scripture to 

see how the Old Testament prophets were at pains to address the prob-

lems of foreigners, the poor, women and children. And yet why do 

people today still feel that they are aliens in the household of God? We 

are very slow to admit that churches sometimes discriminate against 

each other along denominational lines; some consider themselves su-

perior and others inferior. Instead of celebrating our di$erences, we 

o#en engage in prejudice and discrimination and, in extreme cases, 

in persecution.

It is because of discrimination within the very womb of the church 

that liberation theologies—Latin American theology, Black theology 

in North America, African !eology, Asian theology, feminist !eol-

ogy and womanist theology—were all born. I can lament this develop-

ment in the South African context, as I have seen many of my friends 

who were priests and prophets in the South African struggle but who 

have now become politicians, muting the voice of the church.

!e Bible is full of examples of persecution. We only have to look at 

Ahab who, in%uenced by the queen mother Jezebel, persecuted Yah-

weh’s prophets (1 Kings 17–19 and 21). Amos, Jeremiah and other 

prophets were also persecuted. In the New Testament, we see John the 

Baptist beheaded for speaking the truth (Matt 14:3–12). Jesus himself 

su$ered cruci"xion on the cross.

We can go throughout church history, but I am not going to bore you 

with that. We know the persecution in the "rst century. We know of 

Polycarp’s persecution. We have seen the forerunners of the Refor-

mation, such as Jan Huss and others, being persecuted. Pope Francis 
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argued in 2014 that more Christians are under siege for their faith to-

day than during the time of the early church.

We have heard about the Christian persecution by Muslims, but I am 

not going to look at that.  

I want to look very brie%y at the internal persecution within the 

church, something that we are very reluctant to speak about.

According to Marshal, Gilbert and Shea in their seminal work Perse-

cuted: #e Global Assault on Christianity (2013), it is estimated that 

throughout Christian history, across all traditions of Christianity, and 

in every part of the world, some 70 million Christians have been mur-

dered for their faith. !ey further argue that many Christians killed as 

alleged “heretics” or “schismatics” down through the ages should per-

haps correctly be included in the demographic enumeration of mar-

tyrs. According to the Christian History Institute, Christians tortured 

and killed countless of their own during the Inquisitions of the twel#h 

through the fourteenth centuries. !at phenomenon continued in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries during the Reformation.

What does it mean to be in solidarity today with persecuted churches?

I think that the essence of the message that we have looked at earlier 

today is a good start. We will follow in the tradition of the Barmen 

Declaration and of the message to the people of South Africa in the 

1960s when the church felt that it was under persecution. We will fol-

low in the tradition of the World Council of Churches at its Eighth As-

sembly (1998), which wrote the pastoral letter entitled From solidarity 

to accountability: Letter from the Decade Festival of the Churches in 

Solidarity with Women.

I see echoes of the Barmen Declaration and the messages of the peo-

ple of South Africa and of the WCC in what we have produced. We 

need to translate our declarations into action.  I look forward to our 

discourse.





127

the persecution of Christians. !e war in Syria is an Islamic war, be-

tween Sunnites and Alawites/Shiites. It developed into an internation-

al war a#er the intervention of Russia and other countries. Christians 

are now paying the penalty for the wrong translation of a passage in a 

communique issued by the Russian Orthodox Church. !e term was 

falsely translated as “holy war”, which is not good for Christians.

Islam in Syria, in the Levant, is a moderate Islam. It is di$erent from 

Islam as practised in other parts of the world—in particular, the form 

existing in Saudi Arabia and Turkey. !is moderate Islam is one of the 

main targets of the war in Syria, which started about "ve years ago. 

We have seen, as Middle East Christians as well as Christians around 

the world, that our duty is to promote exchange and dialogue with this 

kind of moderate Islam in Syria. It is our duty to prevent this moderate 

Islam from evolving into jihadist Islam, which could happen through 

statements issued by consultations like this one.

I will now move on to addressing the questions sent to me.

What does it mean to stand as churches in solidarity with su!ering and 

persecuted churches?

First, the church is the body of Christ, as we have heard in many pres-

entations. We are therefore obliged to support each other, but the par-

ticularity of each church also has to be respected. Christians have to 

respect all values in their home countries as well as in the diaspora. 

We should remember that the blood of Muslims killed in the Middle 

East by Daesh is equal in value to the blood of Christians who are also 

victims of violence.

We practise love for our neighbour, the love of the person who is next 

to us, in such a way that charitable support is distributed to both 

Christians and Muslims—indeed, perhaps more to Muslims than to 

Christians.

What do we receive from su!ering and persecuted churches?

Europe can bene"t from highly educated young people moving to Eu-

rope. !ere will be new blood in an old body.  But we need to consider 

the demographic changes that will also take place.
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What are the next steps in walking together as the su!ering church?

!e most important thing to consider is to rebuild Syria, and especial-

ly to rebuild the souls destroyed by the war. We ask for equality so that 

our people can live in dignity.

Rev Tony Peck, General Secretary, Euro pean Baptist 

Federatio n, also  representing  the Wo rld Baptist Alliance

It is perhaps worthwhile for me to preface my remarks by saying that 

Baptists were born into religious persecution in seventeenth-centu-

ry England. Indeed, the majority of Baptists around the world have 

known discrimination and/or persecution at some point in their his-

tory. But at the same time, again in the early seventeenth century, Bap-

tists were the "rst in England to argue for religious freedom for all, 

not just themselves, and they included other faiths in that de"nition.

!is is our heritage, and today along with other minority churches 

we still "nd ourselves persecuted and discriminated against in some 

places and in the region that I serve, especially in the Middle East and 

Central Asia. So we join you in seeking to stand in solidarity with our 

su$ering brothers and sisters in Christ.

What does it mean to stand as churches in solidarity with su!ering and 

persecuted churches?

!ere are times when all we can do is pray for situations that it would 

be di&cult to visit physically. Examples for us today would include 

the churches of the so-called breakaway republics in eastern Ukraine 

and also in Crimea. !ere, Protestant groups and individuals such as 

Baptists have sometimes been violently attacked. !is would also in-

clude the small congregations of Syria and parts of Iraq, and some 

indigenous churches in central Asia. For these churches to know that 

they are part of a fellowship of prayer that also raises awareness in our 

churches elsewhere is very important, and we believe in the power of 

such prayer.   

But there is also the gi# of presence, to go and be with people and lis-

ten and try to understand what is happening and what God may be 
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saying in this situation. I think of a journey I made earlier this year to 

eastern Ukraine, almost as far as the disputed border, on which I met 

pastors and civic leaders from both sides of the border.  

!en there is protest. A few years ago in Azerbaijan, we had two Bap-

tist pastors of unregistered Baptist churches in prison. !ey were re-

leased because we visited the country to protest to the authorities and 

more signi"cantly were also able to mobilize in%uential support from 

around the world.  

Fourth, there is active partnership, or ways in which we can engen-

der a sense that these individuals or groups of churches are not alone 

in what they are facing. !ey have behind them in our case the 100 

million–strong community of the Baptist World Alliance. !is is very 

important when dealing with government authorities in places where 

our churches are few and su$ering repression.  

What do we receive from su!ering and persecuted churches?

In many of these churches, we see a "delity to the gospel in the face of 

overwhelming pressure and persecution, a standing "rm for the faith 

when it might be so easy to give up. We know from the era of Soviet 

communism that a quality of faith emerges from these situations that 

takes Christian discipleship and taking up the cross very seriously in-

deed, and we should learn from it and be inspired by it.  

Also, a particular theology o#en emerges from situations of discrim-

ination and persecution, a theology forged on the anvil of su$ering. 

Baptists in Israel and Palestine are part of a Palestinian evangelical 

movement that, along with other churches, has positioned itself be-

tween the violence of Islamic terrorism and the state-sponsored vi-

olence in%icted on Palestinians by the government of Israel. In other 

words, a theology has emerged that embraces radical reconciliation 

and peace-making at its heart.

What are the next steps in walking together as the su!ering church?

We should develop networking and good communication with oth-

er churches in solidarity, but also with NGOs and inter-governmen-

tal organizations such as OSCE [the Organization for Solidarity and 
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Co-operation in Europe] and the UN Human Rights O&ce. Our ex-

perience is that making progress and making a di$erence in situations 

of persecution and discrimination o#en require the contributions of 

several agencies.

Some situations of discrimination are a direct result of majority state 

churches in%uencing governments to discriminate against minority 

churches by law. We should "nd places and safe spaces to talk about 

this openly together as majority and minority churches.  

In a similar vein, we should encourage churches in situations of con-

%ict and diminishing numbers, such as in the Middle East, to come 

together and speak together in unity. Sadly, the tensions between the 

traditional churches and the evangelicals in the Middle East o#en pre-

vents this, and our e$ectiveness as Christ’s body in the region is much 

diminished as a result.  

!en we need to listen to what the leaders of su$ering churches are 

actually telling us. For example, there is a two-fold plea from our Bap-

tist leaders under pressure in the Middle East.  One is “Please support 

us to help us stay in the Middle East and don’t make it easy for us to 

leave.”  And the other is “Please stop talking about the Christian com-

munity as a beleaguered minority. We want to see ourselves as part 

of the silent majority: people of all faiths—Christians, Muslims and 

Jews—who want to live together in peace in the Middle East.” 

A "nal comment: solidarity with the su$ering and persecuted church 

throughout the world has at its heart the New Testament concept of 

koinonia—the deepest possible communion in Christ and with each 

other.
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Rev Dr David Wells, General Superintendent, 

Penteco stal Assemblies o f Canada, and member o f the 

Penteco stal Wo rld Fello wship’s Executive Co mmittee

At this stage in a Pentecostal service, we would get people to dance 

and stand and sing a rousing chorus. Some of you need it! But I will 

honour the request and carry on. I want to speak primarily as a de-

nominational leader from Canada. I am privileged to be General 

Superintendent of the Pentecostal Church in Canada. We are very in-

volved with the Evangelical Fellowship, and in dialogue with the Ca-

nadian Council of Churches. November is a very special month for 

us, because we do speci"cally zero in nationally on calling our people 

to pray and to act relative to the persecuted church around the world. 

Not all of you may know that churches do take special times for a call 

to prayer and action speci"cally for su$ering churches. I want you to 

be aware of what we are right in the middle of doing now.

We have titled the campaign this year, in cooperation with oth-

er groups, “For the silenced”. Information about it can be found at 

#forthesilenced and at www.poc.org. We draw our materials from 

many partner ministries. I want to acknowledge this and speak posi-

tively, as a denominational leader, of those partner ministries that are 

actively engaged with the su$ering and persecuted church. We draw 

from Voice of the Martyrs, Christian Freedom International, the In-

ternational Day of Prayer in Canada for the Persecuted Church, Inter-

national Christian Concern, Open Doors, and the World Evangelical 

Alliance. One challenge that we face is that not all their data match up, 

so we try to contribute to these discussions about terms and numbers.

A principal focus of the work is prayer. We call our people to pray and 

highlight the need. In our part of the world, we have sought to identify 

50 nations of prime concern and then pray speci"cally for their con-

text. If your nation is missing, I apologize, but it may mean that your 

country is not viewed as being under as much pressure as some other 

nations. Today is 3 November, so we are praying particularly for Syr-

ia and Myanmar. I invite you to pause for a moment to pray with the 

international church for Syria and Myanmar. (Dr Wells paused to pray 

at this point.)
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!e international day of prayer reserved by many churches across the 

world to remember the persecuted church is this coming Sunday, 8 

November. All across Canada, Pakistan and India will be remembered 

in prayer on 8 November. !ere is this sense that no one is standing 

alone, but also of the supernatural ability of God to hear our prayers 

and to operate in ways that go above and beyond what humans can 

possibly achieve.

“For the silenced” also has a dimension related to it about action as 

well as prayer. We add to our prayers a strong response relative to ed-

ucation and awareness. You can "nd this on our blog. We have a very 

active blog, drawn from these multiple organizations and the stories 

they share.

We are highly aware that as we have responded in our own way to 

the needs in the Middle East, especially from Syria and Iraq and the 

frontiers with Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan and working directly with 

our partners on the ground there, we have a lack of awareness in our 

own circles. Sometimes I am horri"ed to discover through Facebook 

messages the attitudes of some of our own people relative to what they 

understand about that part of the world. I begin to see even hatred and 

attitudes that I "nd despicable. I am troubled by the lack of awareness 

of Canadian Christians relative to the historic Christian communities 

in these Middle Eastern nations. I repent of that to you, my friends, 

today. We need to learn and to listen. We all need to learn a lot more, 

and we all need to listen. Be assured that there are Christian leaders 

around the world saying that we need to get educated. We work hard 

on this, but it does break our hearts.  I repent to my friends from those 

nations who may have su$ered from our ignorance.

We are one of those groups who are directly responding. We provide 

immediate care on the ground, food and shelter on the borders of Tur-

key and Lebanon. We are involved in sponsorship. I hear the cry for 

Christians to remain within their nations, but others have already %ed 

due to fear of death to Amman and other such places. And so we have 

worked with the Canadian immigration minister to make it as quick 

and convenient as possible for people to come to Canada. We are will-

ing to receive "rst of all those of the household of faith, but we are also 
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willing to receive other refugees, including Muslims, to receive the 

love of Christ through our churches. We remain very engaged in that 

kind of response. We have worked alongside our government’s ambas-

sador for religious freedoms, Andrew Bennett, a Ukrainian Catholic. 

He has proved to be a stellar man, raising his voice on behalf of those 

su$ering from persecution and loss of liberty. He has worked with us 

on various issues. At times we do see our cooperation bringing fruit; 

at other times it does not appear to bring fruit. But we remain faithful 

in raising our voice for those who are in prison, wherever they may be. 

!ese comments are intended to give you a practical idea of how some 

of our churches and particularly our church in Canada attempt to be 

a voice for our church around the world.

Comments from the Floor

Rev Munir Kakish, chairman of the Council of Evangelical Church-
es in the Holy Land and a long-time pastor: I appreciate what we 

have heard today, as someone from a church su$ering persecution 

and discrimination. I see people here from di$erent groups: Ortho-

dox, Catholic, Armenian, Evangelical. Our situation in the Middle 

East as Evangelicals is that we really face discrimination by tradition-

al churches. Can there be help so that we are not persecuted by our 

Christian brothers? I wish there could be collaboration. ISIS doesn’t 

make distinctions between denominations, but knows that if you are a 

Christian, you are “done”. 

Fr Andrzej Choromanski (from Poland, representing the Ponti$cal 
Council for Promoting Christian Unity): I would like to stress what 

the Holy Father says very o#en: that we are living at this time in a uni-

ty of su$ering, unity of blood, unity of martyrdom. !e persecutors 

don’t ask if you are an Orthodox, Protestant, Evangelical, Pentecos-

tal or Catholic. I have heard many speakers here and testimonies tell-

ing how churches are collaborating among themselves in the regions 

where there is persecution. !e next panel will refer to the work of 

agencies, and I know these agencies work across church borders, fos-

tering collaboration and growing unity through shared su$ering. If 
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there are examples of what you [i.e. the previous speaker, Rev Kakish] 

say, we need to know what you are referring to.

Response by Rev Kakish: In Palestine, Jordan and Israel, it is di&cult 

for us to do things like issuing birth certi"cates. We are trying to have 

recognition for activities like issuing marriage certi"cates and regis-

tering church properties. We are opposed by the traditional church-

es—Orthodox, Catholic, Anglican and Lutheran—on such things 

when we approach the authorities in Jordan, Palestine or Israel.  

Rev Kori Elramla Kuku, Sudan Council of Churches: I want to ex-

press appreciation for all the speakers. But the voice of Sudan must be 

heard, and an opportunity has not been provided to do so. It is im-

portant that the voice of Sudan is also heard. Will you give me some 

time now to speak? (#e moderator invited Rev Kori to speak for two 

minutes.)

What is the current situation in Sudan, and how is the life of the 

churches there? When Sudan was united before the separation be-

tween Sudan and South Sudan, Christians were very strong and unit-

ed and there was no problem. However, when in 2011 South Sudan 

separated, one week before the separation the President said that now 

that South Sudan is separating, Sudan was going to apply Sharia law 

100 percent, there will be no toleration of any other religion, and only 

the Arabic language would be used. A#er the separation, there was 

great pressure on the churches. Many churches were destroyed on the 

pretext that they were located in a business area or one designated 

for investment. When we asked government ministers to give us plots 

for new churches, they refused, saying that there were enough le# be-

hind by the departing South Sudanese and we needed to use these, but 

that is not the case. Some churches were con"scated (such as the Su-

dan Interior Church and the Sudan Presbyterian Church) and many 

Christian-based English institutes were closed down. Church leaders 

have been called in many times by security agencies and questioned 

regarding their sources of "nance, who are their overseas partners etc. 

!ey were even called in during worship on Sunday to present them-

selves to security and held there all day. Our partners and missionar-

ies were expelled from Sudan, and visitors have not been given visas. 
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!e churches are facing di&cult situations. All this relates to Khar-

toum. In the Nuba Mountains where the majority of Christians live, 

there is war and the government is bombing civilians. People are suf-

fering. !ere is no education, no good water there. People outside do 

not know what is going on in Sudan. !e displaced people who come 

to live in Khartoum or in the northern cities "nd it di&cult to cope; 

it is di&cult to get jobs because they do not have education, and to get 

jobs you have to be a Muslim. Even in the schools, the presentation of 

Christianity not allowed. Please stand beside us and pray for us.

Bishop Opoko, Methodist Church, Nigeria: I am happy about what 

happened at this moment, because there is a practical solidarity in 

what we have shown to our brother from Sudan. By this simple action, 

we have encouraged him. He can return to his context and say that he 

has been heard. How long can we continue to listen to voices or watch 

videos, social media, CNN and major TV stations and see Christians 

beheaded and massacred, even pregnant women, in the name of re-

ligion, and we only speak about it but do not do anything about it? I 

hope that at our gathering here we will move beyond words; we must 

also put action into what we are doing. I am pleased that the Global 

Christian Forum wanted to come to Nigeria to see the situation for 

themselves. When persecution is coming from a state as in the case of 

Sudan or Eritrea, can there not be sanctions?  
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Dr !omas Freiherr Heine-Geldern, Aid to  the Church in 

Need

With joy and respect, I am here to present to you the nature and the 

task of the Catholic organization Aid to the Church in Need. As our 

name indicates, we are especially founded to act in solidarity with the 

su$ering churches all over the world.

We are now a papal foundation with our seat in Rome, chaired by 

Mauro Cardinal Piacenza and managed by our Executive President 

Johannes Freiherr von Heereman and his team with its headquarters 

in Königstein, Germany. We maintain o&ces in over 20 countries, 

where we mainly collect the resources to "nance over 5,700 projects 

in over 145 countries.

!e origin of our work goes back nearly 70 years to when Father Wer-

enfried van Straten wrote his famous article, “No Room in the Shel-

ter”. !ere he described the misery of the refugees in Europe a#er 

World War II. He started an incredible program to help those people, 

namely millions of Germans being expelled from their homes in Cen-

tral and Eastern Europe. You have to try to fully understand what that 

means: a Dutch priest collects gi#s and donations in countries which 

were just liberated from the atrocities of the Nazi regime to help Ger-

man refugees. !is was really an act of Christian solidarity and rec-

onciliation by which he overcame the existing atmosphere of hate and 

violence. He quickly managed to inspire thousands of people and to 

create the common understanding that our Christian foundation is 

the only hope for Europe’s future.

!e main mission of Aid to the Church in Need remains unchanged 

since its beginning and consists in helping su$ering and persecuted 

Christians worldwide. Or, as Father Werenfried formulated it, “I have 

seen it as my mandate as a priest to restore love in the church and the 

world. !is love clearly requires a personal engagement with the hun-

gry, the naked and the prisoners as mentioned by our Lord Jesus when 

he describes the Last Judgment and where he himself is hidden. !is 

love asks us to see Christ in the most humble persons, to console them 

and to exclude nobody, not even our enemies.”
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From the start, Aid to the Church in Need was built on three pillars: 

prayer, information and action. !erefore, we always declare that we 

have a large community of our benefactors, including all the people 

who bene"t from our projects as they pray for each other.

