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TRURO CONFERENCE – JUNE 2022 

 
Held at Truro Methodist Church June 6th 2022 – hosted by Rev’d Mark Dunn-
Wilson and generously supported by his church and volunteers. 

Introduction and Rationale – Dr Russell Blacker.  
Russell - a retired Consultant Psychiatrist and Senior 
Lecturer in Medicine, and now Methodist Lay 
Preacher and co-founder of the multi-NGO and pan-
denominational Caucus for the Persecuted Church, 
has been lobbying teaching writing performing and 
fund-raising on behalf of persecuted Christians for 
the last 10 years. He organised this and four previous 
conferences which have had far-reaching effects. His 
presentation seeks to identify the key issues which lie 
behind the growing persecution of Christians, 
globally - and what more can be done about it. 

“Today’s meeting is about a serious matter – possibly the most serious item on 
the agenda of the Church worldwide – the growing and global persecution of 
Christian believers which is now taking place on an industrial scale. With every 
passing year new reports emerge revealing that the persecution of Christians – 
who are often vulnerable in other ways, being the poorest of the poor or trapped 
in caste systems – continues to get steadily worse (1-4). Yes, there are other 
issues which pose challenges for our churches, but being imprisoned, displaced 
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from your home and country, your farms businesses schools and churches 
burned down, your children abducted and sold into slavery, plus daily accounts 
of rape torture and murder must, surely, top these?  

And, yes, there have always been periods of persecution - Bishop Philip will 
remind us that the New Testament was written against a background of 
persecution and further expectation of the same - but the sheer scale of the 
persecution now taking place dwarfs that seen at any time in history, even under 
the emperor Domitian. Discrimination and persecution, much of it defined as 
‘severe’ or ‘very severe’, is now a daily experience for more than 360m 
Christians worldwide – that is one in every 7 believers!  

This phenomenon needs contextualising but many churches – at least in the 
West – seem to have abandoned the eschatological perspective which runs right 
through the New Testament and which explains persecution and helps believing 
communities to understand it and endure it. The widespread abandonment of 
preaching and teaching in churches about suffering and the cross, and the all-
important eschatological perspective, would have astonished Jesus and His 
apostles.  

Such abandonment has two serious consequences; firstly, what often makes 
suffering unendurable is when it appears to be random and meaningless; 
suffering for Christ, and in imitation of Christ, can - if properly understood - 
lead to spiritual growth maturity - and perseverance; it also brings glory to God 
and will be rewarded when the Lord returns in glory. The early church 
understood this and the suffering church worldwide is learning it.  

The second serious consequence of this abandonment of the eschatological 
perspective is that many churches and congregations in the West are simply 
“unprepared” – either as the providers of aid and support to suffering Christians 
or as potential victims themselves. All four of Jesus’ parables about His return 
emphasised the need “to be prepared” the definition of which involved doing – 
not just believing.  

Several Christian genocides and crimes against humanity are now taking place 
in various countries but the International community – (including the UN 
created originally to prevent genocide) seems either unwilling or unable to 
address these. One reason is because the UN is dominated by the perpetrators. A 
second reason is because human rights abuses keep being side-lined by mega-
political considerations.  

What is especially worrying is that a significant proportion of this persecution is 
taking place in Commonwealth countries with whom the UK has close alliances 
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and into which we pour substantial financial aid. Elsewhere, gross persecution 
is taking place in countries with whom western nations are falling over 
themselves to do trade deals.  These intersecting interests creates particular 
challenges for foreign policy and political advocacy for Freedom of Religion or 
Belief. It has been a long hard road to persuade western Govts to pay attention 
to this persecution although it does now seem - thanks to the likes of Fiona 
Bruce, Bishop Philip, Mervyn Thomas, John Pontifex and Baroness Cox and 
many many other dedicated lobbyists, that this issue is finally coming onto the 
political agenda. 

The forthcoming Ministerial Conference on Freedom of Religion or Belief, 
which Fiona Bruce will speak about, plus the independent review of the Govt’s 
implementation of the 22 recommendations in the +Truro report which Bishop 
Philip will speak about, mark a line in the sand and provide a timely opportunity 
to re-consider ways to help persecuted minorities.  

When it comes to looking for potential solutions we must start by recognising 
that there are multiple drivers and causes to persecution. Rather than enumerate 
them they can be grouped into four main categories:– Political, Environmental, 
Psychological - and Spiritual.  