We see it as our permanent duty to inform the public and decision 

makers in political, business and public life clearly and transparent-

ly about the situation of our su$ering and persecuted brothers and 

sisters, especially when they are unable to defend themselves or to be 

heard. We see our scope of action as providing pastoral, spiritual and 

material support to Christian communities in need and giving "nan-

cial and humanitarian help in life-threatening environments.

As I said in the beginning, we are a papal foundation and indeed sev-

eral popes have given us e$ective help to develop our work. Pius XII 

focused us on the refugees in Europe, John XXIII gave us direction to 

go to Latin America and later to Africa and Asia, while John Paul II 

asked us to establish a sustainable relationship with the Russian Or-

thodox Church and to support the re-establishing of ecclesiastical 

structures a#er the fall of the wall in Eastern Europe. Benedict XVI 

called us to care for the persecuted Christians in the Middle East.

How can we ensure that we are "nancing the right projects, allocat-

ing the right resources to good initiatives, and ensure that the funds 

will land where they are needed most?  Well, over the years we have 

accumulated the necessary and proper know-how to evaluate careful-

ly every project application. Within our organization, we rely on pro-

fessional project management and on country-speci"c experts. !ese 

experts know well the situation of our partners in the various coun-

tries, and they visit these countries and the bigger projects regularly. 

We can build our decision making on our own judgement as well as 

on the requests and support of the local bishops and the recommen-

dations of the nuncio. !e main criteria for our help are always the 

social and pastoral needs and the aspect of sustainability. To support 

bigger projects, we seek enhanced cooperation with other support or-

ganizations.
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of world faiths other than Christianity. !ey also engaged with people 

who had di$erent religious, theological and sociological presupposi-

tions. And they wanted resources and solidarity in their engagement. 

So a number of us, including three who are here in this room, pro-

duced a book entitled Generous Love, which had to do with principles 

of inter-faith engagement from an Anglican perspective. It featured 

three pairs of components: presence and engagement, sending and 

abiding, and embassy and hospitality. !e simplicity of these pairs is 

probably clear to see. To take presence and engagement, it’s virtual-

ly impossible to engage if you are not present, and if you are present 

it’s much better if you can try to engage. Sending and abiding brings 

us very much into the understanding of the church of God as it over-

laps with and is inspired by the person of Jesus Christ, particularly 

through the gospel of John. And third, as for embassy and hospitality, 

people in their discipleship have God’s authority to represent in a very 

strong way God’s presence in their place, and very o#en hospitality is 

a way of opening up understanding and sustaining relationships. So 

that is the background to what we try to do and who we are.

At present, we are in the process of writing a theological resource en-

titled Out of the Depths. !e resonance in the Psalms will be, I think, 

clear to everybody. It is a theological resource to facilitate solidarity 

and understanding across and between people who su$er and are per-

secuted for their faith.

One of the things that I think has come through very clearly from the 

"rst two days of this conference is the whole question of the need to 

underwrite religious freedom and also to recognize that at particu-

lar times—some of them sporadic, some of them sustained—Chris-

tians have been involved in active persecution. !erefore, in a very 

real sense, any engagement with this area requires both honesty and 

compassion, and a recognition, if I may use a phrase that is common 

in Northern Ireland where I come from, that if you want to be part of 

the solution, you have to admit that you are already part of the prob-

lem. !at, I think, is one of the considerations that we have brought to 

bear on this situation.
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I would like to share something of this work in progress. We’d also like 

to continue our engagement with this particular forum as we develop 

this work towards a meeting of the Anglican Consultative Council to 

be held in 2016.

Why did we initiate this work in 2015? One reason, in fact, was this 

conference. Another reason is the "#ieth anniversary of Dignita-

tis Humanae. And the third is the recognition of our solidarity with 

those who experienced and su$er from the Armenian genocide. Be-

cause, yet again, if I go back to my expression of what the Anglican 

Communion is, it is a series of relationships. And one of the very im-

portant relationships for us is with the family of Oriental Orthodox 

Christians, as well as other Orthodox, Catholics and Reformed. !ose 

relationships help to give us our identity as an ecclesial body in rela-

tionship.

!is document, Out of the Depths, obviously includes an introduction, 

and also obviously a section on prayer.  And that highlights something 

which again was brought to the fore yesterday and today. !e pivot-

al role of the prayer that Jesus taught his disciples expresses witness. 

Again this morning, we heard very forcefully about witness being the 

primary expression, interpretation or translation of the word martyr. 

So some of the things that have come through to us in relation to the 

Lord’s Prayer are belonging, presence, witness and proclamation. As 

we all know, we have received the text of the Lord’s Prayer, in di$erent 

forms, in Matthew and Luke. !ere would seem also to be an allusion 

to the content of the Lord’s Prayer in Gethsemane, as expressed in 

Mark’s Gospel. So that brings us again to the heart of something that 

was articulated in this conference: the cruci"xion entails both death 

and glory along with the resurrection.

One of the other things we are very concerned about is an appropri-

ate use of language. I said earlier that we are very concerned to real-

ize that the primary understanding of martyrdom is that of witness. 

But in our own way, we have begun to identify a number of words on 

a kind of sliding scale that describe how human beings make them-

selves irrelevant to other human beings by choice, by association 

and by a number of factors. An early manifestation of this might be 
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harassment. !e next manifestation might be subjugation. !e next 

might be persecution. Others might be martyrdom, annihilation and 

obliteration. Yesterday we heard of the great fear and anxiety over the 

possible obliteration of Christian presence and witness where Christi-

anity has been present not just for centuries but for millennia.

Another continuing and important principle is, very simply, that hu-

man beings are made in God’s image and likeness, and loving God 

and loving your neighbour must be primary concerns and primary 

motivating forces in the way in which we respond, live and react to 

people of all faith and of no expressed faith.

!ere are three principles of theological interpretation within the An-

glican tradition: Scripture, tradition and reason. You might think that 

Scripture is the simplest. But I am sure that, from your own tradi-

tions, you are aware that Scripture is far from simple. It’s very labyrin-

thine, very complex. My interpretation may be just as good as yours 

but yours is just as good as mine. And so the debate continues about 

the implication and the application of Scripture. But for Anglicans, 

Scripture lies at the heart and at the root of any subsequent theology 

that we do.

!e understanding of tradition and of reason, understandably, I think, 

changes as the world changes around us. !e sort of pivot on which 

we are working in relation to Out of the Depths would be the follow-

ing: tradition is an expression of the mind that the Christian shares 

as a believing member of the Church, while reason is the mind that a 

Christian shares as a participant in a particular culture. !erefore, it 

brings in the perspective of those of other world faiths. And so Scrip-

ture, tradition and reason, which were brought into Anglican theo-

logical thinking through Richard Hooker in the seventeenth century, 

and were reconsidered in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and 

again in the twentieth century, still are very much the tools of inter-

pretation that we bring to bear.

Now under that umbrella of reason, there is, as I say, a recognition 

of the perspectives of other world faiths. And in that section of our 

book, what we’re doing is exploring the persecution of and by a range 
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of world faiths. But we’re also conscious that the context in which we 

live requires some appreciation and understanding of at least the fol-

lowing: phenomenology, sociology, history, politics and economics. 

!ings don’t simply happen in a theological or an ecclesiastical bub-

ble. !ere’s a whole range of things that are happening around people 

and within them. And that actually helps to make up the complex hu-

man beings that they are in relationship with others.

Another thing that we’ve tried to do within the section on tradition as 

a response to martyrdom and persecution is to explore feminist theol-

ogy, Black and Dalit theology and liberation theology, because we feel 

that these developments within the theological method are themselves 

also important.

Finally, one of the things that we have had no option but to explore 

is the Holocaust, because that again brings us into a dilemma of the 

understanding of faith and politics, of geography, of nationality, of 

personality and the depersonalizing of people who stand within a par-

ticular ethnicity and a particular world faith. We are of the conviction 

that this is very much part of who we are, as Judeo-Christians as well 

as Jesus-focused Christians.

So I hope that in some way that’s helpful. We’ve talked with a number 

of the organizers of this gathering and we would hope to continue to 

work with you as we move towards bringing together a "nal version of 

this document. But it is designed to be a theological resource for An-

glicans in their relationship with people of other Christian traditions 

and also people of other world faiths. !ere will of course be a study 

guide along with it. 

Rev !omas Kemper, General Secretary, General Bo ard 

o f Glo bal Ministries, United Metho dist Church, USA

(Rev Kemper could not be present due to his wife’s illness, and his mes-

sage was read by Dr Üllas Tankler, European Secretary of the General 

Board of Global Ministries, United Methodist Church. Dr Tankler be-

gan with some remarks of his own.)
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I have a message from Rev Kemper, but before I read it, I will give 

you a brief introduction to my own background. I come from Estonia. 

!is means that I grew up when Estonia was part of the Soviet Union. 

My parents and their generation su$ered seriously in many di$erent 

ways, and also through martyrdom. I personally have experienced 

only what I would call mild discrimination. But I have experienced 

something that I feel we have not touched upon yet in this conference. 

So I really ask you to pay attention. What I have experienced, and what 

my generation has experienced in that system, is a form of discrimi-

nation that I would call discrimination of one ideology. It means that 

I was not physically persecuted as a Christian during the Soviet sys-

tem, but the Soviet ideology brainwashed my generation, people like 

myself and others around me. We grew up in a society of one ideology 

and one information source only, because all other information was 

blocked. You might say, “Well, this is not possible today because we 

live in the age of Internet and social media. You cannot have just one 

ideology.” But I believe that there is at least something that we should 

pay attention to, and be aware of, because even in the age of social me-

dia and the Internet, when the information in one region, country or 

society comes only from the governing regime, and this information 

is so loud, this may a$ect the way people think. !is is something that 

I believe we should pay attention to.

(Dr Tankler then went on to read the message from Rev Kemper.)

In Solidarity with Christians who Su"er
!e General Board of Global Ministries is the worldwide mission and 

humanitarian relief agency of the United Methodist Church. One of 

our goals is to promote justice, peace and freedom, including religious 

freedom. As an agency, we relate to units of our own church and to 

partner denominations and various organizations in more than 125 

countries. We have an international board of directors. !is pletho-

ra of relationships represents both opportunity and challenge when 

it comes to walking with those who experience religious persecution. 

We are aware of many instances of oppression and can o#en be in 

open solidarity with those who su$er; at other times, our solidar-

ity must be less visible because what we say or do could jeopardize 
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communities or colleagues. !ere are areas of Central Asia and the 

East Indies where we dare not publicly say we have personnel or open-

ly provide spiritual or material sustenance to oppressed indigenous 

Christians.  We have been asked by Christian leaders to forego criti-

cism of human rights violations in their countries for fear of bringing 

down the wrath of tyrants on their congregations. Such ambiguities 

accompany the fact of our global nature.

Our global scope also gives us a broad base for multicultural learning, 

including ways of witness and worship but also how diverse religious 

communities respond to restrictions and oppression. And our shar-

ing of experiences is, as we say of our missionaries, from everywhere 

to everywhere; the whole is challenged and enriched. Our walk with 

those who su$er teaches us humility, patience and hope.

I am hoping that this event will help us to link into a network for 

consideration of how we publicly speak out for religious freedom in 

ways that are fair, responsible and inter-cultural. I recall an occasion 

in which words were counterproductive. We were in dialogue with a 

high Asian o&cial about legal status for our church in his country. Just 

then, one of our colleague United Methodist agencies issued a state-

ment protesting religious liberty violations in that country. It did not 

make for productive negotiations.  We also welcome and learn from 

inter-faith relations. Even now, we have welcomed in a certain place a 

Muslim leader to serve as peacemaker-negotiator between contending 

United Methodist factions in that area.

Our church has a long and deep commitment to religious freedom. 

Such a stance was built into our founding by John Wesley who him-

self, along with his early eighteenth-century British Methodist so-

cieties, was subjected to mob violence. Our contemporary Book of 

Discipline, our manual of doctrine and jurisprudence, endorses the 

“right of every religious group to exercise its faith free from legal, po-

litical, or economic restrictions.” Such a right re%ects the Enlighten-

ment a&rmation of the dignity of persons enshrined in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights. !e directors of Global Ministries have 

recently identi"ed an even more biblical basis of support for religious 

freedom, a rationale founded on the love ethic of the New Testament 
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teaching or training? Do they need advocacy for a better deal? But 

everything grows out of that initial fellowship of presence. And one of 

the most important lessons we have learned is that we are not there to 

"x it. “Persecution is an honour you have to deserve”, the great Wang 

Ming Dao said to me when I visited him in Shanghai. When perse-

cution takes a spiritual form, it cannot be removed, nor should it. 

When persecution, though, takes a legal form, it can be removed, and 

it should. And the persecuted—if we make friends of them—will show 

us the di$erence.  

What do we receive from su!ering and persecuted churches?

Listen to this wonderful verse, Isaiah 45:3: “And I will give you the 

treasures of darkness—secret riches. I will do this so that you may 

know that I am the Lord, the God of Israel, the one who calls you by 

name.” I love that phrase, the treasures of darkness. We all hit hard 

times, and persecution is one of the most acute forms of su$ering. But 

the persecuted have a treasure to share—most profoundly about how 

God shows his faith in the midst of the void of human su$ering and 

darkness.  

I remember giving a Bible to a persecuted Christian in Slovakia.  He 

was a farmer who had pastored a church for twenty years with a few 

pages of a Bible from Paul’s letters to Timothy. He sni$ed it, licked it, 

marvelling at the leather binding, and then he "xed me with a stare 

and said, “Have you read the whole book?” Yes, I have. He said then, 

“Well, then, what’s God really like?” What do you mean? “I mean, how 

dangerous is he?”  

What a question, and it turned into a life quest for me. And it came 

from a persecuted Christian. I think their greatest gi# to me person-

ally has been showing me how dangerous God is, that Christ has ene-

mies, that the world is a battleground and not a playground, and that 

very o#en God is a lot less safe than the preachers in the churches I go 

to make him out to be. Treasures of darkness.  

I know there is no typical persecuted Christian. It’s important not to 

idolize them, or to assume that they are all united or have overcome 

the problems of Western churches.  No, their great gi# to the body 



155

is their insistence that only a very personal encounter with the di-

vine-human Jesus will get you through the dark. !at’s the treasure. 

If you know God as force, that’s not enough. If you serve God out of 

duty, that’s not enough.  If you have a God who is stern and demand-

ing, that’s not enough to get through the darkness and see the Face 

that never goes away. !e treasure of the persecuted is showing us (not 

explaining) how to "nd the face of God that never goes away in the 

midst of human su$ering. !at helps me to read my newspaper with 

hope. My newspaper basically is telling me that darkness has the last 

word. And I need a story to tell me that actually Christ has the last 

word, and his face is full of sympathy and power for those who su$er 

… as he did.   

What are the next steps in walking together as a su!ering church?  

I don’t want to give the usual list: not forgetting them, being with 

them, developing that inter-dependence especially in prayer, assisting 

where we can. We do have an emphasis, an absolute insistence that all 

strategies of intervention must start in a good grounding of the facts. 

!is is why we produce the annual Open Doors World Watch List, the 

country reports on the top "#y countries where persecution is pres-

ent. We need to get the facts right. We need to get the story out. We 

need to get the help in, we need to get the changes made, we need to 

get the churches united, and we need to get the risen Christ exalted. Of 

course, this is done in cooperation with the Holy Spirit and with each 

other, with other organizations. It cannot be done alone. !e whole 

project is by de"nition inter-denominational and ecumenical.

Let me suggest two very practical ways of walking together. One is 

what I call the con%ict walk. “We may not sit on the same thorn, but 

we do sit on the same branch”, a Chinese pastor said to me. He meant 

that in a broad sense everyone is persecuted; the di$erence is one of 

degree. He was going to the spiritual heart of the su$ering church: fol-

lowing Christ should bring trouble. Christ has enemies, and when we 

identify with him, his enemies become our enemies. All cultures wor-

ship whatever is not Christ, and so in living out the life of Christ, we 

accept con%ict, indeed welcome it as a badge of e$ectiveness. William 

Sloane Co&n used to say, “Jesus said to love your enemies; he didn’t 
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say ‘Don’t make any.’ ” Walking together means accepting that if Jesus 

asks us to love him, it involves confronting evil, including religious 

evil. !at means confronting Western governments that try to blank 

out religion as a factor and ignore the persecuted as victims. !at is 

the walk of con%ict.    

!ere’s another way of walking together; I call it the walk of joy. !e 

ancient tradition of Easter laughter, risus paschalis, needs urgently to 

be revived. You remember the service that goes back to patristic times, 

where an entire service is dedicated at Easter to celebrating how God 

brings good out of evil. !e ultimate illustration is the devil think-

ing he was killing God, only to discover that he has assisted the act 

of atonement for everyone. Tricked. And so the people of God cele-

brate—and remember—that even when evil does its worst, God can 

still bring good out of it. What better illustration of Easter laughter 

can we have in the world today than many of the stories of the perse-

cuted church? I’m going to Johannesburg next Easter to lead an East-

er laughter service. We will start with the devil and the cross, but we 

will come up to date by telling the stories of the persecuted. Like the 

intervention of the Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran, when he got so angry 

about the size of the house churches and on television harangued the 

whole population, “Don’t go to the house churches, the Trojan hors-

es for the CIA.” And most of the population looked at each other and 

said, “What’s a house church? If he doesn’t like it, we might like it.” 

And so there was a great spike in the numbers. Easter laughter.

What a faith boost it is … it illustrates that amazing paradox at the 

heart of all we do here: that joy and su$ering are twins, thanks to the 

plan of God. !is is not a trivial project. No one is more dangerous in 

this world than the person who takes himself too seriously, who can-

not laugh at himself, who thinks he is God. !ey are the persecutors.  

And no one is more encouraged than the person who fears that evil is 

going to have the last say, but sees in jubilant faith that it’s just another 

living stone in the palace that God is always building.
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Ms Yamini Ravindran, Head o f Legal and Advo cacy, 

Relig io us Liberty Co mmissio n, Natio nal Christian 

Evangelical Alliance o f Sri Lanka

I would like to thank you all for the opportunity to present on this 

panel. My comments will largely centre on answers to the three spe-

ci"c questions concerning agencies working in solidarity with the suf-

fering church.

What does it mean to stand in solidarity with the su!ering or persecut-

ed church?

Standing in solidarity with the su$ering church has not been an easy 

task for the NCEASL as an organization, or for me in my personal ex-

perience. It is only when you work along with the persecuted church 

that you realize how di&cult and challenging the task before you re-

ally is. Along with the strength, endurance and faith of the su$ering 

church, you also see the brokenness and the imperfections and the 

lack of awareness of the persecuted church in certain areas. To tru-

ly stand in solidarity, therefore, would be to stand with the su$ering 

church amidst its brokenness as well.

Also, standing in solidarity is not merely to convey it in words or to 

say that we will pray for them, which is very essential, but to show it 

in action. While preparing for this, I began to question, from the per-

spective of the su$ering church, what it really considers as standing 

in solidarity with them. What is really valuable for them? O#en, as 

agencies, missionaries and organizations that work with the su$ering 

church, we are so busy implementing activities and projects. Do we 

really take the time to spend time with the su$ering church? Do we 

actually listen to the su$ering church? I think that alone shows them 

that we are standing in solidarity with them.

I would like to share a story. A pastor in Meegoda, Sri Lanka faced 

violent mob attacks and an arson attack because of his Christian ac-

tivities. Moreover, a court case was also "led against him, questioning 

the legality of his church. Due to fears of being attacked further, the 

congregation began to gradually stop attending worship services, and 

there came a point when no one was attending the church. Ironically, 
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What are next steps in walking together with the su!ering church?

As agencies, missionaries and people who work with the su$ering 

church, we o#en tend to make the su$ering church dependent on our 

ministry and work. So we need to keep three things in mind.

First, we need to empower the su$ering church in our work with them, 

empowering them to be independent and not to depend on our work, 

our ministry. Empower them also to make independent decisions. For 

instance, in the present Middle East refugee crisis, as agencies we have 

such strong opinions; some of us think they need to be there, some 

of us think they need to %ee. But we need to help them to decide for 

themselves whether to %ee, endure or "ght back.