A great deal of effort is now being invested in political and environmental 
solutions as we will hear later. Great hope and expectation is attached to the 
new International Freedom of Religion of Belief Alliance but it remains to be 
seen how much genuine commitment to FoRB will remain once internal politics 
or trade and energy deals get in the way. For example, Dalits – who make up the 
majority of Christians in India – were deliberately sidestepped when it came to 
vaccination and medical care during the Covid pandemic. We might also reflect 
on what success international political effort has had in curtailing other human 
rights abuses such as human trafficking, modern slavery, the implementation of 
blasphemy laws, or forced organ harvesting? The task is a huge one. 

And it is reasonable to ask whether Govts such as the UK and the US - who are 
busy urging FoRB on other countries - will be willing to ensure that Freedom of 
Religion or Belief is observed within their own borders? One thinks of the 
shabby treatment afforded to Yazidis and Christians – the acknowledged 
victims of a genocide at the time of IS’ depredations, and the sidestepping of 
Asia Bibi and Maria Shabbaz, and the neglectful treatment of Afghani 
Christians and Hazaras left to fend for themselves, valued seemingly as less 
important than a shipment of dogs. And right across Europe one balks at the 
rising tide of anti-semitism. There are considerable challenges which western 
nations must deal with if they are to set a creditable example to other nations. 
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But, as yet, little attention is being paid to the two remaining categories of 
persecution-causation - psychological and spiritual. Both are powerful and, 
arguably, more powerful on the ground and at the individual level than political 
or environmental causes. The main reason that so little attention is being paid to 
psychological and spiritual causes of persecution is because the topics are 
completely hemmed in by social taboos. It’s like doctors being expected to 
advise patients not to smoke to avoid getting lung cancer - only they’re not 
allowed to mention smoking. It’s safer and easier to attribute persecution to 
things like ‘climate change’ or ‘grazing rights’ rather than to follow the 
evidence. That is line, for example, that our own Govt are taking as regards the 
almost daily attacks by Fulani tribesmen on Christians in Middle-belt Nigeria. 
That 80% of the persecution of Christians is religiously-motivated is the 
elephant in the room; as such it needs to be recognised stated and dealt with - 
not shoved under the carpet out of misplaced political correctness. Things like 
Truth and Reconciliation only work if the Truth is acknowledged. Dealing with 
this in a multi-faith context will require considerable tact patience and skill and 
much hope is attached to the new International Alliance on FoRB. 

It is axiomatic that efforts to help persecuted Christians should take place within 
a wider forum of advocacy for all persecuted minorities. This is right, politically 
and ethically. There are potential risks of aggravating persecution if Christians 
are seen to be especially favoured although this doesn’t seem to inhibit other 
faiths from supporting their own. Moreover, Christians are often so far down the 
scale of deprivation that, as stated in the Truro report, their deficits can only be 
resolved by their being the subject of sustained and focussed attention. The 
advocacy-for-all approach runs a risk of diluting the message as it affects the 
Christians who are not only the most persecuted religio-ethnic group worldwide 
but also the poorest of the poor being allowed, for example, in Pakistan to only 
work in the most menial of jobs such as sewage workers or brick kiln workers.  

Too broad an approach can also these people to fall to the back of the queue. 
For example, it has been shown that when it comes to provision of international 
aid, asylum placements, access to healthcare housing employment or education, 
protection by the military police judiciary and politicians - and media coverage -  
Christians often fall to the back of the queue or are ignored altogether. 
Sometimes they are even pushed to the back of the queue by dominant-faith 
local officials employed by organisations such as UNHCR – a scandal which 
was uncovered several years ago and which is still not being addressed.  

Advocacy on behalf of all works well in situations where everybody is thinking 
and behaving fairly and democratically – as in the sunny atmosphere of 
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international conferences - but things tend to unravel back in home territory 
where there are complex and competing political economic and religious 
interests. International aid is often used to provide leverage for improvement in 
human rights in developing countries but it is often difficult to see where the 
money ends up - and whether it achieves the stated aims. For example, the UK 
gives £378K a day to Pakistan ostensibly to improve the lives of the most 
disadvantaged but this isn’t happening because of which Christians continue to 
rely heavily on support from faith-based NGOs such as Barnabas Fund and Aid 
to the Church in Need.  

Because of all these considerations we must repeatedly turn back to the guiding 
principles of the New Testament where it is unequivocally clear that the 
primary responsibility and burden of caring for persecuted Christians falls to the 
Body of Christ – not the State. Paul demonstrated that in his approach to the 
churches in Asia at the time of the famine in Palestine. Gal 6:10 - Therefore, as 
we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who 
belong to the family of believers. ‘Especially’ - not ‘instead of’. This has 
implications for individual churches’ support and donations to various causes. 
Are suffering Christians near the top of the list? Are they even on the list at all? 
It is clear from the modest donations received by faith-NGOs who support the 
Christian victims of persecution – compared to that given to other charities such 
as Guide Dogs for the Blind - that not enough churches are engaged as they 
should be. 

There are many things that ordinary individuals can do to help persecuted 
people - but to do that you first have to know about it. It continues to amaze me 
that many people in the UK, even in our Churches, have absolutely no idea that 
this persecution is taking place - despite the heroic efforts of Christian advocacy 
groups such as Release International, Open Doors and Christian Solidarity 
Worldwide. It is important that we try and understand why this is so.  

Part of the problem is because of an understandable reluctance (or even 
resistance) to hearing about things that might be upsetting; from my own 
conversations with congregations that is the ‘number one’ reason.  

The second is that these atrocities are happening a long way away and the focus 
of many of our churches is local and parochial.  

But a clear third reason is a simple failure to grasp the duties incumbent on 
being members of the Body of Christ. This, in turn, is linked to a failure of 
teaching and preaching. Several hundred clergy ministers and pastors from 
Cornwall were invited to come along today but only eight did so. If clergy 
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ministers and pastors don’t lead by example it is unlikely that their 
congregations will follow suit.  

The problem goes right to the top. Many senior religious leaders have kept 
strangely quiet about the huge numbers of Christians being killed - possibly out 
of fear of upsetting multi-faith initiatives, or being seen to be too ‘partisan’, or 
maybe because they have swallowed the pill of ‘post-colonial guilt’?   

Of course, some clergy churches and individuals are thoroughly engaged in this 
issue including Bishop Philip and the Bishop of Coventry – and including you 
dear souls who came along today – but it has to be recognised that, as a whole, 
the Church in the West is falling far short of its duty of care towards the Body 
of Christ - even if it understands what that means. Until the Churches in the 
West see themselves as part of the persecuted church - not just in empathy with 
it but totally identified with it – we are unlikely to see progress. 

It is a glorious, but daunting, truth that almighty God chooses to partner with 
His people in fulfilling the aims of His Kingdom; the more Christians who sign 
up to the programme the more He can and will do. Although few of us have 
access to political power we all have access to the greatest power of all through 
prayer - which is the one thing which the victims of persecution most often say 
they need.  

But prayer becomes most effective when it is coupled with a willingness to do 
something. The abolitionist movement began with just a few concerned 
individuals but, bit by bit, it caught the hearts of many, eventually winning over 
majority opinion and leading to worldwide changes. The Truro report begins by 
quoting William Wilberforce – You may choose to look the other way but you 
can never say again that you did not know”. He was undoubtedly quoting from 
Proverbs 24:11-12 – which says the same only more powerfully and poignantly-  

Rescue those being led away to death; hold back those staggering toward 
slaughter. But if you say, “But we knew nothing about this” does not He 
who weighs the heart perceive it? Does not He who guards your life know 
it?  Will He not repay everyone according to what they have done?  

We Christians cannot evade our responsibility. The title of this Conference is, 
appropriately, What more can we do – with an emphasis on the ‘we’. We have 
seven of the country’s leading experts here to present their thoughts and views - 
but this is not a one-way process. Your own views and suggestions are also 
important since we are all in this together. God has brought all of us here today 
for a reason and He may choose to reveal things through members of the 
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audience so there will be opportunity not only to ask questions but also to make 
suggestions.  

References: 

1. Open Door World Watch List 2022 – 
https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/world-watch-
list/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIqvai4Kmn-
AIVhGDmCh1glAuHEAAYASAAEgKlV_D_BwE  

2. Aid to the Church in Need Religious Freedoms Report 2021 - 
https://acnuk.org/event/launch-of-acns-religious-freedom-in-the-world-report/  

3. Pew Research Center – 
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2020/11/10/harassment-of-religious-groups-
continues-to-be-reported-in-more-than-90-of-countries/  

4. Bishop of Truro Independent Review - 
https://christianpersecutionreview.org.uk/storage/2019/07/final-report-and-
recommendations.pdf  

 

Fiona Bruce MP, Prime Minister’s Special Envoy for Freedom of 
Religion or Belief. 
 

In 2010 Fiona became Member of Parliament for Congleton. 
Prior to 2010 Fiona practised as a Solicitor, in Cheshire.   