Second, we need to equip them to formulate biblical theologies on per-

secution, religious freedom and human rights. Most of us have done 

this, but we need to make sure that these theologies actually reach the 

rural communities. O#en in Asia, a lot of pastors cannot be helped 

because they don’t believe in religious freedom, human rights and le-

gal interventions, and that is very sad. We need to prepare them, train 

them and disciple them to face and overcome persecution.

!ird, we need to enlighten them on best practices of evangelism, and 

to distinguish between su$ering for righteousness’ sake and su$ering 

because of ignorance. We also need to educate the church on the im-

portance of being part of the society and the community.

One "nal point I would like to leave is that we should not, as agencies 

that work with the su$ering church, romanticize su$ering. When we 

come from communities or places where we don’t really go through 

su$ering, we o#en tend to think that persecution and su$ering only 

bring revival and growth. In the example of Pastor Prianka from Sri 

Lanka, there was no revival, no growth. He was lonely and depressed. 

So, even as we work with them, we need to realize that there are prac-

tical realities that come along with su$ering and persecution. We need 

to work along with them in that path. 
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Rev Rauli Lehtonen, Chairman, Reg io nal Co uncil o f 

Eurasia, Swedish Penteco stal Mo vement

Dear brothers and sisters, very o#en I am thinking about what it re-

ally means to stand in solidarity with the persecuted church. And I 

would like to ask you also the same question: what does it mean for 

you personally?

If I were to summarize my opinion in three sentences, I would em-

phasize "rst the needs of the saints and that we need to contribute to-

wards them. We need to bless those who persecute, rejoice with those 

who rejoice and weep with those who are weeping (Rom 12:13–15). To 

make this possible and ful"l these challenges, I think we need to join 

our persecuted brothers and sisters. We need to visit them (Matt 25), 

to encourage them, to walk beside them in the midst of their dangers 

and threats and show their persecutors that we love them! We love our 

brothers and sisters, but may I ask you, have we really done that? Have 

we shown the persecutors that we are loving the su$ering church? 

Have we shown them that we stand beside those who are ready to pay 

the price for their belief?

During the Soviet period, over 500 churches in Scandinavia were in-

volved in a prayer and sister church program in which churches in 

Sweden, Norway and Finland adopted sister churches in the Soviet 

Union, from Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, the Baltic states and Central 

Asia. !ey built up close relations through regular visits and joint pro-

jects. Many Scandinavian churches became a voice for the persecuted 

with appeals, demonstrations and di$erent kinds of activities to sup-

port and defend the su$ering ones. During the 1970s and 1980s, al-

most one thousand Christians were put in prisons and labour camps 

in the Soviet Union, and we knew the names and backgrounds of most 

of those Christians who were su$ering because of their belief in Jesus 

Christ. !ey came from Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant churches. 

And Christians from di$erent denominations and churches support-

ed and helped those persecuted ones together. What if this could hap-

pen again? What if this conference could be a starting point to develop 

networks and e$orts? What if we worked hand in hand to try to do 

something in walking beside the su$ering church?
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Today, the churches in the Scandinavian countries are still support-

ing and building relations with the di$erent countries in Central Asia 

and the Caucasus area. !ey are supporting church planters, but also 

training lawyers and advocates and organizing training seminars 

about the religious laws of the di$erent Central Asian countries, so 

that the pastors and leaders can get information about their rights and 

their possibilities for serving in the society. !e IBRA Christian ra-

dio and television organization in Sweden, together with some oth-

er religious organizations, has started a Christian television channel 

called Canal Hayat in the Turkmen language, Azeri, Turkish and Uz-

bek, where we are trying to emphasize the need for Christian values 

and also to bring up questions about religious freedom and human 

rights, so that the audience can get more knowledge about their hu-

man rights.

If we go back to the 1970s and 1980s, there was also a time when Light 

for the Peoples did research on where those persecuted Christians and 

those pastors who were put in jail came from, from which regions and 

republics of the Soviet Union. We were able to "nd out that only a 

handful of them were from cities and churches that had regular vis-

itors from abroad and organized sister church relations. !is testi-

"ed to the importance of close relations between local churches in the 

West and those in the East, because when the authorities knew about 

those relations, the space for activities and freedom increased quite a 

lot in those regions where that kind of relationship had been estab-

lished. It is of great value even today that we are ready to pay a price 

for supporting the Christians who are su$ering; we need to visit them 

when they are hungry and to take care of them when they are naked 

and sick. We must not forget our brothers and sisters who have been 

put in prison.

What do we receive from the su!ering and persecuted church?

During the most intensive years of the sister church programs, many 

Christians from the su$ering churches and countries came to Scan-

dinavia and visited their sister churches there. !eir example and 

their readiness to o$er everything to follow Jesus Christ in their 

lives, and to spread the kingdom of God, changed the viewpoint of 



163

many Christians in Scandinavia. !e younger generation was deep-

ly touched when they met with those individuals who were ready to 

su$er.

Some of those young people became Bible smugglers to closed coun-

tries, and others were ready to make risky trips to deliver support to 

the su$ering church. Others were staying at the barricades, defend-

ing and li#ing up the needs of the su$ering people, and they became 

a voice for them and an example. I think that the readiness to pay the 

price, to go all the way to the end, changed much of the thinking in 

those churches that had sister church relations with Scandinavia. And 

I think that we still need to learn this lesson from the su$ering church.

What are the next steps in walking together with the su!ering church?

I think that there is a need for Christians from the “free world” to or-

ganize regular e$orts to walk beside those who are ready to pay the 

price. We need to start prayer programs, prayer campaigns, and may-

be sister church relations and programs between churches in the east 

and west, and north and south, on a local level. !e enthusiasm and 

desire of the su$ering churches can o$er something for us, and it can 

be a decisive example that could save the secularized churches in the 

western part of the world, when they see that there are people ready to 

pay a price and become an example for us who many times have lost 

the vision and the belief of a future with Jesus.

If churches from the west and north could risk and o$er themselves to 

assist and “walk alongside”, I think that the su$ering churches facing 

the most demanding persecutions could become victorious, and we 

could feel that we are brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ. I think that 

could even have the result that some of the persecutors could "nd the 

way to the living God.

Comments from the Floor

Feije Duim, ICCO—Kerk in Actie [Church in Action], the Neth-
erlands: It is not forbidden to make enemies, and it is certainly not 

forbidden to make friends. !is is an issue that I want to put on the 
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table, and I want to ask the panel what they think about it. At the 

height of the jihad in the Moluccas in Indonesia in 1999, we formed a 

strong group of Muslims and Christians to discuss what was happen-

ing in their society, and we worked for religious freedom. Among my 

Muslim friends in Indonesia from that time, there are still some who 

are very strong defenders of freedom of faith for Christians. !ese are 

friends we need. We need to reach out. We have a Muslim group, the 

Asian Muslim Network for Human Rights, that is taking up the issue 

of Pakistani Christian refugees in !ailand. !ey are doing the job to 

help our brothers and sisters who have %ed from Pakistan to !ailand 

and got stuck there. When I hear my Syrian brothers and sisters dis-

cuss the situation, they say, “We do not want to be isolated from the 

others in our society. We want to be part of society. We want to claim 

our role as Christians in society.” For that, we need allies among Mus-

lims also. My question is: how is that need re%ected in this forum?

Julia Bicknell from London, part of the forum’s communication 
team and also from the World Watch Monitor news agency: Our 

last panellist was encouraging churches in the West to connect and 

be friends with other churches around the world. I am wondering if 

in the light of all the accusations like “You are linked with foreign-

ers”, “Where do you get your money from?” and “You are agents of 

the CIA”, the climate has changed now, and whether we need to hear 

from our brothers and sisters around the world as to whether actually 

we might be causing them more harm than good by doing this kind of 

cross-cultural cooperation. !is is a real concern for me.

Andre Karamaga, general secretary of the All Africa Conference of 
Churches, Nairobi, Kenya: My dilemma has been expressed by my 

brother from the Netherlands. When we have this tension and su$er-

ing, “o&cial Islam” comes to us to say “It is not Islam, it is not us.” We 

had that in the Central African Republic when the imam was living in 

the compound of the Archbishop, and in Kenya when we had discus-

sions with the o&cial leaders of Islam. !ey were with us in condemn-

ing the situation. Of course, we would have loved it if they had made 

it clearer, but I am dealing with the dilemma of how we approach this 

situation without undermining this timid but real collaboration.
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Brian Stiller, Global Ambassador with the World Evangelical Alli-
ance: I come from Canada. !is is in line with some of the conversa-

tion we just heard. Given that the Global Christian Forum is emerging 

as a composite of major Christian communions in dialogue on major 

issues, and given that so much of the issue of persecution and martyr-

dom lies within the Islamic world, and in the interfacing of Christians 

in those countries that are majority-Islamic, might there be a thought 

within the Global Christian Forum to consider creating another set-

ting in which major Islamic people might be brought into the con-

versation? We may as well talk about it speci"cally and invite them 

o&cially. I don’t know of any other forum that might work as well as 

the Global Christian Forum. It is just a suggestion.

Prof Georges Tamer, Friedrich-Alexander University, Germany: As 

the issue of   persecuting Christians in Muslim-majority countries has 

been raised a couple of times now and was in the air yesterday and 

today, I would like to say a few words about it. I am speaking in my 

capacity as an Orthodox Christian from the Patriarchate of Antioch 

and as a professor of Islamic studies at the University of Lübeck in 

Germany.

I will mention "rst of all the basic attitude of the Quran towards 

non-Muslims, including Christians. !en I will say a few words about 

historical practice and will make a couple of suggestions about the 

need today.

In the Quran, Christians are considered “people of the book”, and peo-

ple of the book are not objects of persecution according to the Quran. 

Actual practice throughout history has had its ups and downs: periods 

of freedom and tolerance for Christians, relative freedom in the medi-

eval period and in the Ottoman period, and of course periods of per-

secution. !is is not unusual if we compare the history of the Muslim 

societies with the history of Christian societies, in the medieval peri-

od and later on. So the historical practice shows that Muslim societies 

are able to live in freedom with Christians and to allow them to live 

under a certain legal system, the dhimmi system, enjoying some rights 

and not being persecuted at all.
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Now, what is needed today? We should not forget that in recent times 

the Muslim-majority societies are struggling with themselves, as a re-

sult of the period of colonialism. Islamic societies are seeking their 

own identity, trying to develop answers to the challenges of moderni-

ty. And in such turbulent times, we have to expect such phenomena as 

persecution to occur in some countries and regions of the world. !e 

best way to deal with these challenges is to build bridges and talk to 

Muslims, especially to moderate Muslims, trying to understand why 

they persecute us in certain contexts. Persecution must be understood 

in its context, in relation to geopolitical, economic and cultural fac-

tors. 
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Archbishop Felix Machado, Catho lic Church, India

In practically every part of the world, Christians have become vic-

tims of unprovoked violence. While some are direct targets of this vi-

olence, others are indirect victims of subtle anti-Christian hatred. By 

and large, following the teaching of Jesus in the gospels, Christianity 

champions the cause of mutual respect and interreligious dialogue, 

yet there are about 100 million persecuted Christians throughout the 

world. According to the World Evangelical Alliance, the problem has 

worsened dramatically since the turn of the millennium, and about 

200 million Christians are now under threat.

It is no time to seek refuge in fear and trembling. To resort to panic is 

unbecoming of us Christians. I suggest the following three steps:

(1) Following some principles that should be observed by every 

Christian believer in bearing witness to Christ’s commission 

for evangelisation (Matt 28:19–20). We have the "rst-ever 

document endorsed by a majority of Christians throughout 

the world, namely Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 

World: Recommendations for Conduct (co-authored in 2011 

by the World Council of Churches, Ponti"cal Council for 

Interreligious Dialogue, and World Evangelical Alliance).

(2) All Christians should together uphold religious freedom for 

all. Religious Freedom constitutes the very heart of human 

rights. Its inviolability is such that individuals must be rec-

ognized as having the right to change their religion, if their 

conscience so demands. 

(3) Mutual respect for the dignity of every human person. Reli-

gious plurality is to be accepted and e$orts should be made 

to promote “all positive and constructive interreligious re-

lations with individuals and communities of other religions 

which are directed at mutual understanding and enrich-

ment”. Pope St John Paul warned, “Either we learn to walk 

together in peace and harmony, or we dri# apart and ruin 

ourselves and others; [we are] to be aware of the common 

origin and common destiny of humankind. Let us see in it 



169

an anticipation of what God would like the developing his-

tory of humanity to be: a fraternal journey in which we ac-

company one another toward the transcendent goal which 

he sets for us.”

Dignity of the human person is “a transcendent value, always recog-

nized as such by those who sincerely search for the truth”. Failure to 

respect this dignity leads to the various and o#en tragic forms of dis-

crimination, exploitation, social unrest and national and internation-

al con%icts with which we are unfortunately so familiar in these times.

Without the element of freedom, any de"nition of religion risks being 

dangerously restricted and weak. Respect for human dignity "nds one 

of its expressions in religious freedom. And “religious freedom, if it 

means the right freely to choose one’s beliefs about the meaning and 

purpose of life, is a fundamental freedom, arguably the most impor-

tant human right of all.” Religious freedom is not only about our abil-

ity to practise religion in the private sphere, but also about whether we 

can make our contribution to the common good of all people in soci-

ety. Without religious freedom properly understood, people of all re-

ligions su$er because they are deprived of the essential contributions 

that religious believers, especially Christians, are making in the "elds 

of education, health care, feeding the hungry, and giving voice to the 

voiceless in society.

Sadly, religious freedom in many parts of the world is in great peril. 

Unless believers of each religion, whether in the majority or minor-

ity population group, defend religious freedom robustly, no religion 

will escape the great plight that all religious believers face around the 

world. In India, assassinations, burning of sacred places, torching of 

religious institutions, etc. take place because systematic denials of ba-

sic human rights are found in the acts of persecution, especially of 

Christians.

!e Hindu nationalist ideology that has arisen over the past century 

in India (Hindutva) begins with a conception that India is a Hindu na-

tion, in which Hinduism is a default way of life for Indians. !is model 

entails a distinction between conversions away from Hinduism, which 
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are seen as a threat to the national integrity of India and a key contrib-

utor to the alleged decline of Hinduism, and conversions to Hinduism, 

which are described by the term ghar vapsi, meaning a “homecoming” 

to where one belongs, or a “reconversion” to one’s original religion. 

!us, the issue of religious freedom has become extremely complex 

in India in recent years. Several states in India have passed anti-con-

version bills, which ironically are formally known as Freedom of Re-

ligion Acts!

Instrumentalization of religion by politicians is at the root of the grave 

concern for religious freedom in India. More precisely, it is a national-

ist movement appealing to religious sentiment. It is a violent reaction 

sparked by fears of “Indian secularism”.

While Christians and their institutions are attacked systematically 

by the proponents of Hindu nationalist ideologies, there is a subtle, 

but strongly growing movement among neo-intellectuals who, in%u-

enced by the West, are spreading secularist ideas. !e tide of secular-

ism in post-modern society has marginalized religion; consequently, 

freedom of religion is restricted if not altogether prohibited. Secular-

ism conceives that the world in which we live may be understood en-

tirely on its own terms; there is no need to refer to any other point 

beyond history, society or the state in order to understand the mean-

ing and value of these entities. Eternal truth is relativized, particularly 

through recourse to historical investigation, falling into the error of 

nihilism which ultimately ends up in a sort of totalitarianism of the 

ideological world. It is a complete absolutization of the act of reason, 

giving rise to atheism. All those who follow God and religion are ridi-

culed and are labelled as blind in their belief.

Unfortunately, it cannot be denied that along with the mushroom-

ing of various Christian groups throughout the country, an aggressive 

propaganda, denigration and vili"cation of neighbours’ religions, op-

erating o#en in competition one against the other to gather as many 

adherents as possible—winning followers by inducement, attracting 

members by allurements, or working in complete isolation—has dis-

played to the world a sad picture of a still more divided body of Christ. 

!e preaching of the gospel is placed in jeopardy because this division 
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of the body of Christ plays into the hands of those who look for oppor-

tunities to destroy any trace of the gospel of Jesus Christ. !is kind of 

situation also disrupts e$orts to promote peace and harmony.

I wish to submit that the spirit of the Catholic Church’s teaching on 

religious freedom should become the norm, at least for every Chris-

tian of every denomination. In unequivocal terms, the Church distin-

guishes the double meaning of freedom from coercion: that no one is 

to be forced to act contrary to his or her convictions, and that no one 

is to be restrained from acting in accordance with one’s own convic-

tions.

Dignitatis Humanae warns followers of all religions, in no uncertain 

terms: “In spreading religious faith and in introducing religious prac-

tices, everyone ought at all times to refrain from any manner of action 

which might seem to carry a hint of coercion or of a kind of persua-

sion that would be dishonourable or unworthy, especially when deal-

ing with poor or uneducated people. Such a manner of action would 

have to be considered an abuse of one’s own right and a violation of the 

right of others.” !e Second Vatican Council does not speak merely 

of religious individuals. Freedom of religion is a right of the individ-

ual human person as well as that of every religious community. Reli-

gious communities should “not be prevented from publicly teaching 

and bearing witness to their beliefs by the spoken or written word” 

(Dignitatis Humanae, 4).

!e core of all religions teaches promotion of interreligious harmony; 

there is in every religion a golden rule that favours freedom of religion. 

Religion, by its very nature, cannot be but an instrument of peace. 

Subjectivism, a mistaken notion of freedom that exalts the isolated in-

dividual in an absolute way, is to be questioned. Ethical relativism, the 

fallout of subjectivism, brings with it the implication that everything 

is negotiable and open to bargaining—even the "rst of the fundamen-

tal rights, the right to life.

Once the fact of religious plurality is accepted, the path of dialogue 

becomes obligatory. In this dialogue, openness to others is not sep-

arated from "delity to Christ. Being open to dialogue means being 
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absolutely consistent with one’s own religious tradition. !e Catho-

lic Church has made interreligious dialogue an obligatory path for 

its followers: “Interreligious dialogue is part of the evangelising mis-

sion of the Church. … Dialogue is fundamental for the Church. … All 

Christians are called to dialogue. … Dialogue "nds its place within 

the Church’s salvi"c mission.” However, it must be said that the path 

of dialogue is never an easy one. It is important for believers to have 

an open mind and a welcoming spirit. !is means that two extremes 

should be avoided: on one hand, a certain ingenuousness that accepts 

everything without further questioning, and on the other hand, a hy-

percritical attitude that leads to suspicion. Being open-minded does 

not imply being without personal convictions. On the contrary, root-

edness in one’s own convictions will allow for greater openness, for 

it takes away the fear of losing one’s identity. Whereas, on one hand, 

openness without rootedness almost always ends in relativism, on the 

other hand, rootedness without openness leads to fundamentalism.  

His Eminence Archbishop Jean Kawak, Syriac Ortho do x 

Patriarchate o f Antio ch and All the East

I would like to apologize "rst of all that His Holiness Patriarch Mor 

Ignatius Aphrem II was not able to attend this meeting because he had 

to go back to Syria due to the recent attacks and attempts by ISIS to 

invade two Christian villages near Homs. !is week, once again, the 

town of Saddad, which o$ered some sixty martyrs two years ago, was 

under threat of being overtaken by ISIS and perhaps being completely 

destroyed. !is would be another tragedy to add to the list of trage-

dies that the Christians of the Middle East have been going through 

recently. We believe that the persecutions of Christians in the Mid-

dle East are becoming more and more part of our identity. Chris-

tians have been expelled from Mosul and the villages of the Nineveh 

plain. !ey are facing crisis in Syria and possible death if they attempt 

to leave Syria, such as drowning in the sea crossing from Turkey to 

Greece. !ey have been victims of all sorts of abuse and violence. I 

agree with all who have spoken before me from the Middle East re-

garding their description of the conditions of Christians in Iraq and 
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Syria. It is a bitter reality, full of emigration and uprooting from our 

ancestral homelands. Christians who have lived in the Orient or the 

Middle East since the dawn of Christianity are under the threat of dis-

appearing from that area due to the terrorist attacks.