In Parliament Fiona has focused on championing individual 
freedoms and human rights, both in this country and abroad. 
She served on the International Development Select 
Committee for 4 years and chaired the Parliamentary sub-
committee overseeing the Independent Commission on Aid 
Inspections. Fiona has also sat on the Parliamentary Joint-
Committee on Human Rights and was Chair of the 
Conservative Party Human Rights Commission until 
December 2020. She is Vice-Chair of the All Party 
Parliamentary Group for Freedom of Religion or Belief.  

Fiona was appointed the Prime Minister’s Special Envoy for Freedom of Religion or Belief  in 
December 2020.  As the Prime Minister’s Special Envoy, Fiona is hosting a FoRB Ministerial 
in London on 5th and 6th July entitled “Freedom to believe – for everyone, everywhere.” This 
conference will bring together government ministers, faith leaders and representatives, and 
civil society groups from across the world, to discuss today’s global challenges to FoRB – and, 
critically, it is hoped, to promote practical solutions to address these.   

“It is real pleasure to be with you at the Truro Conference on Freedom of 
Religion or Belief, albeit virtually. I know there will be many friendly faces 

https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/world-watch-list/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIqvai4Kmn-AIVhGDmCh1glAuHEAAYASAAEgKlV_D_BwE
https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/world-watch-list/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIqvai4Kmn-AIVhGDmCh1glAuHEAAYASAAEgKlV_D_BwE
https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/world-watch-list/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIqvai4Kmn-AIVhGDmCh1glAuHEAAYASAAEgKlV_D_BwE
https://acnuk.org/event/launch-of-acns-religious-freedom-in-the-world-report/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2020/11/10/harassment-of-religious-groups-continues-to-be-reported-in-more-than-90-of-countries/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2020/11/10/harassment-of-religious-groups-continues-to-be-reported-in-more-than-90-of-countries/
https://christianpersecutionreview.org.uk/storage/2019/07/final-report-and-recommendations.pdf
https://christianpersecutionreview.org.uk/storage/2019/07/final-report-and-recommendations.pdf
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there and I greet you all and thank those who have arranged this important 
event.  
 
I have been asked to speak to you today about my role as the Prime Minister’s 
Special Envoy for Freedom of Religion or Belief, why Freedom of Religion or 
Belief matters so much, and about the International Conference the UK 
Government is hosting on this subject this summer.  
 
My role as the Prime Minister’s Special Envoy is based in the UK Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Office and encompasses three aspects. 
Firstly, to work internationally on FoRB to help champion this right - and to 
challenge the many violations of it across the world today. I have the privilege 
of Chairing this year a growing Alliance of 36 countries – from the US and 
Brazil, and from Sierra Leone in Africa to Cyprus and Australia and many 
countries in between – who are working together to champion FoRB and to 
challenge its abuses across the world.   
 
Secondly, I work with almost 100 civil society organisations based within the 
UK seeking to promote FoRB, to call out where individuals are persecuted or 
discriminated against, and to campaign to change this. These civil society 
organisations are from a range of backgrounds, such as Christian Solidarity 
Worldwide, Open Doors and Aid to the Church in Need, the Baha’i 
Community, Ahmadiyya Muslims, the Humanists, and many others.  
 
And thirdly, my role is mandated to help facilitate the implementation of the 
Truro Review. FoRB is a huge issue as the Bishop of Truro said when he 
embarked three years ago on his ground breaking review, commissioned by the 
then Foreign Secretary, Jeremy Hunt MP - a review with the purpose of 
examining the Foreign Office response to the persecution of Christians – and 
indeed others. The Bishop when he began to look into abuses of freedom of 
religion or belief across the world, said “I was shocked by its scale, scope and 
severity.” Indeed, Open Doors estimate this year some 360 million Christians 
across the world today in 76 countries suffer high or very high levels of 
persecution or discrimination for their faith.   
 
And of course, persecution not only affects Christians but those of all faiths and 
none. The research centre Pew assesses that 83% of the world’s population live 
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in countries with high or very high restrictions on religion and yet the issue is 
profoundly underrecognized and under addressed compared with many other 
global concerns. Yet, as our Prime Minister, Boris Johnson MP, has said in the 
House of Commons “We all know that wherever freedom of belief is under 
attack, other human rights are under attack as well.”  
 
Right across the world today people are losing their jobs, education, homes, 
livelihoods, families, freedom, access to justice and even life itself, simply on 
account of what they believe. People are being discriminated against, 
marginalised, beaten, threatened, tortured, and killed  - too often by their own 
authoritarian governments, the very governments with a duty to protect their 
freedom of religion or belief. No one should face discrimination, hatred or 
violence simply because of what they believe, and yet in the 21st Century, 
millions do.  
 