To have a future in that region, we need to work and walk together on 

many levels. I suggest that the following steps and measures be taken 

to rescue, if possible, the Christians in question.

First, we are eager to see the churches, especially in the West, support-

ing us and making our needs a priority. Indeed, we need them to lis-

ten to us and answer our needs. !e right to decide our fate should be 

ours, and true help comes in support of what we need, not what others 

think we need.

Second, we need help from the churches in the West to relay our needs 

to their governments. Eastern Christians need advocacy from church-

es in the West to gain credibility and succeed in getting the necessary 

help we need to survive.

!ird, we should monitor the policies that govern reception of immi-

grants in the West, particularly in Europe. All the churches in the East 

encourage their faithful to remain in the Middle East and to remain 

attached to their homelands. We tell our faithful that if one endures a 

little bit more, one will enjoy the rebuilding of the devastated country. 

It is di&cult, though, to stop people from emigrating. It is impossible 

to convince them to stay when insecurity and war are the norm. How 

can you convince a father to keep his family in danger, even when 

we continuously remind our faithful that the war cannot go on for-

ever and that behind all the destruction there is hope for a better and 

brighter future? We cannot make them see what seems to be a remote 

hope and wishful thinking. At the end of the day, we cannot stop an-

ybody from leaving their country. But we are trying our best to keep 

our youth and our faithful from going abroad.

Here we raise the following question: why does Europe watch immi-

grants arrive through illegal and life-endangering ways, when they 

could prevent all this and simplify things by providing those people 
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with support, defence and protection in their homelands, as well as 

o$ering humanitarian aid where needed?

If we truly desire to help Eastern Christians to stay in their home-

lands, we have to review their needs and attempt to help them in a 

humanitarian way. !is can be ensured only when help and relief are 

channelled through the local churches, which o$er help without any 

discrimination.

Rev Dr Panti Filibus Musa, Bisho p, Lutheran Church o f 

Christ in Nigeria

With gratitude for the opportunity to participate in this consultation, 

I bring greetings on behalf of the Lutheran World Federation, which 

made it possible for me to come, and the Lutheran Church of Christ 

in Nigeria, which has many members at the heart of the insurgency in 

northern Nigeria.

I would like to highlight a few issues as we re%ect on our visions of 

walking together as the su$ering church.

1. Personal relationships with our Lord and Saviour Jesus 
Christ as disciples
While we grapple with how to deal with the challenges of discrimina-

tion and persecution, we should never lose sight of our call to disciple-

ship. We a&rm our need to be nurtured and nourished by the Word, 

holy communion and prayer. Our love for Christ brings us to fellow-

ship with brothers and sisters with whom we share a common journey. 

!is then leads to concern for the unity of the church.

2. Call to unity in Christ: a gi& and a task
We must never give up working towards realizing visible unity as the 

body of Christ. Cardinal Koch reminded us that those who persecute 

the church seem to understand better than we do that the church is 

one—they do not di$erentiate. We have seen over the years that Nige-

rian Muslims demonstrate solidarity in their reactions to the slight-

est provocation by anyone understood to be a Christian anywhere in 

the world (e.g. a Danish cartoon). We are also confronted by double 
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messages of celebrating and condemning acts of extremists as not rep-

resenting Islam.

!is reminds us that walking together demands that we work towards 

realization of Christ’s prayer in John 17:21 “that they may be one”. 

!is has implications for how we intercede for each other: Dietrich 

Bonhoe$er wrote in Life Together, “I can no longer condemn or hate a 

brother for whom I pray, no matter how much trouble he causes me. 

His face, that hitherto may have been strange and intolerable to me, 

is transformed in intercession into the countenance of a brother for 

whom Christ died, the face of a forgiven sinner” (p. 96). We pray for 

the grace of God and the transforming power of the Holy Spirit. Prac-

tically, we should take more seriously the week of prayer for Christian 

unity.

3. Responses that take into account local, regional and 
global realities
Each context of discrimination, persecution or even martyrdom is dif-

ferent. Hence we need to carefully analyse each context, to understand 

the root causes and motivations of discrimination and persecution and 

the forces (sponsors) behind them. !is would inform how the church 

responds. In Nigeria, the church is not clear as to who is supporting 

the ongoing atrocities and how very poor young people obtain dead-

ly weapons that would have required a lifetime of earnings to acquire 

even if they were available in the open market. Besides, we do not have 

a shared theological understanding of how to deal with the situation. 

What we have now is voices that sometimes contradict each other, say-

ing either “Be paci"c and accept su$ering” or “Prepare to defend our 

right to life and existence.” !is results in discussions on the right to 

self-defence and what constitutes self-defence or di$erentiates it from 

vengeance (a very uncomfortable subject).

In any case, the church needs to carefully discern what can be done in 

each given situation. From the ministry of Jesus, we see that no one re-

sponse "ts all situations. In one instance, Jesus Christ slipped through 

the crowd and continued his ministry elsewhere. In another instance, 

the same Christ obeyed the Father and journeyed to Jerusalem despite 

what was to come. Some suggestions:
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churches or organizations, as occasions for the one church to raise its 

one voice for the healing and reconciliation of our broken world.

5. Documenting, reporting, sharing
!is would help us to inform each other and encourage those in sim-

ilar situations and prepare us for mutual intercession. Local people 

should tell their stories, as long as doing so does not expose them to 

greater risks. As Kurt Cardinal Koch reminds us, this ensures that 

the tears and blood of the persecuted are not lost. !eir stories must 

live on. Memorial services are powerful for remembering victims and 

bringing healing to survivors. Many members of the Church I rep-

resent share how important it was that the church organized special 

services in memory of those who disappeared or were killed, or whose 

bodies could not be buried. National church bodies could also take 

similar steps.

6. Some pitfalls we should avoid on our journey together 
as the su"ering church
Seeking martyrdom. While keeping in mind the words of Jesus in John 

15:20 that “a servant is not greater than his master; since they have 

persecuted me, naturally they will persecute you, and if they had lis-

tened to me, they would listen to you”, it is not our role to seek a#er 

martyrdom. !at would constitute seeking glory for oneself.

Allowing extremist voices within and outside the church to take over 

the public space. !e gospel message and acts of love must interrupt 

those acts of hate and making enemies. !is is the hard task of loving 

our enemies and praying for those who persecute us (Matt 5:44). Hate-

ful language must have no place in Christian witness. Peace-building 

cannot be done without love. Again, Cardinal Koch reminded us that 

only love can change the hearts of people and then bring sustainable 

structural changes. God’s love in us can change the world. A#er all, 

“Our struggle is not against enemies of blood and %esh, but against 

the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this 

present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly 

places” (Eph 6:12).    
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Apathy, especially among churches in countries still considered safe. No 

church should be indi$erent when others are facing hostility. Assault 

on any part of the body of Christ is assault on all. We have a mutual 

responsibility to stand for each other, for peace and justice for all. !is 

could include refusing to cooperate with repressive governments and 

with those that perpetuate persecution.

Ignoring the su!ering of other religious minorities. We must also take 

responsibility for the dignity of all persons, regardless of their reli-

gious a&liation.

Portraying ourselves only as the victims of discrimination, persecu-

tion and martyrdom. History shows that the church has not always 

been most loving and most caring, even within itself. We have in%ict-

ed pain on each other—for example, because of di$erences of under-

standing and expressions of the faith. Hence, as someone remarked, 

we are both persecuted and persecutors. !us we must always pray, 

“Lord, have mercy!”

 

Dr Brian Stiller, Glo bal Ambassado r, Wo rld Evangelical 

Alliance, Canada

!ank you, brothers and sisters, and the Global Christian Forum for 

hosting this. I follow in the line of thinking of my colleagues. 

As we move forward in considering our next steps, I want to under-

score a reality that o#en, in my experience, is missed in our discussion 

of what we are to do. To understand the disturbing reality of Chris-

tians being persecuted and martyred for their stand as followers of 

Jesus, it matters that we begin with the larger picture. As much as 

various factors shape how neighbours treat Christians, there is a dy-

namic at work that in%ames those factors, inciting persecution and 

martyrdom. We live in a world set within the larger creational reality, 

our Universe. Its physical size and contents are sources of continuing 

fascination. But we also live in a world that is something other than 

our physical manifestations which we know as matter. !e battles that 

rage between nations are physical, but they arise out of human hatred, 
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mistrust, envy and territorial greed. How can we quantify or measure 

such human attitudes?

On the wider human canvas is the Christian understanding that such 

human factors, symptomatic of a disobedient race, have been ad-

dressed by God, Creator of life, who in his son Jesus Christ made pro-

vision for the human spirit to be changed. Would that all we needed 

was to quell the hatred, rid ourselves of greed and neutralize that ha-

tred. But there are forces at work, forces that our human construct 

tends to dismiss or trivialize. And that is the war that rages between 

good and evil, bene"cence and hatred. My home is in Canada, and so 

I speak a bit from that context, realizing that Canada is not the centre 

of the world. I suspect that we o#en are caught within the secularizing 

trend so as to view these combatants of good and evil as only ideas, 

human feelings, emotional tirades, but all solely within the human 

construct.

Christian theology sees these antithetical forces as something that be-

gins and indeed is in battle with what is called in the New Testament 

the “heavenlies”. !e apostle Paul pointed out that our struggles can-

not be seen as societal or even personal but should be viewed within 

the wider metaphysical construct, which he says is part of the “heav-

enly realms”:  

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the 

full armour of God, so that you can take your stand against the 

devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against 'esh and blood, but 

against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of 

this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heav-

enly realms. !erefore put on the full armour of God, so that when 

the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and 

a&er you have done everything, to stand. Stand #rm then, with the 

belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of 

righteousness in place, and with your feet #tted with the readiness 

that comes from the gospel of peace. (Eph 6:10–15)

!e evil one despises the provisions of grace and does anything and 

everything to undo the love that %ows from the Father. !is is real 
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power, the will of Satan, exacerbating the fallen human spirit, linking 

its self-interested motives to undo this grand narrative of God, com-

ing in Jesus Christ, who answers that false and self-serving question, 

“Am I my brother’s keeper?” As we search for ways to rid our world of 

persecution, to so#en the blows of the martyr’s hammer, we must not 

pretend that our witness of Christ is just a socially acceptable religious 

story that brings peace and happiness. Rather, it is a declaration that 

the Creator of life has taken up opposition against the overwhelming 

force of evil, and the witness we give of God in Christ is in the power 

of the Holy Spirit doing battle in the heavenlies, a cosmos that includes 

within it our world of time and space. !us our reality of persecution 

is a manifestation of that wider reality. We return again to the apostle 

Paul for insight on this. He noted: “For though we live in the world, we 

do not wage war as the world does. !e weapons we "ght with are not 

the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to 

demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension 

that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive 

every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Cor 10:3–5).

St John in the book of Revelation also pushes us forward in faith: “Do 

not be afraid of what you are about to su$er. I tell you, the devil will 

put some of you in prison to test you, and you will su$er persecution 

for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you 

life as your victor’s crown” (Rev 2:10).

We cannot make sense of persecution unless we understand that it is 

within the global and cosmic interface of God, tearing down the walls 

of separation and hatred—all the while, in the power of the Spirit, 

bringing healing and life to those who are grieved and resurrection to 

the fallen human spirit of his own creation.

In terms of speci"c actions, let us do advocacy, for the safety of people 

in countries today. Let us encourage governments to be open to receiv-

ing immigrants. But with respect to what I have just said, let us also 

set in place speci"cally prayers of intercession across our countries, 

across our communions and across the ministerial territories of our 

various agencies. We may want to kick-start the World Day of Prayer, 
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which I have found in Canada to be anaemic and tired. It may need a 

cause célèbre for which it could come alive in new and vital ways.

To inspire a sense of urgency in prayer, we should take seriously this 

factor of “the heavenlies”, see it as part of the larger narrative, and 

build that into our messaging to those facing persecution by alerting 

them that what they experience is being played out beyond their own 

circumstances.

Moreover, for our own communities, we should communicate that to 

engage in deep, intercessory prayer for those within circumstances of 

persecution and those trapped within its ferocious walls represents a 

serious engagement with the issue, and that by the mystery of the Spir-

it we will all become participants in the matter of persecution.

Rev Rodhe Gonzalez Zorilla, Past President, Cuban 

Co uncil o f Churches

I give profound thanks to God and to the leaders of this gathering who 

have made it possible through their multiple e$orts for two represent-

atives of the Cuban churches to share with you their experiences of life 

as part of the church of Jesus Christ.

Neither can I omit thanking God for this opportunity, because I grew 

up and journeyed for more than "#y years with a Pentecostal church 

in Cuba, and because I had no other resources than divine providence, 

the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and our call to serve God where he 

puts us. And so also has it been for the Cuban Council of Churches, an 

institution that will celebrate the 75th anniversary of its founding next 

year, which was called to unite the Protestant churches and Christian 

organizations of Cuba in their purpose of service to the people. I have 

had the opportunity to serve the Cuban churches for more than thirty 

years, in di$erent areas of work and even as the "rst female president 

of that institution.  

!e challenges for the church in Cuba in the last sixty years have been 

numerous and huge. We have gone through several stages, which we 

could classify in periods:
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His Grace Bishop Angaelos, Co ptic Ortho do x Church, 

United Kingdo m (by video )

Greetings to you all. It is really with deep regret that I cannot be with 

you. I am sure that it is going to be a very blessed meeting, a very im-

portant meeting. Since I "rst heard about it from my dear friend Larry 

Miller, I wanted to be there, and I had it in my diary, but then, with 

the just recently announced visit of His All Holiness, the Ecumenical 

Patriarch here in Britain, I need to be here to engage with our Eastern 

Orthodox brothers and sisters in the churches as well as the wider ec-

umenical family.

!e fact that so many wonderful and dedicated people are gathered in 

Tirana today, though, is signi"cant. It is signi"cant because as Chris-

tians we have a role and a responsibility. We need to speak for those 

who are still persecuted. Of course, we are gathering predominantly 

for Christians who are facing brutal, medieval persecution, the likes 

of which we have only read about in our Synexarion, the book of the 

Saints, for decades and centuries. But I think we are also gathered to 

be a voice for those who are persecuted, marginalized and su$ering 

in the world, at many, many levels. We are seeing an unprecedent-

ed movement and displacement of people, from Iraq, from Syria, 

throughout the Middle East and around the world. We are seeing hun-

dreds of thousands arriving over very treacherous journeys onto our 

shores in Europe. We are seeing displaced communities, from Iraq, 

Syria and Libya, who really have nowhere to go. And it is our respon-

sibility as light in the world, as God’s presence, as the body of Christ, 

to speak to all of that. !is is a journey, but it is an unprecedented 

journey that needs all of us to be together. As I have been saying re-

cently, there is no single, individual church or community, not even 

a nation-state, that can face this problem on its own. !ere is no one 

who can provide for the needs at a material level, or even at a moral, 

conceptual level of trying to "nd a solution.

Our greatest power, our greatest weapon is prayer. And directly a#er 

that is our voice, our collective voice as the body of Christ. So we pray 

for those who are persecuted, those who are marginalized, those who 

can’t experience their faith (Christian or otherwise) with the same 
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freedom that we are experiencing today. And unfortunately, many 

millions of people are su$ering in that condition around the world. 

Today we look towards being a voice for them.

In our own Coptic Orthodox Church, we su$ered the loss of twen-

ty-one very dedicated men in Libya, as did our Ethiopian and Eri-

trean brothers and sisters only a month later. What we saw at that time 

was an incredible outpouring of love, of graciousness, of fellowship, 

of partnership from across the Christian body, expressed to all our 

churches around the world. !at brought us together. What brought 

us together was the horri"c evil, but also the powerful de"ance and 

the resilience of a peaceful, forgiving Christian countenance. What 

touched people most was the fact that these men faced that destiny so 

honourably, and that their families, their communities and even their 

church forgave in such a Christ-like manner. Evil exists. Persecution 

exists. It is the cross we carry. We can accept it for ourselves, but at the 

same time, when we see others carrying that cross, we need to try to 

lighten that load and provide for them. At the moment, there is a need 

for immediate, humanitarian aid, immediate advocacy. But there is 

also a need for long-term thinking: where do those communities go, 

how do they survive, what do they need from us, what can we do? 

We come with our "ve loaves and our two "sh. We come as twelve men 

who followed the carpenter’s son. None of that really meant anything 

in the world, but it could change the world. With the power of God, 

with the presence of his Holy Spirit in us, with the likeness of Christ, 

we can, in St Paul’s words, “do all things in Christ who strengthens 

us”. !at’s why we are here. We are here to pray, to think, to advocate, 

to propose. But above all, we are here to walk this journey with our 

brothers and sisters who are part of us, indivisibly and indistinguisha-

bly, and who need us to be with them today, as much as we need their 

witness, their strength, their diligence and their example to strength-

en us. God bless you all. I pray that this may be a wonderful successful 

gathering, I look forward to being part of this process as it continues. 

I assure you of my prayers, as I also ask you to pray for me and for my 

ministry.
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Inspired by the theology of the Second Vatican Council, we believe 

that some re%ection should take place with regard to methods of evan-

gelization. How we should evangelize in today’s world? Methodologies 

are extremely important, as we should incarnate ourselves into today’s 

reality. Along with this, we should cooperate with groups, civil society 

and international organizations that promote human rights. Where 

such cooperation exists, it should be strengthened. We should also en-

courage the pursuit and dissemination of objective information, help-

ing people to be properly informed about discrimination, and always 

presenting this issue in a broader perspective that encompasses possi-

ble solutions to the problems.

Inside our church, there are many structures that support people who 

are persecuted or discriminated against: the Ponti"cal Council Cor 

Unum, the Ponti"cal Council for Promoting Christian Unity, the 

Ponti"cal Council for Interreligious Dialogue, Caritas Internationa-

lis, Aid to the Church in Need, etc. !ose organizations always wel-

come any kind of collaboration, fully aware that networks of solidarity 

should be further developed. Prayer is always essential and crucial 

among those who su$er. It is also important to promote and build 

schools and places where the younger generation can be raised so as to 

value living together peacefully.

We "nd this initiative praiseworthy, and we are open to any further 

step in the future that can help us to grow in unity and solidarity, hop-

ing especially that we can give a strong witness. 

Rev Dr David Wells, Executive Co mmittee member, 

Penteco stal Wo rld Fello wship

!e Pentecostal World Fellowship (PWF) group "rst of all met with 

our evangelical friends for a period of time, to model good unity, but 

then we met separately to talk about next steps to enhance our ability 

to walk together with the su$ering church.

First of all, our members are very a&rming of the Global Christian 

Forum experience here. It has been a positive experience. We found 
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ourselves dealing with some of our own prejudices and hurts, and we 

were made aware of our lack of knowledge in so many areas. So we 

thank all of you as participants and as presenters for adding to our ex-

perience in Christ and helping us to draw closer to Him.

We do want to go back to the PWF executive with speci"c recom-

mendations. Our group met to discuss those, especially how to en-

hance PWF and other related agencies such as the Assemblies of God 

World Fellowship. We also discussed how to relate to the broader 

body of Christ and how to enhance our ability to walk with the su$er-

ing church, by providing a platform to equip our people to pray and 

to speak with one voice. We know this is a priority of our chair, Dr 

Guneratnam, and we want to pick up on this opportunity and move 

it along in a practical way that causes the global awareness to move to 

the regional level, then to the national and local levels. We do want to 

see local churches strongly engaged, feeling that they are part of one 

voice globally to address issues in multi-faceted ways, and also to be 

part of prayer that shakes the “heavenlies”, as we heard today. And so 

we will be talking about enhancing our fellowship as a platform for 

developing a strong, prayerful, consistent voice, especially at the local 

level.

We do appreciate the o&cial message that is coming out of this con-

ference. We want to a&rm the decision not to mention speci"c nations 

that have their own particular contextual situations and may distract 

us from the main issues. In the same way, we ask the committee to 

consider that two or three social justice issues are being addressed in 

the message. We understand that they are in a larger context and do 

need to be addressed, but we "nd that it distracts from rather than 

helps with the central focus of calling the church to engage on behalf 

of that part of the church that is discriminated against. So we leave 

that with you; that is the observation of the Pentecostal community.