And it is noteworthy that where FoRB it is absent not only individuals but 
whole societies suffer. Countries cannot fully develop when they oppress 
members of minorities. Communities are stronger when they include 
everyone. Freedom of belief is one of the foundations of a stable and secure 
society. And as with all other human rights, individuals are the primary holders 
or beneficiaries of FoRB and Governments are the primary duty bearers. 
 
Indeed, when President Franklin D. Roosevelt, one of the driving forces behind 
the establishment of the UN, envisioned a world of peaceful coexistence 
between nations – and how sad that we reflect on that today as the very opposite 
occurs less than three hours plane flight from here – President Roosevelt 
stressed the need for four essential freedoms to exist in any stable, secure, 
democratic society – freedom of expression, freedom from want, freedom from 
fear and freedom of belief.  
 
Freedom of religion or belief is important, not least because it is important in 
itself, giving individuals a sense of worth, purpose and identity, but also 
because it is so closely connected with other rights such as the right to life, 
privacy, assembly and expression - as well as bringing social, economic and 
cultural rights. FoRB can often be seen as “a bellwether human right” – by 
which I mean that the targeting of others on the basis of their religion or belief 
is often an early warning sign of other rights-abuses which will follow.  We saw 
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this only too clearly in Nazi Germany when an early restriction prevented 
households from employing maids of the Jewish faith.  
 
Where there is freedom of belief there is generally also freedom for citizens to 
assemble and better hold authorities to account. Where there is freedom of 
belief there is usually freedom for people to gather together to work, to 
strengthen their economic wellbeing. Where there is freedom of belief countries 
are less prone to violent extremism and terrorism. Indeed, not to put too fine a 
point on it, promoting and defending freedom of religion or belief is an 
important element of promoting global peace. In our current unstable world, 
that is why addressing FoRB is so important, and why the Conference which the 
UK is hosting this July is so timely.  

At this moment of profound global uncertainty and insecurity, we have an 
opportunity to both shine light on this important issue and show to the world 
UK global leadership on FoRB.  

As you know therefore, in addition to the UK holding the Chair of the 
International Alliance on Freedom of Religion or Belief in 2022, this July in 
London, the UK is hosting an International Ministerial Conference on freedom 
of religion or belief.  The event is taking place with the full support and active 
engagement of our Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary, and will be held at the 
prestigious Queen Elizabeth II Conference Centre, just a few steps from 
Parliament.  

Government Ministers and delegations; faith and belief group leaders and 
representatives; and civil society activists from over 50 countries around the 
world will gather over two days, not only to discuss global concerns over 
restrictions to FoRB but also to agree some real and practical commitments to 
change. Two days for the official Conference but over several more days events 
have been organised by civil society around the official Conference dates of 5th 
and 6th July, in London and elsewhere in the UK, and I pay tribute to everyone 
involved in planning these civil society events.  

When I and others first envisioned holding what we initially called a ‘FoRB 
Fringe’ we hoped there would be up to 100 civil society events around the 
official conference – we are now up to well over that! In addition, the Prime 
Minister’s Deputy Special Envoy for FoRB, David Burrowes, and I, have toured 
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the countries to some 25 towns and cities across the UK to talk to church and 
local communities about this important issue in the run up to the conference. 
We have been supported in these events by others such as Mervyn Thomas, 
Chair of the UK FoRB Forum, the Bishop of Truro, and other MPs such as Lisa 
Cameron and Nusrat Ghani, whom I thank. I also want to thank Mervyn, Bishop 
Philip, and everyone involved in the UK FoRB Forum for the integral role they 
have played in the Conference-planning and it is wonderful to see there will be 
several civil society events within the QEII conference centre itself.  

Together at this ground-breaking conference, the biggest UK-hosted 
government international event this year, yet we will be looking at how 
countries, civil society groups, faith and belief group representatives, and 
individuals can together protect and promote freedom of religion or belief and 
prevent violations of this human right. And we will identify and share examples 
of what has worked in different countries, and consider where and how we can 
apply these lessons to the significant challenges the world faces. We will be 
brining survivors to tell their stories and we will be learning from best practice 
and shared experience from across the world – for this is such a huge issue, no 
one has all the answers but together let us hope we can make a start to reverse 
the trend of the increasing number of violations and abuses of freedom of 
religion or belief across the world in this generation.  

So what kind of subjects will we be including at the Conference?  

Well, we will be looking at how FoRB can be protected in the face of global 
challenges - crises in different parts of the world such as Ukraine, Afghanistan 
and elsewhere – and the impact of the global challenge of the pandemic, as well 
as how addressing FoRB can link to the delivering the Sustainable Development 
Goals.  

Under three headings of ‘prevention’, ‘protection’ or ‘promotion’ almost 20 
sessions in the official Ministerial there will be subjects such as early warning 
and atrocity prevention. FoRB as an early warning of other human rights abuses 
and early intervention responses including the role of civil society mediators.  

We will be looking at FoRB and Education – how to include FoRB within 
education; we will look at promoting FoRB in a digital world as well as 
addressing the difficult subject of digital persecution; we will consider how best 
to address FoRB in times of conflict and insecurity, to ensure religious 
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minorities are not targeted and how FoRB can prevent conflict and promote 
community cohesion particularly through the medium of dialogue and 
mediation; we will consider the important issue of the double vulnerability of 
women and girls and how to address this. Other sessions will include FoRB and 
the media; protecting cultural and religious heritage, and there will be a session 
of inspiring Parliamentarians and the good news story of how the All Party 
Parliamentary Group on International Freedom of Religion or Belief has done 
such effective work over the past decade in highlighting FoRB and promoting 
action from our own Government, including the initiation of the landmark Truro 
Review.  

We are particularly keen to ensure there are practical deliverables from the 
conference, such as inspiring a whole new next generation of young 
ambassadors to champion FoRB across the world.  

I hope you are as excited as I am about the Conference and the fact is that 
whether or not you are invited to the official Ministerial there will be more than 
enough to do and see, to engage in and support, to champion, prevent, protect 
and promote freedom of religion or belief for everyone, everywhere at this 
year’s UK-hosted Conference on Freedom of Religion or Belief. I look forward 
to seeing very many of you in London in July.  Thank you for listening to me 
today.  

 

The Rt Revd Philip Mounstephen, Bishop of Truro - “Christian 
persecution: past perspectives; future prospects“. 

Prior to becoming the 16th Bishop of Truro, Bishop Philip was the 
executive leader of the Church Mission Society, enabling 
networking across the Anglican Communion and beyond. 

He was ordained as a deacon in 1988 and priested in 1989. He 
served his curacy at Gerrard’s Cross and Fulmer in the Diocese of 
Oxford, and then served as the Vicar of St James’ Church, West 
Streatham, in the Diocese of Southwark, from 1992 to 1998. 

In 1998 Philip joined the Church Pastoral Aid Society (CPAS), initially tasked with helping 
churches develop youth and children’s ministry, then serving as Head of Ministry and 
ultimately as the deputy general director from 2004 to 2007. 
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In 2007 Philip moved with his wife, Ruth, and daughter, Kitty, to Paris, where he was the 
chaplain of St Michael’s Church, in the centre of Paris, a multicultural church with a 
congregation who spoke around 40 different languages. 

In late 2012, he left Paris for his role at the Church Mission Society. Philip oversaw the 
operation of all CMS’s mission in 40 countries, leading a community of around 3,000 
members and supporting around 350 people in mission around the world. 

Bishop Philip was consecrated on November 30 by the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Most 
Revd Justin Welby, at St Paul’s Cathedral, London and took up his seat in Truro Cathedral on 
January 12, 2019. 

In December 2018 he was asked by the then Foreign Secretary to investigate how well – or 
otherwise - the Foreign Office had responded to the global issue of the global persecution of 
Christians. The recommendations of the final report, published 7 months later, were 
subsequently accepted in full by the UK government. He retains a significant interest in this 
area, and also chairs the Church of England’s Partnership for World Mission, the umbrella 
body which gathers together the C. of E’s various specialist mission agencies. 

“It is a great pleasure and honour to address this conference today. Doing so 
enables me to do something I’ve long wanted to do. I’ve sometime thought in 
recent years that there have been two Bishops of Truro – the one who has 
oversight of the Anglican church in Cornwall and our two parishes in Devon, on 
the one hand, and the other hand the one who did a piece of work for the then 
Foreign Secretary, Jeremy Hunt, three years ago, and who is still very engaged 
in the campaign for what is technically known as ‘Freedom of Religion or 
Belief’. I’ve almost felt at times that I am two separate people – so to address 
this vital issue, as Bishop of Truro, here in Truro means a great deal to me, and 
I’m very grateful to Russell whose longstanding commitment to this issue is so 
exemplary, for the opportunity to do so. 