We do want to call PWF to sponsor events for those living in per-

secuted regions, to stand with member bodies that already are com-

ing alongside the persecuted church, and to equip them in responding 

to persecution and discrimination. We will be talking in a more in-

tense manner about making that type of support available to all our 
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members. A friend from Pakistan a&rmed the bene"t of that assis-

tance for him in his country, and yet nothing has happened up to this 

point, so we are looking forward to responding in that way.

We do want to go back to the Executive of the PWF with an encour-

agement regarding the expression of mutual repentance, and to clear-

ly communicate that it was o$ered in a statement coming out of this 

conference. We know that we must address our own issues, where we 

have shown arrogance and pride and at times discrimination and per-

secution, and we appreciate the other bodies of brothers and sisters in 

Christ expressing similar sentiments to us as well. I cannot emphasize 

enough how important this is to the Pentecostal community.

!is statement of mutual repentance is a priority, and the big question 

is how we will address, from this point on, internal discrimination 

and persecution within the church. We must clarify and communicate 

the processes to resolve when grievances are identi"ed. We will have 

big work to do in the Pentecostal world community. I sit with brothers 

and sisters who are "xated on a certain period of time when, as a mi-

nority people, they have felt the pain of being looked down on and at 

times even worked against systemically by governments and churches, 

and it is hard for them to envision a new day. Please work with us, in 

believing God for a new day in the church of Jesus globally.

Let’s "nd the pragmatic processes that will allow us to dialogue and 

address discrimination and issues that yet remain. We are encouraged 

by the positive example shared by a brother from Ukraine, where a 

council has been formed that basically represents the bodies here, and 

some of their positive experiences of being able to address grievanc-

es and to have a shared faith as they address very practical issues like 

buildings, licencing, o&cial status, etc. We appreciate all the positive 

examples that already have been o$ered.

So my brothers and sisters, be assured that the Pentecostal communi-

ty worldwide will continue to pray for you and with you, and we will 

continue to work alongside our su$ering brothers and sisters so that 

they know they are not alone.
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Rev Dr Olav Fykse Tveit, General Secretary, Wo rld 

Co uncil o f Churches

Sisters and brothers, we have come to a very important moment in 

our journey together in these days. I would like to start by re%ecting 

on what we shared as the World Council of Churches in this meeting 

by saying that we see this event as a very important stage in our pil-

grimage of justice and peace. !is is the theme that the 10th Assem-

bly of the WCC gave to the whole fellowship as a lens by which to see 

everything we plan and do together in our programmes and projects, 

but also everything we do as a fellowship of churches in an ecumeni-

cal movement that is wider than the WCC. We are together on a faith 

journey, on a pilgrimage led by God, open to being together, and also 

entering into new landscapes together with this commitment to being 

pilgrims of justice and peace.

Not that we ourselves know everything about how to bring justice and 

peace, but we are committed to praying and working for the King-

dom of God to be present and manifested in this world, as life, justice, 

and peace. !is consultation has reminded us of this purpose as well 

as calling us to be stronger and more focussed on what it means to 

address the injustices and con%icts that are particularly a$ecting our 

Christian sisters and brothers these days. We need to continue and 

even strengthen our work for human rights and religious freedom, 

particularly looking at it from the perspective of what is Christian sol-

idarity in the cross of Christ today.

I would like to share my summary of what we see from our common 

experiences these days by referring back to a biblical quotation that 

I shared in my opening remarks, from the Beatitudes and the words 

immediately a#er the Beatitudes, where Christ says, “You are the light 

of the world.” !ere are three dimensions of this passage that, I think, 

have become quite clear to us these days and which I think we should 

have as our focus when we follow up as the WCC, the WEA, the Ro-

man Catholic Church, Pentecostals, and so on (because I think we 

should agree that the GCF is not an implementing body). We are here 

together to talk to and to listen to one another so that we can do better 

that which we are committed to do, with our constituencies, churches, 
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and fellowships. In these days, as I have listened to you and to what 

God has challenged us to do and be, I have seen clearly three dimen-

sions of this notion of being the light of the world.

First, we are actually called to be the light of God in this world. We 

are not called to be our own light. So when we discuss what it means 

that we are troubled, persecuted, and discriminated against, we must 

ask ourselves, “Are we really the light of God? Is it the real witness of 

the Triune God that we bring to the world?” !en there will be real 

resistance; many will not like it, and we have to be prepared for that. 

But this has to be the "rst question before all others: “Are we really the 

light of God or are we our own light?” !at means also that we have to 

understand that this light from God is also shining upon our own lives 

as a critical light. What do we need to address in how we work, or in 

how we are not working? Self-critically, we are helping one another to 

enlighten our own way of being this light in the world. 

!is light is also the light of righteousness. It is the light of God’s jus-

tice and peace. !erefore, it is not primarily there to be a provocation, 

in the sense that nobody likes it, but it is the light that brings God’s 

light of creation and salvation into this world. So the second dimen-

sion that I would like to emphasize is that we need enlightenment—in 

the broad sense, not in a narrow philosophical sense. We need enlight-

enment that is deeper and more profound, as well as a biblical theol-

ogy of the cross and the resurrection. I think that we have touched 

on this in many ways, and we need to continue this re%ection both 

in our own constituencies and also together. What does it mean to 

be Christians, marked by the cross, carrying the cross? We need to 

educate our young people and one another. We need to work theolog-

ically on what it means to carry this cross as a sign of God’s justice, 

resistance, and liberation, as well as a sign of solidarity, a willingness 

to sacri"ce in order to be always signs of God’s light given through 

the cross and the resurrection. !is leads us as the WCC to again ask 

how we are doing this in our many kinds of programmes. How do 

we strengthen our ability to be churches of the cross and the resur-

rection? It happens through meetings like this one, but it also hap-

pens through programmes—not only advocacy programmes, which 
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are very important, but also theological studies and educational pro-

grammes. How do we work together on really going deeper into this, 

and also in strengthening our way in practical terms and in principal 

perspectives?

My third dimension is very important: we need to be a light for one 

another. I see the signi"cance of the Global Christian Forum in this 

regard. Our light and our enlightenment are stronger when we are the 

light of God together. We have all shared many conversations and lis-

tened to many sources of input in these days. It has really helped us to 

see how the others can strengthen our light, our way of being light. In 

our conversation this a#ernoon, we have also shared how we can more 

strongly be the light together for peoples of other faiths. How can we 

talk not only about our su$ering, in a credible way, but also about 

theirs, so that they really see us as partners whom they trust and with 

whom they want to work to address their problems? 

!is openness to fellowship based on how and why we are the light of 

the world needs to be strengthened as an ecumenical movement. An-

other dimension that we also re%ected on is how we can consider some 

issues more strongly than we have done here—for example, how wom-

en are more e$ective in many cases in carrying out their responsibility 

for the faith community and the family. We should also examine their 

many sacri"ces, particularly related to gender-based violence in gen-

eral and in the domestic sphere. We must look at how violence works. 

It never ends. It has an impact in many circles and in many aspects of 

our daily lives, as families and as local communities. How can wom-

en bring new contributions to the issues we have raised here? How 

can they also, as a substantial part of the world family and the world’s 

churches, bring other perspectives on how we address and prevent vi-

olence, and on how to be light in other areas of darkness in the world?

Finally, I see in this meeting an opportunity to use the Global Chris-

tian Forum as a real platform to share, to invite one another, to 

strengthen our light, and to be a clearer light. !e GCF should be an 

instrument to make our light stronger.
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Bishop Efraim Tendero, General Secretary, Wo rld 

Evangelical Alliance 

On behalf of the World Evangelical Alliance, we would like to express 

our appreciation to the Global Christian Forum for providing an av-

enue where we can address this issue of discrimination, persecution, 

and martyrdom, all with that desire that we would be following Christ 

together. As we end our several days of deliberation, we would like to 

suggest these next steps of walking together as a su$ering church. We 

have identi"ed several items in our discussions.

(1) We are glad that repentance of persecuting each other is 

part of our consultation message. We consider it important 

to heal memories wherever this has happened. We will en-

courage our pastors and churches to do this on a local level, 

and we will discuss among the four bodies participating in 

this consultation how to facilitate this on a national, region-

al and global level.

(2) We will do whatever is possible to help and train our people 

to overcome prejudices against other Christian traditions, 

and not to confuse past with present realities. Among other 

things in this regard, we will be sharing with local churches, 

promoting this issue with top leadership, and replicating the 

GCF experience at regional and local levels. We want specif-

ically to harness our youth in this training as well as in as-

sisting our older people.

(3) We want to state very clearly that we wish to continue the 

work started at this consultation. !e four bodies need to 

work together, and our Christian churches worldwide have 

to work together, on ongoing matters of discrimination, per-

secution and martyrdom, which includes going beyond the 

surface to address some of the hard problems among us.

(4) We will start appointing evangelical ambassadors to other 

Christian communities, with an emphasis on religious free-

dom, both to improve relations with them, in order to over-

come suspicions from history, and to cooperate in reacting 
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to discrimination and persecution together, particularly in 

dealing with governments. In some cases, we may need to 

commission a task force from the di$erent church bodies to 

address a common area or problem related to discrimina-

tion and persecution.

(5) We will ask our Religious Liberty Commission, and espe-

cially the International Institute for Religious Freedom, to 

cooperate even more with non-evangelical Christians and 

churches and their research and educational organizations, 

and we would be glad if the other organizations would re-

ciprocate.

Finally, prayer always has to be the "rst form of solidarity among 

Christians and churches. !erefore, the WEA will strengthen the In-

ternational Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church, which is actually 

held on the second Sunday of November, and invite as many churches 

worldwide as possible to take part in it—su$ering and non-su$ering 

churches alike. It should be possible for every congregation to reserve 

one Sunday service a year for su$ering sisters and brothers in Christ. 

Let us be reminded of the experience of the apostle Paul in his con-

version, as stated in Acts 9:4–5: “And falling to the ground, he heard 

a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’ And 

he said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ And he said, ‘I am Jesus whom you are 

persecuting.’ ”
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Respondents

Archbishop Anton Audo, Archbishop of Aleppo, Chaldean Catho-
lic Patriarchate

!is gathering of the Global Christian Forum represents for us, 

the oriental churches of the Middle East, a unique opportunity. As 

Chaldean bishop of Syria, I consider the Forum to be a concrete ecu-

menical experience, very important and entirely new for me.

Second, the choice of Albania as venue for the encounter is highly sig-

ni"cant for all of us, as it has introduced us to the humbleness and 

hope of the Christians and the citizens of this country. 

As oriental Christians, we are su$ering greatly from the war situation 

which is causing the emigration of Christians from our country. We 

do not weep for ourselves, but we weep over our country, our church-

es, our families, and even our Muslim friends who are at each other’s 

throats. We su$er a lot because Christian communities well rooted in 

the East are disappearing, the Arab world does not care about the sit-

uation, and the West also does not care.

We consider our role as living and apostolic churches, capable of liv-

ing with Muslims, willing to dialogue with them and to pursue with 

them a future of justice and peace.

A few points have caught my attention in the presentations by the 

church leaders. !e most signi"cant one is the matter of repentance, 

or our ability to forgive one another. I consider this point very im-

portant as a testimony of Christians walking together. I was therefore 

touched by the concept of pilgrimage of which Rev Fykse Tveit spoke. 

!at concept brings us dynamism, I believe. We are not in a dynam-

ic of coming to an end, or of accusation. Rather, our attitude is one of 

setting out, of walking together. And as you know, in the tradition of 

the church, the word synod means moving together and listening to 

what the Spirit is saying to the church.

Finally, I would like to react also to what the leader of the Pentecos-

tal church said. I understand the su$ering and the suspicion that 

these communities may experience when they arrive in countries 
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like Iraq, where the war is going on, or in Syria or Jordan, countries 

where Christians have been present since the beginning of Christiani-

ty. Sometimes they present themselves as coming to teach us how to be 

Christian, and that creates a lot of tension and sensitivity. !erefore, 

both sides have to pay attention. We must be receptive to these calls of 

the Spirit. And I think that these new churches should respect the re-

ality in which we live and try to avoid making mistakes. 

Mrs Connie Kivuti, General Secretary, Evangelical Alliance of Kenya

I want to thank you very much for this opportunity to respond. !is 

is a very opportune time to speak, as we come to the end of this par-

ticular consultation.

First, I want to express appreciation for what has happened—the ef-

fort that has been made, the people who have taken time to prepare 

various papers and also to think about what they needed to say at this 

global event. I think this is something that we need to appreciate.

But it has also been a time when we could vent our frustrations and a 

lot of issues that many of us have been having. As one of the speakers 

said, we are really just scratching the surface. We have yet to really 

to go deep and address some of the issues that have been raised. We 

talked about repentance, and my issue is that we ought to have start-

ed doing it right here at this particular gathering. I mean that we also 

need to practically repent, rather than just putting out a press state-

ment that says that we need to repent to one another. I think that prac-

tically we need to show it.

Prayer is very important, but we need to also be a body that is engaged 

in much more than just prayer. And addressing our various prejudices 

must happen not only at this level, but at the apex of everything, and 

then percolate downward. What would the world say if the Pope, the 

president of the WEA, and the leaders of the PWF and WCC met to-

gether for a meal or a cup of tea? It would send quite a message. I be-

lieve that we need to talk not just about how this spirit can move down 

to the local level, but also about how it can actually start from the top, 
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because perception is everything and we need to send that message of 

unity. 

We also need to unpack our terms. We are talking about solidarity, 

and we go home saying, “Yes, Christians, we are in solidarity with 

you,” but what does that mean? Remember, we were talking about the 

perception of language and what various terms mean. We need to dis-

cuss that further.

!e Global Christian Forum may be not an implementing body, but it 

is a body that creates accountability, so we need to be held accountable 

for what we have said and discussed here.

But my challenge is really also to the umbrella bodies that have access 

even to the UN Security Council and similar places. We know that 

certain bodies have seats there: the Catholic Church, the WEA, and so 

on. My question is how you are engaging at that level towards address-

ing the persecution that is happening and the su$ering that Christians 

are enduring, and whether you are bringing enough e$ort to bear to 

actually make a di$erence. If not, are we trying to be politically cor-

rect rather than making sure that we do have an agenda and that we 

are pursuing that agenda to the fullest? I think we need to be less apol-

ogetic, because if non-Christians were su$ering as the Christians are, 

the world would be in an uproar, because of the various engagements 

that would be taking place. We have had a good shaking here, a good 

opportunity for awareness, but we need to do much more than that. 

To conclude, I want to refer to an anonymous letter, probably from the 

second century, that has been reproduced in a book called Christian-

ity through the Ages. It illustrates the point that we have been trying 

to emphasize in this consultation. It was written at the height of per-

secution of the church, and the author highlights not just the para-

doxical nature of the Christians but their peculiarity. !is is how the 

letter reads:

For Christians are not di"erentiated from other people by coun-

try, language or customs. You see, they do not live in cities of their 

own, or speak some strange dialect, or have some peculiar life-

style. !ey love everyone, but they are persecuted by all. !ey are 
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unknown and condemned, they are put to death and gain life, they 

are poor and yet make many rich, they are short of everything yet 

they have plenty of all things, they are dishonoured yet gain glory 

through dishonour. To put it simply, the soul is to the body as the 

Christians are to the world.

We are the salt of the earth, and we believe that Christ has given us 

the direction that we need to respond to persecution. Most of you will 

remember talking about “what would Jesus do,” and really the same 

question would be asked of us today. If Christ were living in our time, 

what would he do? How would he address this particular situation 

that we are going through? I would say that he has given us a way to 

respond. It is up to us who are here to bring it down and contextualize 

what we have discussed, so that it can bear fruit within our context 

and so that we can raise that united voice that we have been speaking 

about. And then also, let us repent one to another for what we have 

done to each other and to the world. I believe that in this way, we can 

experience mutual respect for and also mutual forgiveness of one an-

other.

Rev Dr Larry Miller, Secretary, Global Christian Forum

My "rst regret about these three days is the relative absence of wom-

en in our midst. It is a result of what I would call structural discrim-

ination. We are all structured in such ways that when we came to the 

nominating process, asking these four bodies in the Forum to nom-

inate participants, this is what the result was. I regret it deeply and I 

think many others among us do as well.

My biggest satisfaction is that you have used the Forum as a place to 

meet, which is what we have said is the purpose of the Forum. !is is 

deeply satisfying to me personally and, I think, to all of us who are en-

gaged in the Forum.

My most important a&rmation of commitment is that I think all of 

you have said that you want the Forum to continue as a place for you to 

meet, and for others to meet, as the widest Christian gathering possi-

ble. I like the words that you said, Connie: we are not an implementing 



201

body, but there is a kind of accountability here. I would like to apply 

the concept that we "nd in 1 Peter 3, where Peter calls us to give an ac-

count of the hope that is in us. !at is the kind of accountability that 

can take place in the Forum. It is a place where you as leaders of Chris-

tianity are called or can be called to give an account to each other of 

the hope that is with you, and of what you are doing about that.

Perhaps the most important information about next steps for the Fo-

rum, apart from follow-up to this event, has to do with the other ma-

jor initiative that is just underway, which we are now calling “Call to 

Mission and Perceptions of Proselytism”. And this relates, I think, to 

the moving words from David Wells which have been picked up by 

others, on the need for mutual repentance and the healing of memo-

ries. Archbishop Audo also mentioned this source of tension between 

us, dating back decades and maybe even centuries. Mission and pros-

elytism—what is mission in one person’s eyes is proselytism to anoth-

er. !ese four same bodies are beginning to work together with the 

Forum as the platform for addressing this issue. And I think a very 

signi"cant part of it is going to be also a process of healing memories.

!ank you for coming. !ank you for going out together in the days 

ahead.
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Testimo ny o f Msgr Basilios Georges Casmoussa, Catho lic 

Archbisho p Emeritus o f Mo sul, Iraq

Christians of Iraq … Last Call?

Have we really arrived at that point? !is question chokes me up. It 

tears me so that I dare not pronounce it. It was inconceivable until July 

10, 2014, which was the 52nd anniversary of my ordination as a priest 

in 1962 in Mosul. !is town, considered the cultural and spiritual 

capital of the Christians of Iraq, was entirely emptied of its Christian 

population last June, when the city fell under the total control of the 

so-called “Islamic State”. !ere were still some 25,000 Christians in 

Mosul under the 2003 American occupation, including approximate-

ly 30 churches, four Catholic and Orthodox bishoprics, female and 

male religious congregations, monasteries, parochial and Christian 

training centres, Christian printing and publishing houses, orphan-

ages and schools. In short, Christians were recognized for their active 

presence and their socio-economic potential. !e Muslims held them 

in high esteem.

Everything was swept away in less than 24 hours when Daesh brand-

ed all Christian houses with the letter � (N) and gave an ultimatum 

to the city’s Christians: convert to Islam, pay the jizya1, leave town, or 

die. !ey le# taking nothing with them, only what they had on them at 

the time. Even that was taken away from them if it was money or valu-

able belongings, including their identi"cation documents. !e Chris-

tians found refuge in the towns and cities of the Nineveh Plains2. But 

as soon as they had settled, Daesh cannons forced them and the host 

towns’ inhabitants to evacuate hastily. Qaraqosh, my hometown, the 

largest Syriac Catholic concentration in the Middle East and a Chris-

tian bastion of the Nineveh Plains, was emptied of its 50,000 inhabit-

ants in a few hours, on the night of August 6–7, 2014. On the morning 

of August 6, the day of the Trans"guration feast, Daesh bombs killed a 

young girl and two boys. !is raised a general warning.

1 [Translator’s footnote:] The jizya is a tax required of all non-Muslim 

pubescent men old enough to perform their military duty.

2 [Translator’s footnote:] Also known as the Mosul Plains or Sinjar Plain, 

situated in Nineveh province in Iraq, northeast of Mosul.
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!e Kurdish Peshmarga, the only armed force defending the city, le#. 