Russell has asked me to look at this from two perspectives: where have we got 
to, with this issue, and where do we need to go – and to address it particularly 
from the perspective of the Church and its leaders and I’ll try my best to meet 
my brief! So where have we got to? 

It’s now coming up for eight years since ‘The Times’ published an editorial 
entitled ‘Spectators at the Carnage’. It began like this: Across the globe, in the 
Middle East, Asia and Africa, Christians are being bullied, arrested, jailed, 
expelled and executed. Christianity is by most calculations the most persecuted 
religion of modern times. Yet Western politicians until now have been reluctant 
to speak out in support of Christians in peril. 
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Well I’m delighted to say that one man was willing to speak out, Rt. Hon. Jeremy 
Hunt MP. If this subject has gained significant political traction in recent years 
– and it certainly has - it is very largely due to Jeremy Hunt taking the initiative 
to put it front and centre during his time as Foreign Secretary, specifically in 
establishing the Independent Review into Christian Persecution which I was 
honoured to lead. The consequences of his doing so have I believe been 
profound and indeed global. 

Great thanks are certainly due to Jeremy Hunt, and thanks are due to others too. 
I’m delighted that Fiona Bruce was been appointed as the Prime Minister’s 
Special Envoy for Freedom of Religion or Belief. Fiona has taken on the brief 
of Special Envoy with remarkable energy and commitment in the face of some 
very significant challenges and she too deserves our thanks, and I’m delighted 
to call her a friend. And there are others too, such as Caroline Cox and Merv 
Thomas who have given so much to this cause over so many years and I am in 
awe of their resolution and commitment. 

But above all, if we’re talking about thanks, I want to say ‘Thanks be to God!’ 
If this subject has gained significant political traction in recent years - as it 
certainly has - then that in the end is not due to any human agency. I was very 
conscious of what you might call a strong following wind of the Holy Spirit 
propelling the work of the Independent Review forward. So, for instance, I was, 
as it were, handed my Review team on a plate – including two people, David 
Fieldsend and Rachael Varney, both of whom were skilled and experienced in 
this area, and available, and here in Cornwall just when I needed them: and if 
that wasn’t the work of God I don’t know what is! I was handed my review team 
on a plate; we were propelled through what was a narrow window of political 
opportunity just before it closed; and my recommendations were accepted not 
just by the Foreign Office but to my surprise and delight by the Government as 
a whole: a commitment that has been frequently reiterated since, not least in the 
Government’s ‘Global Britain’ paper of last year.  

I was surprised and delighted by all that – so above all else I want to say, ‘To 
God be the glory!’ This was his work from start to finish. And I was hugely 
aware of the many, many people who were praying for our work and that made 
a very significant difference. And if you were one of those people – thank you 
so much. Do know what a difference your prayers made. 

But why does all this matter? Why did I argue in the very first of the Review’s 
recommendations that FoRB should be ‘central to FCO operation and culture’ 
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and that a commitment to it should be ‘enshrined in strategic and operational 
guidelines’? 

In one sense it’s obvious. The wholesale denial of FoRB in today’s world is a 
great evil. I didn’t come to the topic ignorant of it, but nonetheless I was shocked 
by the scale, scope and severity of what we found. That people should be 
targeted simply because they believe different things and organise their lives 
accordingly is a monstrous evil. That 84% of the world’s population have that 
freedom curtailed is simply unacceptable. That 80% of religiously motivated 
discrimination is directed against Christians is intolerable. We simply cannot 
pass by on the other side. 

This is a profoundly moral issue which demands our attention. If you lift the 
stone of persecution and look underneath, you find some very unpleasant things: 
you find gang welfare on an industrial scale driven by drug crime; you find 
authoritarian, totalitarian regimes that are intolerant of dissent and of minorities; 
you find aggressive militant nationalism that insists on uniformity; you find 
religious zealotry and fundamentalism in many different forms that often 
manifests itself in violence. So if we care about those issues we should certainly 
care about the persecution of Christians and about Freedom of Religion or Belief 
more generally.   

But we can take this further. What is often overlooked in a largely secular West, 
which tends to underplay the significance of the phenomenon, is just how this 
issue intersects with issues that are of major concern to countries such as the 
UK. Take trade as an example: plural communities in which the rights of 
minorities are respected are inevitably more stable and therefore make better, 
more secure, trading partners. Think about issues of security too: such societies 
which value plurality will inevitably pose less of a security risk.  