!e panic caused by the atrocities that Daesh was perpetrating—rape 

and selling of women and young girls—on the Sinjar Mountains3 

against the Yezidis4  led the people of all 13 Christian towns and cit-

ies of the Nineveh Plains to leave everything behind and %ee in pan-

ic to Kurdistan. Ainkawa, a Christian city on the outskirts of Erbil, 

the capital of Kurdistan, was literally invaded by an exhausted pop-

ulation, in need of everything. Church forecourts and naves, public 

squares, church halls, side streets, then schools … everything was 

"lled to capacity. A %ock at a complete loss. A disaster as never before. 

!e general exodus of a people.5

A#er the very di&cult "rst months, lodging improved. Caravans and 

sometimes also communal meals were o$ered by Caritas from Jordan. 

Church halls or school rooms were converted into cubicles or enclo-

sures for families, though they lacked intimacy. Full apartments or 

sections of them were rented by the church in Erbil.

!e church is expected to furnish everything: lodging, food, health-

care, and even procedures for the liberation of our territories occupied 

by Daesh, or speeding up emigration authorization processes. !e 

church, while a&rming its spiritual mission, does not hide its prefer-

ences: humanitarian needs are its priority, then prefabricated school 

buildings, or houses rented to be turned into classrooms. Culture is 

a Christian’s equity and number-one “weapon” alongside his or her 

3 [Translator’s footnote:] A mountain range on the west side of Tall Afar, near 

the north of the eponymous town of Sinjar, in Nineveh province in Iraq.

4 [Translator’s footnote:] A Kurdish-speaking community of between 100,000 

and 600,000 people in Iraq. They are one of the oldest populations of 

Mesopotamia, from where came their beliefs more than four thousand 

years ago. Their main place of worship is Lalesh, in the Iraqi Kurdistan, but 

several thousand Yezidis live in Syria, Turkey, Armenia and Georgia.

5 According to statistics maintained by the Holy Family Centre, the total 

number of uprooted and migrant Catholic Syriacs from the Mosul diocese 

would be 26,835 people in Erbil-Ainkawa, 4,662 in Duhok, 1,208 in 

Suleimanieh, and 1,000 in Kirkuk. There would be around 4,000 people 

in Lebanon, the same if not more in Jordan, and maybe 2,000 in Turkey. 

Add to this over 1,000 people who have already arrived in France and in 

Germany, and you have a total of approximately 45,000 people, excluding 

those who were already waiting in neighbouring countries or had already 

reached host countries such as the United States, Sweden, Australia, 

western Europe, and New Zealand.
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faith. Priests, bishops assisted by local committed laypersons, along 

with NGOs and international Christian humanitarian organizations 

play the role of the brave good Samaritan … but for how long?

Outside help is getting increasingly scarce. So we were told by alarmed 

voices in Jordan. NGOs increasingly hesitate to help Iraqi Christian 

refugees as such, so as not to be accused of religious sectarianism. De-

spair and impatience grow among the 100,000 to 120,000 displaced 

Iraqi Christians. Everywhere the same daunting question: When are 

we going back home? Can’t the church speed up the emigration appli-

cations that we submitted to the UN?

Emigration is becoming the emergency exit for an increasingly large 

number of people. About 2,000 refugee families in Lebanon, the same 

number if not more in Jordan, 1,000 in Turkey, all in all around 25,000 

have explicitly chosen emigration by registering with United Nations 

o&ces. !at does not count all those who have already arrived in the 

West. Some sources state that 50,000 "les have been or are about to 

be submitted to the American Congress by prominent Chaldean per-

sonalities living within the United States. According to the church’s 

o&cial position, emigration is a human right that falls under freedom 

and individual and family responsibilities, although the church pre-

fers to retain the land a#er it has been liberated. We are in the twel#h 

month of the great exodus and still there is no liberation in sight. Peo-

ple are exasperated.

Daesh or Muslim ex-neighbours control Christians’ houses and prop-

erties; Christian children and youths are deprived of every level of ed-

ucation; there is general unemployment, lack of income and a state 

freeze of wages and bank accounts. Daesh targets not only people but 

also Christian symbols and our cultural and architectural heritage, 

using dynamite to blow up churches, libraries, manuscripts, sculp-

tures and historic monasteries, desecrating Christian crosses and 

cemeteries, destroying museums and ancient archaeological sites, or 

even Muslim heritage … all to erase the historic memory, our peo-

ple’s pride, the memory of any Christian presence on our land, even 

though it predates by 630 years any Muslim presence. !e liberation is 

repeatedly postponed. Obama has been speaking for three years and 
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the endless and bloody Sunni-Shiite war goes on, in the face of a cer-

tain carelessness or incapacity of the central government. !ere are so 

many demoralizing factors for Christians that cause them to lose faith 

in their land and in the possibility of living side by side with Muslims.

Is this not a social and cultural genocide and an irreversible uprooting 

of the Christians of Iraq? Genocide is not only the physical massacre 

of a people; it is also the systematic massacre of their social fabric, cul-

ture, historic and collective memory, future, and active presence in 

the land of their ancestors. Do the Christians of the Nineveh Plains 

feel abandoned and subject to a social and cultural genocide and an 

irreversible uprooting? If the Nineveh Plains are emptied of all Chris-

tians, the entire Christianity of Iraq, a Christianity dating back to the 

apostolic era, is threatened with extinction.

Daesh does not come from nowhere. Daesh and every other jihadist 

Islamist organisation rely on religious and legal texts, some of which 

were written several centuries a#er the Koran and never rejected by 

Islam’s o&cial authorities. As a military force, Daesh will not hold out. 

Sooner or later, it will be vanquished. However, the intensity of the 

Daesh phenomenon is not only military, nor is it short-lived malevo-

lence carried out by enlightened terrorists—which is why we will have 

to target its ideological roots and textual references if we wish to truly 

understand the phenomenon and counter it. Otherwise, a humanitar-

ian disaster and other genocides will occur every so o#en. Maybe they 

will be called di$erently and the methods will be di$erent, but with 

the same results and the same objectives.

In quick succession, from the beginning of the Islamic expansion in 

the Middle East up to the emergence of Daesh: from Iraq to Egypt, 

via Syria, the Holy Land and Turkey, the number of Christians is be-

ing whittled away under the pressure of a conquering and unyielding 

Islam. Before 2003, the number of Christians in Iraq was about a mil-

lion. Today, they are only in the region of 300,000. Why? Is it because 

Christians are cowards and deserters? Is it because they are torment-

ed and being forced out of the country? !eir trust has run out. !ey 

have lost hope for change in their country or in its prevailing frame of 

mind that continually humiliates them by marginalizing them with 
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… helplessness, chronic marginalization. At best, kind words during 

visits from our religious leaders. Always the same tune: You are not 

the only ones a$ected by this general violence. Hold on tight!

But to hold on, we need tangible signs of a true solidarity on the part 

of our government or signs of their understanding of our distress. Our 

distress is not a "nancial issue; it is above all an issue of rights, of re-

spect for our identity, of the recognition of our equal citizenship.

Although emigration is a human right and a solution for increasing 

numbers, unfortunately, we know that it is not the ideal solution. Our 

cities and our land are our homeland and asset, and this is where we 

wish to continue to develop our roots. But for emigration not to be-

come indeed the solution, there are basic conditions to guarantee be-

fore it is too late.

(1) We ask the international community to support the e$orts 

of the Iraqi and Kurdistan governments toward a complete 

liberation of the Nineveh Plains from the control of Daesh, 

and to cut o$ all supplies in arms and logistical support in 

favour of armed jihadist organisations, so that our people 

may return to their towns and villages and rebuild their lives 

peacefully. Reliable international and local guaranties from 

Baghdad and Kurdistan are needed to promote renewed liv-

ing together side by side.  

(2) !e Iraqi government will have to ensure the rights of fam-

ilies, individuals and institutions, including the church, to 

obtain compensation for losses incurred, and it will have to 

rebuild the fractured infrastructure of the territory.

(3) An in-depth reform of public discourse, school programs 

and media is necessary so as to rid them of anything com-

promising civil peace and mutual respect for traditions, reli-

gions, cultures, ethnicities, languages and history. We must 

acknowledge each other as peers, not parasites.

(4) We must remove from the constitution and the law all dis-

criminatory articles based on religious, ethnic or racial af-

"liation, or on gender, and promote the culture of civil 
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citizenship and the distinction between religion and state 

in mutual respect and not intending any tutelage or manip-

ulation.

(5) We must carry out and encourage an enlightened, scienti"c 

and moderate renewed reading of religious texts, particu-

larly from the Muslim angle, for that is where radicalism lies 

and where the use of texts can turn them into time bombs. 

Choose what can serve to bring the faithful closer to God 

and to their neighbour and not what will, even if done in his 

name, be harmful to humankind.

In conclusion, if the political regimes of our countries and our Muslim 

societies decide to apply the aforementioned basic conditions, we can 

continue to co-exist in these lands. If not, “many Christians will con-

tinue to choose exile—the only solution, alas, o$ered to them today to 

live serenely”.  (“Jusqu’au bout”: Nlle Cité, p.11).
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Testimo ny o f H.E. Archbishop Sebouh Sarkissian, 

Armenian Prelacy Dio cese o f Tehran – Ho ly See o f Cilicia, 

Iran

Good a#ernoon, dear sisters and brothers in Christ.

It is a unique joy to be here in this gathering. During the last two days, 

we have discussed matters related to the life of the church all over the 

world, and especially in speci"c areas where there is persecution, dis-

crimination and martyrdom. 

I am focussing on Iran. I have to point out what happened in Iran just 

prior to and at the time of the revolution. Prior to the revolution, the 

authorities were more interested in national and ethnic identities than 

in religions as such. !e Muslim clergy were looking forward to the 

withdrawal of the Shah. !ey were very unhappy with the activities 

of western Christians who came to Iran during the Shah’s regime to 

convert Muslims to Christianity, and they were waiting for an oppor-

tunity to take revenge. !e opportunity came, fortunately or unfortu-

nately: the revolution happened, and the Shah le# the country. 

During the "rst ten years, the people in charge were much worse than 

the Taliban. !ey were fanatic and intolerant in their attitude towards 

Christians, especially those with an evangelical or missionary orien-

tation. During this period, many bad things happened. People were 

killed, assassinated, persecuted, and put in prison. !ose Christians 

who had not been involved in missionary activities, like the Armeni-

ans, did not su$er. But ethnically and on the national level, we were 

also harmed a bit. !ey tried to close our schools. !ey tried to force 

us to teach Christianity in Farsi. Our people did not accept that. Fi-

nally, unfortunately, they imposed on us the requirement to teach re-

ligion in Farsi besides the Armenian texts. 

!is is my sixteenth year in Tehran. Every time I meet with the presi-

dent or ministers or other responsible persons, I tell them, “You have 

insulted us and you are still insulting us because you are imposing on 

us the teaching of your textbooks of religion.” I say to them, “Would 

you like me to prepare a textbook for Islamic religion, to be used in 

your schools?” !ey start laughing, but this is the reality.
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On the other hand, I should say that when I was asked if there is 

there discrimination in Iran, I answered, “Show me a single country 

in the world where there is no discrimination.” Everywhere, even in 

the United States, there is discrimination. But it di$ers from place to 

place. In Tehran, and in Iran in general, we are facing some di&cul-

ties. We are not living in paradise, but neither are we living in hell. As I 

keep telling my friends, whenever people talk about Iran, they take o$ 

their white glasses and put on black glasses, to see everything as black. 

Not everything is black; there are good signs in Iran. 

Just prior to my arrival in Tirana, one of the fundamentalists pub-

lished an article on a website, attacking all Christians, archbishops, 

bishops, pastors and even our members of Parliament, with their 

pictures. I asked my deputy to tell the security authorities that they 

should withdraw the text if it was not their own product. !ey were 

angry, saying that they did not know about it, and in 24 hours this 

piece of information, accusing us of patronizing missionary activity, 

was removed from the website.

We are trying to work wisely with the government and to get what we 

are asking for peacefully and in mutual understanding. To give an ex-

ample: two weeks ago it was the Ashura in Iran, the commemoration 

of the Imam Hussein. For the Shiite Muslims, it is one of the most 

important ceremonies. We discovered that they had involved our peo-

ple. A priest with a cross was standing at the table of Imam Hussein. 

!is was an insult, and I immediately handed a letter to the people in 

charge, saying, “We respect your Imam, but don’t force on us some-

thing that is yours and not ours.” Because sometimes they say, “We 

accept and respect your Jesus, but you are not respecting our Prophet.” 

I respond very frankly, “My friends, you are not accepting my Jesus, 

because my Jesus for me is God, God incarnate. He came to save hu-

manity, while for you Jesus is only a prophet, a word from God, and 

not God as we accept Him, as we follow Him and worship Him.”

So yes, there are di&culties. But I believe it is not as the westerners im-

agine Iran is. Some of my Mennonite friends told me that before com-

ing to Iran they were thinking, “What country are we going to?” But 

a#er their visit, they realized that whatever they had heard and were 
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hearing about Iran was completely di$erent from the reality on the 

ground. I will stop here; maybe you have some questions.  

Mansour Borgi: I am from Iran, from an evangelical background. I 

very much appreciate what the Archbishop said about the situation 

of the church and the Christians in general in Iran. But I understand 

that to be the perspective of somebody from a traditional church, an 

Orthodox church. As he mentioned, from the beginning of the Islamic 

revolution his church has had a di$erent relationship with the Irani-

an authorities, whereas many of the evangelicals have su$ered greatly 

under the Islamic state in the last 35 or 36 years. Let me mention a few 

things, to bring a di$erent perspective: closure of at least 12 churches; 

closure and con"scation of church properties, from church buildings 

to schools, hospitals, cemeteries and retreat camps; closure of the Bible 

Society, and a ban on publication of Bibles and other Christian litera-

ture in Farsi; arrest and detention of at least 370 Christians only in the 

last "ve years, because of their Christian and evangelistic activities, 

on the charge of acting against national security; arrest, detention and 

threatening of church leaders, forcing them to abandon their ministry 

and leave the country; execution and extrajudicial killing, and assassi-

nation as mentioned of some of the Christian leaders, at least seven of 

them known to the rest of the world; restrictions on church services, 

on leadership training and theological training; the use of terminol-

ogy that could be described as hate speech, dehumanizing Christians 

in general and more speci"cally a section of the Christian community, 

describing them as deviant, corrupt, misleading and pests that have to 

be eliminated, paving the way for further violation of their rights. And 

"nally, threatening the family members of the Christian leaders in ex-

ile. !at is why, in addition to how they treat the Baha’i and members 

of other faiths, Iran is among the "#y states with the worst records of 

human rights violations.

Archbishop Sarkissian: Well, every act has its reason and its back-

ground. As I said before, in Iran, especially a#er the revolution, mis-

sionary activity is not allowed. Unfortunately, it is still going on in 

some areas. !e government is watching very closely what is happen-

ing. Let me put it another way. We as Christians believe in dialogue, 
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in mutual respect and mutual understanding. If we believe in that, 

how can we go to a Muslim and say to him in a very impolite way that 

his religion is false and ours is right, that he should leave his religion 

and come to us? I as an Orthodox, forgive me for saying this, will not 

be happy if an evangelical comes to my church and tries to convert 

one of my believers to his denomination. !roughout our history, my 

church—the Syrian Orthodox Church, the Coptic Church—we kept 

our Christian faith according to our tradition that came to us over 

centuries, from the blood of our forefathers. Yes, they con"scate the 

schools, the churches maybe. I don’t encourage that and I don’t say 

that what they have done is right. But we have to "nd out the main 

reasons behind it. !at is the most important. Otherwise we can easily 

blame the government; we can easily say that they have done so and 

so, that they have persecuted, marginalized and martyred our people. 

Yes, we have had martyrs also, during the "rst days of the revolution. 

A friend of mine who is an ayatollah said to me, “You know, Your Em-

inence, that during the "rst period of the revolution we were worse 

than the Taliban, but later on we realized that we cannot go on with 

this mentality and this behaviour.”

Bishop Joseph Bagobiri: I want to commend the two speakers. !ey 

have helped to give a balanced picture of the situation of Christians 

in Iran. !e picture I got listening to His Eminence is not what I have 

been hearing about the fate of Christians in Iran. I want to ask if you 

have in Iran a forum where the di$erent expressions of Christianity 

come together, to stand as a formidable force in the country. I want to 

recommend the Nigerian model. In Nigeria, we have "ve di$erent ex-

pressions of Christianity: the evangelicals, the Pentecostals, the Afri-

can-instituted churches (these are churches that were born in Africa), 

the Christian Council and the Catholics. Initially the Catholic Church 

did not want to be part of this. But we had to join together so that we 

can stand together as the Christian body and be able to speak with one 

voice on issues that a$ect the church, on politics, on the economy and 

other issues. I want to recommend this model to Iran. If that model is 

there, you will not have the kind of situation that you are in. You can 

come together and encourage one another, and say to those who are 

going to excesses on certain things to calm down.
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Archbishop Sarkissian: !ank you very much for the question. In-

deed, from the very beginning of my arrival in Tehran my Catholicos 

Aram I, who is a pioneer of the ecumenical movement and was for a 

long time the moderator of the central and executive committees of 

the World Council of Churches, told me to establish an Iranian Coun-

cil of Churches. !at is something that was not and still is not so easy. 

But now that, fortunately enough, the situation is improving towards 

much more tolerance, I talked to the o&cials saying that I would like 

to establish an Iranian Council of Churches, and I involved our mem-

ber of Parliament. I hope that we will succeed in doing so, and if we do, 

it will be a bene"t for all of us in Iran.

Mansour Borgi: !ank you very much Your Eminence. I do join you 

in that desire and wish that it becomes a reality. At the same time I re-

alize that the Iranian government knows the uniqueness and the op-

portunity that this unity brings about, and that it has tried to separate 

Christians. Many years ago, several councils of churches were initiat-

ed, but the government strongly opposed them. One example was the 

day of prayer, which I think was initiated by the Catholic Church in 

Tehran, at which many church leaders from di$erent denominations 

were coming together and praying together. Two years ago, a#er one 

of these days of prayer, the Iranian government called several of them 

and threatened them that should stop these prayer meetings. So I hope 

that with the friendship and in%uence that you have, this dream can 

become a reality. I would be very glad if my colleagues from various 

denominations would be part of this council.
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Personal presentations and stories
All the groups engaged in a round of personal presentations and the 

sharing of stories, but not all reported back on this part of the time 

that they spent together. Some did, however, communicate particular 

stories re%ecting personal experiences of discrimination or persecu-

tion, or di&cult situations in several countries. Following are some 

examples.

“My father was a pastor. He was very passionate about preaching the 

gospel. He tried to preach in the whole area. From my hometown, 270 

km from the city, he went to remote areas to preach the gospel. And 

one day we heard that our father was kept by the religious [meaning 

Muslim fanatics, mainly sheikhs]. !ey tied him to a tree. I was just 

starting college. When I heard it, I went there with my friends to res-

cue him. When they learned who we were, they beat us. We made a 

deal with them that my father would never come back here to preach 

the gospel. My father, my friends and I were beaten badly. I still have 

scars. I was persecuted because of my father’s preaching of the gospel. 

He never returned to this village again but preached in neighbouring 

villages.”

“My name is Archbishop Audo. I have been a bishop for 25 years, and 

for 25 years I have been working in Syria. Now I am witnessing the 

destruction of everything in Syria. I am from a Chaldean Christian 

family well rooted in the history of Iraq. Among my ancestors, I have 

a martyred priest. I o#en ask myself, ‘Will I be martyred or will I be 

the last Chaldean bishop in Syria?’ People ask me, ‘Are you going back 

to Aleppo?’ I tell them there is no other place where I should be. My 

place is Syria and Aleppo, and this is what the Lord has asked me to 

be. Pray for us.”

“My name is Bishop Joseph Bagobiri. I come from the northern part 

of Nigeria. Northern Nigeria has a population of 80 million people. 

In terms of land mass, it is the biggest region of Nigeria. It is very plu-

ralistic in terms of Christians and Muslims. Christians are feared be-

cause they are the largest minority in the north and are thought to be 

allies with the west, which wants to exterminate the Muslim north. 

Between 2002 and 2014, a total number of 47,000 people have been 
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killed in the north; 50% were Christians. !e year 2014 was the worst 

in terms of persecution, as the portion of Christian victims rose from 

50% to over 80%. !e number of churches destroyed in northern Ni-

geria is 30,000. Other forms of persecution: refusing land. In my dio-

cese (the northern part of Nigeria, predominantly Christian) we have 

lost 900 Christians between 2011 and 2014. We have four communi-

ties in which mass burials had to be conducted (graves of over 100 

people each). In 2011, when we had the presidential elections and Bu-

hari lost, he said the elections were rigged and people started killing 

le# and right. When that happened, there was a con%ict between a 

Muslim and a Christian community close to my house. One night, 

the Muslim community started shooting sporadically in the Christian 

village. When I heard that, I had to go and stand between Muslims 

and Christians. While I was in the middle, gunshots were exchanged. 

I had to leave. It was devastating.”

“I am Titus Vogt. My father is a Lutheran pastor. Sometimes it was not 

so easy during the communist time in East Germany, but it is noth-

ing compared to what we are hearing in this consultation. One of our 

students was [among the three Christians recently] killed in Turkey. 

I am still in close contact with his widow. She speaks a lot about for-

giveness.”

“I have lived in the time of communism. !e communists killed my 

father before I was born. !is was the most important event in my life. 

My mother used to pray for the murderer of my father. My mother 

knew the man who killed my father and used to say at home, ‘!is per-

son is su$ering more than us now.’ !is has shaped my life and voca-

tion. Perhaps for this reason, for this vocation of reconciliation, I was 

sent to Serbia to serve there and to work on reconciliation.”

“I am Bishop Vasiliy Yevchik. I was born and raised in Ukraine. My 

parents were believers. I experienced a lot of humiliation in school 

because I was a believer. My grandfather spent "ve years in prison 

for preaching the gospel, my uncle two years. My parents paid "nes 

because a Bible was found in the house. My dream as a child was to 

preach the gospel. In 1991, I went to Russia to preach the gospel. I had 

a deep desire to speak about Jesus. I started a ministry in Tatarstan 
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Republic of Russia, where I formed a church. We faced a lot of trouble. 

Now the church has over one thousand members and we have planted 

22 churches. We are part of the United Pentecostal Church in Russia, 

and I am the vice president. I am in charge of social ministry: drug 

addition, alcohol, etc.”

“I am Archbishop Sebouh Sarkissian. I was born in Syria and served 

in Kuwait, in Basra, Iraq and then in Aleppo. Now I am primate of the 

diocese of Tehran. !e existence of Christianity in Iran goes back to 

the "rst century AD. Iran for Armenians has been and is a homeland, 

where they have been living for so many centuries. !e major %ow of 

Armenians to Iran was the deportation of large numbers of Armeni-

ans by Shah Abbas in the beginning of the 17th century. !e settle-

ment of the Assyrians, generally known as Nestorians, started from 

the middle of the fourth century, whereas the Catholics and Evangel-

icals are the latest arrivals in Iran. Today there are three Armenian 

dioceses or bishoprics in Iran; there are also dioceses of the Assyrians, 

Chaldeans and Latin Catholics, and Evangelicals. 

“In the beginning of the Islamic revolution, for a while the Christians 

were in a desperate situation, especially those with missionary incli-

nations. !e traditional churches had no di&culties because they nev-

er have had any missionary activity; their main aim was and still is to 

keep their Christian faith and witness to the Gospel. Once the Iran-

Iraq war was over and things were settled down, life was normalized 

and the Christians as minorities enjoyed their rights in practicing 

their religious ceremonies and running their schools.

“I have been serving my community in Tehran since 1999. From that 

time onwards, we have had a department of Christian education and 

inter-church publication. During the last years, we have published 

thousands of Holy Bibles, New Testaments and religious books for the 

people in general and for the youth, children and Sunday School stu-

dents in particular. Armenians and other Christian communities are 

indigenous and are rooted in the history of Iran. !ey have all in-

tegrated into the Iranian society, while keeping their Christian and 

national identity. For the Armenians, the Christian identity is mixed 

with the ethnic identity. !e most challenging phenomenon is how we 
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as Christians can keep "rm our faith and Christian identity as citi-

zens of Iran. Fortunately enough, the constitution of the state has in it 

two articles related to religious minorities. !erefore, the rights of re-

ligious minorities are protected. Besides our religious activities we are 

hoping to establish a council of churches in Iran, to facilitate our co-

operation together on one hand and with the state on the other hand. 

Nowadays, along with many good endeavours, we see an obvious ef-

fort by the state in rebuilding trust and enhancing respect towards 

each other.”

“Before 1952, Egypt was a liberal country. But a#er Nasser, Islamism 

increased in Egypt through the Muslim Brotherhood and Christians 

were isolated from the society. A#er Mubarak and with the revolution 

in 2011, the Egyptians wanted freedom, social justice and human dig-

nity, but they were without a leader and the Brotherhood took over. 

It sought to change the identity of Egypt. Christians su$ered a lot; 

many emigrated. !e second revolution, in 2013, was a huge manifes-

tation rejecting Morsi and Islamism. !e people became more aware 

of their rights. !e president gave permission to build two churches. 

Now the Christians have 40 to 50 members in Parliament (about 10%). 

A new law on the rights of the churches will probably be passed. A new 

council of churches has been established for all the churches in Egypt. 

!e Presbyterian Church—Synod of the Nile is the largest Protestant 

church in the Middle East. It has 400 local churches and is running 24 

schools and two hospitals, which are being used by all groups of so-

ciety. Over the last three years, the church has been concerned about 

the increased number of Egyptians emigrating to Europe and North 

America. We have established seven churches in Europe and 30 in the 

US. We had "ve pastors in Iraq until the crisis, but now just one in 

Basra and two in Kuwait. Every year, we see more refugees attending 

at church. !is is a very big challenge for us.”

“In Tajikistan where I come from, there is a disconnect between the 

"rst revival of religion, the Russian Orthodox Church, and the new 

Christian entities. With Russian Orthodoxy, there was such a tight 

relationship between the church and the national identity that any-

thing that emerges today is seen as a threat. When there is a request for 
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engagement with a Christian tradition, it always begins with the Or-

thodox Church and anything outside that tradition is seen as a threat. 

Persecution takes on an insidious tone as long-time government em-

ployees are not allowed to progress in their career because of their 

religion. You must have a degree to hold a position of authority, but 

getting a degree is not easy for Tajiks. Non-Tajiks are not allowed to 

hold the position of pastor regardless of their degree. !ere are laws 

against home meetings for religious purposes, but in Tajikistan all 

meetings take place in homes, so all are illegal. If the persecuted are 

breaking a law, does that justify persecution? !is global initiative will 

help to signal to our government that peaceful coexistence and trust 

are possible.”

“I was born and raised in a Muslim family and converted to Christi-

anity in 1994. My wife and I went to the US to study counselling and 

complement our degrees in psychology. Back in Turkey, we discov-

ered our calling for church leadership and church planting. In 2012 

we started a church in Istanbul and welcomed regularly people who 

converted to Christianity.  Turkey has a secular constitution, although 

the government admits to being Muslim. !e number of Christians 

remains small, less than 1% of the 80 million people in Turkey. !ere 

is still a lot to do and Christians can openly share the good news. Our 

team uses mass media in television, publishing houses and radio 24/7. 

Many cities do not have a single convert. !ere is no organized per-

secution led by the government but conversion is seen as a big threat. 

Our hope is to become one of the fastest-growing churches in Turkey!”

“I am Jerry Pillay, from South Africa. My parents were Hindu but I 

went to Sunday school unimpeded by my parents and eventually con-

verted. My family followed suit when my father was recovering a#er 

surgery and could not eat. He told God that if God would allow him 

to eat at least a few bites, he would believe. Two plates of food later he 

was a believer and he still is.

“!e South African constitution guarantees religious freedom and de-

spite the di&culties of apartheid, it brought people together to unite 

against a cause. People who su$er persecution unite. Most people 

in South Africa know how to work together. For example, I have a 
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relationship with a Muslim community where we share a great deal. 

Yet people who convert from being Muslim to Christian are o#en vic-

timized, which results in some faiths advising the faithful that ‘you 

don’t have to share your faith publicly.’ ”

“I am from Ukraine, I am a Pentecostal. Under communist rule, the 

people in my town were not allowed to declare their faith and were 

forced to worship underground. Now, in their current situation, the 

faithful from all denominations are able to worship freely and organ-

ize meetings together. O&cials from the town attended prayer servic-

es and the mayor, a#er attending church for the "rst time, asked to 

be invited to church again. !e message we can give to our Christian 

brothers and sisters who are su$ering is: have courage and stay strong.”

“I am a Pentecostal from Cuba. !e Cuban people since 1959 faced 

many struggles and su$ered a lot. Christians were not able to worship 

in public. Despite all the pressure, the believers held on to their faith 

and managed to meet secretly and worship together. A#er the Pope’s 

visit, there are encouraging signs that a dialogue between Cuba and 

the USA is opening. Now the Christians are able to worship publicly, 

with some restrictions. Building new churches is not yet possible. We 

appreciate the help we are receiving from American and Canadian 

churches. I encourage you to keep praying for Cuba.”

“In Kazakhstan, conversion to Christianity means bearing the su$er-

ing of being ostracized by family and community. Besides that, there 

is also open discrimination in terms of job opportunities. Because of 

the cost of converting, many converts revert back to their previous 

faith. For Christians, remaining true to the faith is a daily experience. 

Russians living in Kazakhstan are more easily accepted than Kazakhs 

who have converted. Out of a population of 17 million Kazahks, about 

15,000 are Christians. !e Kazakh Evangelical Church, which began 

in 1993 is very young and struggling.”

Reactions to voices from su"ering churches
In several groups, the pain of listening to the stories of discrimination 

and persecution was mentioned. For some, the information shared 
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was disturbing, but many said that it was good to be aware of what is 

going on the world, especially in places where Christians are su$ering: 

When one is part of a church that represents the religious major-

ity in the country and has the privileges of academic training, it 

is di%cult and sometimes overwhelming to hear and understand 

stories of persecution, but it is also moving and inspiring. Listen-

ing to these stories helps to understand that to lose a position of 

privilege is not the equivalent of being persecuted.

It was also noted that pain should not be idealized. One group report-

ed that the stories of the panellists resonated with the experiences of 

the group members in their respective contexts. It was also observed 

that the experience of discrimination and persecution depends on the 

role of the churches in a particular society. On the other hand, much 

information was entirely new for some of the listeners. One said, “I see 

now how little I know about the situation of Christians in other coun-

tries.” In another group, a participant from a su$ering church felt that 

only negative aspects were shared and that the positive side of coura-

geous witness to the faith was missing: “It is also good to share that the 

church su$ers, but still exists in a wonderful way.” !e importance of 

telling stories in the media was underscored. It was observed that per-

secution happens mostly in the Middle East and South Asia, where the 

church is not the same as in the western part of the world.

Another reaction highlighted by several groups was that all Christians 

must be prepared for persecution. Challenges and su$ering are every-

where, especially in countries where Christians are part of the major-

ity. All su$er, though in di$erent ways: “If you are not su$ering you 

might not really be a good Christian, and if you are, you are probably 

not "ghting.” Taking this re%ection a step further, in one group it was 

stated that we are all persecuted and at the same time, we are all perse-

cutors. !e same sentiment was expressed in another comment speak-

ing of mixed feelings: “!ere is the pain of listening to our brothers 

and sisters who are su$ering, but we need to take into account that 

some of those who persecute Christians today are motivated by fear 

caused by several centuries of persecution and discrimination perpe-

trated by colonizing countries known as ‘Christian.’ ” !e role of the 
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churches was also highlighted in this regard, in particular with re-

spect to colonialism. It was acknowledged that how Christian mis-

sion is carried out in majority-Muslim countries can lead to hostile 

reactions. And in some countries where Christian churches are the 

majority, there has been persecution of Muslims and mosques have 

been burned. Fear of losing privileges can lead us to persecute oth-

ers: “When we are the minority we want dialogue and tolerance, but 

when we are the majority we can become persecutors and discrimi-

nate against others.”

Listening to voices of su$ering prompted theological and ecclesiolog-

ical re%ections. One of the comments was that Christianity is still Eu-

rocentric. !e churches in the West have not paid adequate attention 

to the voices from contexts to which they once brought the gospel. An-

other remark suggested that the issue of persecution o$ers the oppor-

tunity to re%ect on the identity of the church. !e witness to the gospel 

includes bearing the burden of persecution. In the context of Islam, 

which does not tolerate conversion from the faith, there is a great cost 

to bear in being Christian. Converts o#en "nd themselves ostracized 

from family and community. “We have to be prepared to su$er per-

secution, but we do not have to simply accept it”, one participant said. 

Su$ering may strengthen the faith of Christians and sometimes make 

the church grow. What makes this possible? Why is it that in oth-

er situations, persecution causes extinction of the church instead of 

growth? In the history of Christianity, some churches have been ex-

terminated because of persecution, such as the seven churches of the 

book of Revelation, or churches in China and Japan a#er missionary 

e$orts in past centuries. !e theology of martyrdom helps churches 

to live between hope and hopelessness. “!e stories of persecution are 

strong reminders for us to be the church. We need to walk alongside 

those who are facing extermination today.” 

!e importance of church unity in relation to persecution was also 

highlighted. In some places, Christian churches are divided when fac-

ing persecution because of personal interests or the bene"ts that some 

of them get from the government, while the government persecutes 

other churches in the same context. !is causes fragmentation and 
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lack of unity. It is necessary to build good and practical relationships 

with neighbouring churches, and with other communities as well: 

“!e body of Christ has to be strong together.” In one group, the ex-

ample of Albania was cited where the local churches all su$ered and 

were able to work together in building peace and harmony.

!e question of how to de"ne persecution in the global context was 

also part of the discussions. Several comments a&rmed that the situ-

ation today is a result of globalization, and that persecution is a global 

problem with local geo-political factors. It therefore needs to be con-

textualized, historically, socially, culturally and economically. Some-

times persecution is an issue of power, rather than being related to a 

clash between religions. !ere can be various reasons such as political 

interests, sociological di$erences, colonial background, untouchabili-

ty, personal advantages, etc. Religion may not matter much, but it can 

be used to harass Christians. 

!e situation in Pakistan was given as an illustration. Legal discrim-

ination, as in Pakistan with the law on blasphemy, allows for virtual 

impunity and results in de facto persecution, where shades of legality 

allow for a person to be vindicated for a perceived (or real) transgres-

sion, but then be killed by a mob, which su$ers no consequences. Mob 

rule in countries like Indonesia has seen numerous churches burned 

in places where Christians are a minority, e.g. Aceh, without the au-

thorities taking appropriate action. In these situations, the judiciary 

has a particular role to play in protecting religious freedom. It was 

reported that the Supreme Court of Pakistan wants to review judge-

ments of blasphemy, and that the Parliament has called for a revision 

of the law because of its abuse in several cases. In Sri Lanka, the judi-

ciary has yet to set a precedent in countering the anti-conversion law. 

One participant suggested speaking speci"cally of persecution when 

life and property are at stake. Another said, “We do not have to exag-

gerate or dramatize persecution.”

Walking with the persecuted church
A common response to the voices from su$ering churches was that 

discovering the cost paid by persecuted Christians enables those who 

have not experienced persecution to identify more meaningfully with 
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the su$ering church. !e language of “we” and “they”, as in “How 

can we help them?” was discouraged; we are all one body, so together 

we are the persecuted church. Rather, the key word is responsibility. 

What is my personal responsibility in this situation, and what is the 

responsibility of my church? To remain silent and do nothing is not 

an option.

Several groups noted that many churches tend to delegate their re-

sponse to persecution to specialized agencies and experts. !is has 

meant that in some cases the su$ering church feels alone. It was also 

noted that visits paid to Christians facing persecution are in%uenced 

by one’s understanding of what a church is. Is it a local congregation, 

or is it the hierarchy? Whereas some participants requested more vis-

its from international Christian organizations to persecuted churches, 

others felt that the actions taken by agencies are good but not su&-

cient. To respond to the level of su$ering that churches are experi-

encing today, the active participation of the whole body of Christ is 

required. It is the church’s calling to bring hope to those who are af-

%icted. Advocacy and solidarity with those who su$er torment and 

persecution are integral to building relationships between churches. 

!ere was agreement that the way of walking with su$ering churches 

should not be decided from outside, but by these churches themselves. 

One group stated that the fundamental question to be considered is 

whether walking with the persecuted church can be harmful to that 

church. !e norm should be that the persecuted church decides the 

level of relationship with a sister church.  

Multiple groups discussed the need for political action. Churches in 

the West should press their governments, not only to care for perse-

cuted Christians and refugees, but also to act in ways that can bring 

an end to the causes of persecution, e.g. stopping the war in Syria. 

Since persecution of Christians happens mainly in totalitarian socie-

ties, political endeavours to promote democracy and civil society can 

help to reduce discrimination against and persecution of Christians. 

With regard to the situation in the Middle East and the rapidly de-

clining number of Christians in several countries there, the con%ict-

ing nature of two actions to support the su$ering churches was noted. 
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!e choices are to help Christians to stay and maintain their churches’ 

presence in the region where Christianity was born, or to assist those 

who are leaving because of the persecution and helping them to retain 

their Christian identity in their new environment.  

One group raised concern regarding assistance with legal action. Of-

ten churches or church leaders who are confronted with discrimina-

tion and want to dispute a charge do not have the ability to engage a 

lawyer or lack access to the necessary expertise. A case was mentioned 

in Central Asia where a well-intentioned person o$ered to help, but 

the person’s expertise was outdated and in the end hurt the case more 

than it helped. !e group felt that capacity building for churches in 

this regard should be given more attention. In addition, training of 

emerging churches in communications and reporting was encour-

aged, to help them deal with situations that can become contentious 

and be construed as provocative. Religious Liberty Partnerships was 

mentioned as an organization that does training on site, and Advo-

cates International and Human Rights Watch were speci"cally recom-

mended as sources of guidance and legal assistance. !is group also 

emphasized the need for caution in terms of language when speaking 

about discrimination and persecution. For example, if a Muslim cho-

ses to convert to Christianity and is ostracized by his or her family, 

this is not persecution at a national level. It would be good to produce 

a glossary on best practices in use of language, to aid in de"ning ter-

minology.

To help other churches walk alongside the persecuted church, one 

group proposed that “religious freedom watch” reports from many 

global Christian organizations and other international research groups 

should be circulated widely. !e items shared could also include state-

ments denouncing persecution and violence a$ecting church commu-

nities. Another proposal suggested that the Global Christian Forum 

could play the role of conveying solidarity and journeying with the 

persecuted churches through statements and visits. One participant 

stated that “!is consultation has given us the opportunity to look for 

creative solutions” in walking with the su$ering church.
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United response
Just as churches facing discrimination or persecution in a given local, 

national or regional context should be united and support each other, 

churches from outside that want to accompany them in their su$ering 

should also engage in united action. !e need for a united response to 

discrimination, persecution and martyrdom was a&rmed in numer-

ous comments. One participant declared, “Regardless of our di$erent 

denominations and backgrounds, we are looked upon by people out-

side our faith as Christians, as one. We are following Christ together; 

let us work and speak with one voice.” !e cooperation of the Or-

thodox, Catholic and Evangelical churches in Albania was cited as an 

example. It was also suggested that churches that "nd themselves on 

opposite sides of the fault line of discrimination or persecution should 

seek reconciliation and healing. One participant referred in this re-

gard to a powerful event of Turkish–Armenian Christian reconcili-

ation that took place in Izmir, Turkey and wondered how Christians 

could foster reconciliation in Ukraine through demonstrating unity 

in Christ. “!e ecumenical movement is a precious gi# because it al-

lows churches to get together”, this person stated. Another comment 

was that divisions and diversity help us to seek communion and live it 

out. In that sense, diversity can also be seen as a gi#. Bangladesh was 

cited as an example; there the Catholic Church, the National Council 

of Churches and the National Christian Fellowship (Evangelical) each 

have their national committee and also come together in a loose fo-

rum structure that helps them to abide by some rules and regulations. 

Common understanding around issues that are crucial for all three 

church families is considered essential.

Solidarity with all who su"er
Discrimination, persecution and martyrdom happen to followers of 

all religions, not just Christians. Muslims and Hindus are also vic-

tims in many contexts. Churches should raise their voice not only for 

Christians but for all who are persecuted because of their faith, so 

that the love of Christ can break through boundaries. !is will also 

make the cause of Christians more acceptable to friends of other re-

ligions. A typical comment, echoed in other groups as well, was that 
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“We have a mission to represent all religions, not only Christians. We 

need to respect all people with di$erent faiths as members of socie-

ty.” As religious persecution around the world is increasing, solidarity 

with persecuted minorities should not be restricted to Christians but 

must include all other religious communities, in the name of religious 

freedom and universal human rights. “For me, is it important to talk 

about all people who are su$ering, regardless of religion”, one par-

ticipant said. Similarly, a leader of an agency working with refugees 

and displaced persons noted the importance of listening to the voices 

of victims of discrimination and persecution from around the world, 

whatever their faith.

Religious freedom and human rights
“Religious freedom is not just the cornerstone of a democratic, civil 

society; it is the foundation.” !is statement re%ected an overall sen-

timent regarding human rights and, in particular, religious freedom, 

called the “mother of all rights” in one group’s report. It involves free-

dom of thought, conscience, religion and belief, which is basic to all 

human beings, not only homo religiosus. Another group a&rmed that 

the approach to human rights was a blessing for many participants, 

giving them new tools to deal with persecution in their approach to 

governments in their countries.

Several groups underscored the need for churches to work closely 

with institutions related to the United Nations when championing 

the cause of persecuted Christians and other communities. !e issue 

of religious freedom is high on the UN’s agenda. !e suggestion was 

made that global church organizations, such as the WCC, that have 

o&cial status at the United Nations should engage with the Univer-

sal Periodic Review mechanism (UPR) to bring up cases of violation 

of religious freedom. !ey should work with national groups, asking 

them what to report to UPR on their behalf. Another very important 

UN procedure to use is that of the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of 

Religion and Belief. !e current occupant of that position, it was in-

dicated, is a Catholic theologian. In addition to inviting him to con-

duct country visits (pending an o&cial invitation from the country 

in question), other ways of engaging with the Special Rapporteur and 
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making sure that violations of religious freedom are reported to the 

UN exist. It is also important to cooperate with secular organizations 

such as Human Rights Watch, which o#en have much more experi-

ence in engaging with international and regional human rights mech-

anisms than churches and have larger audiences.  

One group member reported on contacts with the World Bank, stating 

that it was also essential to press the issue of religious freedom with 

economic institutions like this one because religious liberty and eco-

nomic development go hand in hand. !is fact has been increasingly 

recognized at the global level, contrary to the trend in Europe to con-

"ne religion to the private sphere.

With regard to human rights, two perspectives were re%ected in the 

group reports. One was that human rights are fundamentally based in 

the Bible, and that Christians should allow for di$ering understand-

ings of human rights by Muslims and other communities that do not 

adhere to biblical teaching. !e other view was that human rights are 

based on natural law, which is no longer generally observed, and that 

today new basic laws are being passed that contradict and harm Chris-

tian values and belief. In this respect, one participant commented that 

from a western European perspective, there is a need at all levels—

political, media, academia, clergy, lay—to spell out a proper under-

standing of freedom of religion and belief.1 Christians should learn to 

register their objections when secular societies pass laws or institute 

social practices that violate this basic human right.

Secularism
In reaction to the stories of su$ering, some participants from high-

ly secularized societies pointed out that secularism was their great-

est problem, and perhaps even an alternative form of persecution. In 

Australia, for instance, the churches are now dealing with a cultural 

shi# towards hard-line secularism, strongly in%uenced by media and 

supported by government. !e question was raised whether in some 

such situations one could speak of discrimination. Do Christians liv-

ing in a secular society experience discrimination? Where is the voice 

1 “Freedom of religion and belief” is a technical term of the UN, with “belief” 

referring to a non-religious worldview.
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of Christ in countries that call themselves free and democratic? Some 

Christian communities in Europe claim that they are persecuted as 

they endeavour to evangelize. Another prominent concern regarding 

Western countries was their spiritual emptiness, which can be a bigger 

danger than persecution. On the other hand, examples of civil organ-

izations in Europe assisting refugees were mentioned as a source of 

hope, as their representatives do seek to focus on the meaning of life.

Christian–Muslim and interfaith relations
!e issue of relations between Christianity and Islam emerged as a 

major theme in several group discussions. Using the term “struggle”, 

one group asked if Islam should be considered inherently anti-Chris-

tian and evil, or to what extent it is possible to work with moder-

ate Muslims who want to live in peace. One participant noted the 

long-standing presence of con%ict: “Going back to Abraham and his 

two sons Isaac and Ishmael, we have to accept that there is hatred be-

tween brothers; it is our responsibility to start with self-examination 

before we ask others to do so.” In response to this approach, a partic-

ipant from Syria stated that violence will continue if Christians opt 

for a position of power. He underscored the importance of freedom of 

conscience, pluralism, interreligious dialogue and ecumenism. Chris-

tians should not support "ghting between Sunnis and Shias, and they 

should not encourage con%icts in the hope that they might destroy 

Islam from inside. Christians have to be a model of charity, recon-

ciliation and wisdom, not viewing Islam as evil or violent. “We have 

to "nd the way of life, leave the door open, and not be in an attitude 

of condemnation, because it will cause violence that will never end”, 

one participant stated. Pointing to the action of Christian militias in 

Syria, another participant questioned the option of military resistance 

against violent Muslim radicalism.

Other group members from the Middle East spoke in the same spirit. 

!ey said that in spite of the long experience of persecution, Chris-

tians in the Holy Land and in the Middle East in general have shown 

their resilience and countered torment with good works in the name 

of Christ. Christian witness is best expressed through acts of love 

and compassion. Christians in the Middle East realize that their 
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commitment to the faith gains respect from Muslims, however averse 

the latter are to Christian evangelization. Many Muslims are begin-

ning to see Christians’ deep convictions and capacity for compassion, 

grounded in their faith in Christ. !e need for the churches to work 

together across denominational lines was also a&rmed.

Another participant observed that interreligious violence has given Is-

lam a bad name. Christians in the Middle East know that problems 

of fundamentalism also exist in Christianity, and that passages in all 

scriptures, including the Bible, can be misused to legitimize violence 

against members of other religious communities.

From Africa, it was reported that for some time now, trust has been 

developed between Christian and Muslim leaders at the regional lev-

el. Whenever there is a threat to peace, or also on topics of mutual 

concern such as climate change, they come together. Today in Africa, 

many families can be found of which half the members are Chris-

tian and the other half are Muslim. In South Africa, interreligious 

dialogue is broad and has resulted in positive and o#en interesting 

outcomes. For example, several Muslim participants end up embrac-

ing ecumenical positions, which completely confuses the outside ob-

server but delivers a strong message. In Nigeria, Muslims bent on 

destroying churches are touched by the responses of Christians to per-

secution and are impressed by the love and compassion of Christians. 

!e number of “secret Christians” among Muslims is growing. On the 

other hand, some Muslims in Nigeria are encouraging intermarriage 

as a means of trapping Christians. When a Christian marries a Mus-

lim woman who converts, all her rights to guardianship and property 

are taken away from her.

On a more general level, the bene"t of "nding allies in the Muslim 

community was highlighted. Christians should not act alone. !ey 

should connect with others in working for peace and justice. Of 

course, there are di$erences between Christians and Muslims but 

God’s good name should be made known to all: “We don’t need to 

lock ourselves up in a fortress to honour God!” !e vital importance 

of interfaith cooperation was also a&rmed from a western European 

perspective, speci"cally an Anglican church working with di$erent 



235

ethnic and religious groups in London. A participant from Africa said 

that he was impressed by how churches in the West provide chaplain-

cies for Muslims in universities.

Some comments on Christian–Muslim relations were of a more polit-

ical nature. It was noted that a group like ISIS cannot operate without 

international help. Nations supplying weapons that feed the wars are 

lacking clear policies. Before the wars in Iraq and Syria the churches 

had good relations with the Muslims. !is harmony has evaporated 

because of the intervention of the USA and other Western powers. It 

was suggested that the churches should support leaders in the Arab 

world such as King Abdullah II of Jordan, who encourages Chris-

tians to speak out with one consolidated voice against discrimination, 

persecution and martyrdom of Christians in Egypt, Iraq and Syria. 

Reference was made to the congress on “!e Challenges Facing Arab 

Christians”, held in September 2013 in Jordan, at which Christian 

leaders from the Arab countries gathered to speak about their situa-

tion, in the context of increasing threats to their existence in the Mid-

dle East.

It was also reported that African political leaders are starting to re-

alize the value of working closely with the Arab Muslim countries in 

"nding solutions together. !e churches can play an important role in 

bringing nations closer to one another. “We need to support leaders 

who oppose all forms of discrimination and persecution and promote 

peace and tolerance”, one participant said.

Evangelism, conversion and proselytism
One group discussed evangelism, conversion and proselytism. Evan-

gelism was seen as integral to Christianity. China was mentioned as a 

country where local Christians are spreading the faith and the church 

is experiencing great revival. !e church in China is manifesting a 

post-denominational Christianity. !e Chinese government, howev-

er, does not allow evangelism among the Kazakhs and the Ugurs, who 

are Muslims. Conversion is understood as a faith commitment, but it 

can be interpreted negatively. Muslim accusations of Christian pros-

elytism need to be addressed with clari"cation about the true nature 

of evangelism. !e conclusion in the group was that evangelization, 
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proselytism and conversion remain problematic issues when we are 

dealing with the issue of persecution.

In another group the document Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 

World, jointly published by the Catholic Church, the WEA and the 

WCC, was referred to. It was suggested that this encouraging paper 

should be widely disseminated and promoted.

!e European refugee crisis
Although the refugee crisis in Europe was not directly on the consul-

tation agenda, one group reported that it should be taken into consid-

eration in discourse on discrimination and persecution, and several 

groups spent time discussing it. A participant who grew up under the 

communist regime of the former Soviet Union testi"ed to the chal-

lenges he faced when his country became free and democratic. He ex-

pressed concern about how to address the needs of refugees who have 

su$ered discrimination and persecution when they arrive in demo-

cratic societies where there is freedom of worship. 

!e %ow of refugees %eeing the Middle East to European secular so-

cieties was seen as an indication of how much people are fearing the 

rising tide of fanatical Islam. !is in%ux of refugees was seen as exac-

erbating problems between Christians and Muslims in Europe. A par-

ticipant from outside Europe wondered if the people of Sweden and 

Germany recognized that Muslims will negatively impact their coun-

tries: “Do they not see the red warning %ag?” Of course, one can also 

be more open and hope that the Muslims coming to Europe will be-

come Christian! Another participant, from the Middle East, said that 

Christians should open their homes to fellow Christians as a "rst pri-

ority and only secondarily to Muslims. !is position was opposed by 

a voice from Europe who defended the principle of accepting refugees 

regardless of their religion, whether Christian or Muslim. In a similar 

comment, the decision of German Chancellor Angela Merkel to re-

ceive a million refugees was called a Christian act. “Never forget the 

origins of the European Union, a peace project based on the Christian 

faith”, said one group member. With regard to the fear of Muslim im-

pact in countries where Christians are the overwhelming majority, it 
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was noted that the same dynamic can be observed in both Europe and 

some African countries such as Kenya.

Beyond the need to welcome the refugees, groups considered whether 

the problems causing the crisis could be resolved. How can the war in 

Syria be stopped? One element of the response was that the situation 

would return to normal if the West, especially the USA, were deter-

mined to bring an end to the war. It was also suggested that Middle 

Eastern countries should close their borders so that no more persons 

could escape.

An encouraging tone was expressed from Jordan, where the presence 

of a large number of refugees has had substantial e$ects on the coun-

try. Christian denominations should work closely with government 

institutions to create educational programs promoting tolerance. !ey 

should o$er services through their local churches to reach all groups 

of the community, including both refugees and locals. Another inter-

esting testimony referred to the reception of refugees from Russia in 

Latin America in the 1930s. !ey were well received, integrated well 

and prospered. !e question was raised whether such experiences 

from a very di$erent historical and cultural context can contribute 

positively to solving the current crisis. “Are we prepared to accept the 

challenges and responsibilities, to open our doors and welcome the 

refugees when they knock at our borders?”

Church, state and society
Only two groups discussed the issue of relations between the church, 

the state and society. It was observed that how Christians view the 

state di$ers according to di$erent traditions, and that various mod-

els of church–state relations exist in di$erent countries. Experiences 

shared in one of the two groups ranged from complete freedom of re-

ligion to situations of serious discrimination, while some came from 

churches that hold a privileged position in their country. It was ob-

served that Christians in the Middle East seem confused about how 

they should view the state. A warning was raised against extrapolating 

models of democracy that function in some countries to other coun-

tries and churches where they may not work. Instead, churches should 
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accept a kind of “political ecumenism” that allows for di$erent forms 

of governmental and organizational structures.

Another comment was that the relationships of Christians with their 

society also vary considerably in di$erent countries, and that this in 

turn has an impact on how those societies view Christians. !e ex-

perience of Christians in relation to their society is in%uenced by the 

type of culture or the varieties of multiculturalism shaping that par-

ticular society. !e relationships also depend on each church’s tradi-

tion; e.g. the Orthodox and Catholic traditions of relating to society 

di$er from how the newer evangelical and Pentecostal churches situ-

ate themselves with regard to society and culture. In addition, church-

es have di$erent internal cultures even though they may share the 

same beliefs. In some contexts, speci"c theological commitments im-

pact the church’s position on cultural or political concerns.

!ese observations were illustrated by the Israeli-Palestinian situ-

ation. How Israel is interpreted theologically in%uences how some 

churches respond to events in the Middle East. Some argued that the 

problems faced by evangelical Christians in Israel/Palestine in relat-

ing to the traditional churches are caused by their support of the Is-

raeli occupation, not by their di$erent ways of expressing their faith.

Process of the meeting and gender balance
!e group reports re%ected unanimous appreciation and gratitude for 

the consultation and the unique opportunity provided to address dis-

crimination, persecution and martyrdom in a gathering representa-

tive of all Christian traditions.

Some speci"c comments were reported concerning the process of 

the meeting and representation. One group explicitly noted the lack 

of gender balance, calling this a serious concern because women are 

very o#en the ones who su$er most from discrimination and persecu-

tion. !e obvious under-representation of women among the speak-

ers, panellists and voices of su$ering churches was seen as detrimental 

to the integrity of the consultation. Another group member asked why 

the United Nations had not been invited to send a representative. In 

the "rst round of group discussions there was criticism that little or no 
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time was made available for interaction from the %oor with the speak-

ers. On the other hand, the fact that a participant from Sudan, who 

was not part of a panel, could give a spontaneous testimony from the 

%oor was warmly welcomed: “It was a moment of sharing the pain and 

sharing peace with the Christians of that country.”
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CONSULTATION MESSAGE
04 November 2015

“If one member su"ers, all su"er together; if one member is hon-

oured, all rejoice together.” (1 Corinthians 12:26)

1. For the "rst time in the modern history of Christianity high 

level leaders and representatives of the various Church tradi-

tions gathered together to listen to, learn from, and stand with 

discriminated and persecuted Churches and Christians in the 

world today.

2. !is global gathering of 145 people took place from 2 – 4 No-

vember, 2015, in Tirana, Albania, a country that was declared 

by its constitution to be an atheist state in 1967, and now has 

%ourishing churches in a framework of religious freedom even 

though some discrimination may remain.

3. !e Consultation, entitled Discrimination, Persecution, Mar-
tyrdom: Following Christ Together, was convened by the 

Global Christian Forum together with the Ponti"cal Council 

for Promoting Christian Unity (Roman Catholic Church), the 

Pentecostal World Fellowship, the World Evangelical Alliance, 

and the World Council of Churches. It was organized in close 

Screen capture, 
‘Persecution, 

Discrimination, 
Martyrdom: 

Following Christ 
Together’ video.
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collaboration with the Orthodox Autocephalous Church of Al-

bania, the Albanian Bishops’ Conference, and the Evangelical 

Alliance of Albania.

4. We have come together because discrimination, persecution 

and martyrdom among Christians and people of other faiths in 

the contemporary world are growing due to a complex variety 

of factors in di$erent realities and contexts.

5. As we follow Christ, Christians can be exposed to any form 

of persecution, su$ering and martyrdom, because the sinful 

world is against the Gospel of salvation. But from earliest times 

Christians experienced the hope and reality of the Resurrec-

tion through walking the way of the Cross. Together we follow 

Christ as we “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matthew 

5:6) for all.

6. !e life of the Church for centuries has been a constant wit-

ness in two ways: the proclamation of the Gospel of Christ, and 

the testimony through the shedding of the martyr’s blood. !e 

21st century is full of moving stories of faithful people who have 

paid for their dedication to Christ through su$ering, torture 

and execution. Christian martyrs unite us in ways we can hard-

ly imagine.

7. We acknowledge that solidarity among Christian churches is 

needed to strengthen Christian witness in the face of discrim-

ination, persecution, and martyrdom. In the 21st century, we 

need to urgently strengthen the solidarity of all Christians, fol-

lowing up on what has been accomplished with insight and dis-

cernment from this Consultation.

8. We repent of having at times persecuted each other and other 

religious communities in history, and ask forgiveness from each 

other and pray for new ways of following Christ together.

In communion with Christ we commit ourselves:

(a) To listen more to the experiences of Christians, Church-

es, and of all those who are discriminated against and 
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persecuted, and deepen our engagement with su$ering     

communities.

(b) To pray more for Churches, Christians, and for all those 

su$ering discrimination and persecution, as well as for 

the transformation of those who discriminate and per-

secute.

(c) To speak up more with respect and dignity, with a clear 

and strong voice together, on behalf of those who are suf-

fering.

(d) To do more in mutual understanding to "nd e$ective 

ways of solidarity and support for healing, reconcilia-

tion, and for the religious freedom of all oppressed and 

persecuted people.

9. Listening to the experience of those going through challenging 

times, praying and discerning together ways of following Christ 

in these harsh realities, the Consultation calls on:

(a) All Christians to include more prominently in their dai-

ly prayers those who are discriminated against, persecut-

ed, and su$ering for the ful"lment of God’s Kingdom.

(b) All Christian organisations on regional, national and 
local levels from various traditions to learn, pray and 

work together in their localities for the persecuted to en-

sure they are better supported.

(c) All Churches to engage more in dialogue and co-oper-

ation with other faith communities, and be “as wise as 

serpents and innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16) by re-

maining vigilant, watchful and fearless in the face of dis-

crimination  and persecution.

(d) All persecutors who discriminate against and oppress 

Christians and violate human rights to cease their abuse, 

and to a&rm the right of all human beings to life and 

dignity.
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(e) All governments to respect and protect the freedom of 

religion and belief of all people as a fundamental human 

right. We also appeal to governments and international 

organisations to respect and protect Christians and all 

other people of goodwill from threats and violence com-

mitted in the name of religion. In addition, we ask them 

to work for peace and reconciliation, to seek the settle-

ment of on-going con%icts, and to stop the %ow of arms, 

especially to violators of human rights.

(f) All media to report in an appropriate and unbiased way 

on violations of religious freedom, including the dis-

crimination and persecution of Christians as well as of 

other faith communities.

(g) All educational institutions to develop opportunities 

and tools to teach young people in particular about hu-

man rights, religious tolerance, healing of memories and 

hostilities of the past, and peaceful means of con%ict res-

olution  and reconciliation.

(h) All people of good will to work for justice, peace and de-

velopment, knowing that poverty and disrespect of hu-

man dignity are major contributing factors to violence.

10. We recommend that the Global Christian Forum evaluates 

within two years the work of this event, and reports to all four 

bodies for their follow up.

May God the Father who created us equal by His grace, strengthen our 

e!orts to overcome all forms of discrimination and persecution.

May His Holy Spirit guide us in solidarity with all those who seek 

peace and reconciliation.

May He heal the wounds of the persecuted and grant us hope as we 

look forward to the glorious coming of our Lord Jesus Christ who will 

make all things new. 
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