Or think about other human rights and humanitarian issues which tend to be 
looked on with rather more seriousness in the West than does FoRB. But again, 
there’s a clear intersection between the two. Violating a person’s religious 
freedom frequently means a violation of other key human rights such as freedom 
of assembly, freedom of expression, freedom from torture and the very right to 
life itself. And yet that is the lot of religious minorities the world over. If the 
right to FoRB falls, so many other rights fall too. Thus many religious 
minorities, many Christians amongst them, live in much greater poverty and 
suffer from greater food insecurity than do members of the majority community. 
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Many religious minorities are also ethnically distinct as well, so there are, 
frankly, simple issues of racism at work here too. 

There is a particular intersection between the denial of FoRB and gender equality. 
Globally, Christian women are far more likely to be a victims of discrimination 
and persecution, including people trafficking, gender-based violence, 
kidnapping, forced conversion and forced marriage, than are men or members of 
the majority community. Thus they suffer double discrimination: they are 
marginalised and abused simply because they are both women and Christians.  

And it is getting steadily worse: China and India were barely on the radar a decade 
ago. But now according to Pew Research, India is the worst country in the world 
for societal violence against religious minorities. The Chinese Communist Party 
has cracked down hard on churches, and is of course guilty of the most atrocious 
genocidal action towards Uighur Muslims in Xinxiang province. 

And so my point is this – we just cannot see this as a side-bar or special interest 
issue, of interest to a few ‘religious’ people. It bears upon some deeply serious 
issues in today’s world: issues with which Western governments should be 
hugely concerned, issues as trade, poverty, security, racism, women’s rights and 
the very right to life itself. And that is why I argued that FoRB should be ‘central 
to FCO operation and culture’ and that a commitment to it should be ‘enshrined 
in strategic and operational guidelines’. 

The fact is that nation states such as the UK simply can’t afford to be religiously 
illiterate in today’s world. To be religiously illiterate in today’s world is simply 
to fail to understand how and why others act as they do. That is why I argued 
for the FCO to up its game in terms of religious literacy, simply so it can do its 
job better. Again, this is not an option or a special interest issue. If you fail to 
understand the influence of Confucianism as well as Marxism on the Chinese 
Community Party you will fail to understand the Chinese Community Party. If 
you fail to understand the role of the Russian Orthodox Church in Russian 
society you will fail to understand Russia. It’s certainly worth asking as we look 
back on the disaster of Afghanistan whether the key role of religion was 
critically overlooked there too. 

I think in fact we can take this argument one stage further and connect it with 
another huge issue of our day. At the conclusion of the Review I wrote this: It 
seems to me that we currently face two existential threats to human flourishing 
and harmonious communities: climate change and the systematic denial of 
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FoRB. We are beginning to pay proper attention to the former. It is high time 
we paid proper attention to the latter. 

But they may be even more connected than that. In the end only plural states 
with a heart for the common good - a good beyond themselves, rather than their 
own self-aggrandizement - are going truly to care about both these issues. Put 
bluntly I doubt either Kim Jong-Un or the Taliban are that concerned about 
climate change – and they certainly don’t care about FoRB. But action on FoRB 
and action on climate change have common roots and spring from a common 
concern for the common good. Both are about the proper re-balancing of a world 
badly out of kilter. Both are about our determining to seek not our own self-
interest, but the common good: for the health and welfare both of the planet and 
of all humanity. Last summer, as we prepared for the second anniversary of my 
Review’s publication, Jeremy Hunt texted me saying that ‘the last few years 
have been bad globally for democracies and good for autocracies’ – and it no 
surprise therefore that those years have been bad too both for the planet and for 
FoRB. It is a sad fact that the past decade has seen a significant rise in both CO2 
emissions and persecution in the world’s two most populous countries: India 
and China. That, I suggest, is no coincidence. I’m not saying there is a causal 
relationship between the two. But I do believe there’s a moral relationship 
between them. 

So what I’ve tried to do over the last few minutes is illustrate why this issue 
matters, and to illustrate why it should matter not just from a Christian 
perspective but from the perspective of a Western liberal government. We have 
to make the case for taking this issue seriously in a way that has traction in the 
public square, and not just in the Church. 

One key way we do that is, I believe is - as a matter of fundamental principle - 
by arguing for Freedom of Religion or Belief for all – and not just for Christians. 
Why do I argue for that? 

First, to single out any one community just makes it even more vulnerable, and 
we have to avoid that. That’s why the recommendations of my Review warn 
against unintentional ‘othering’ of the Christian community. It we exercise 
favouritism towards Christians we risk portraying them as stooges of the West 
and thus increase their vulnerability. And of course Christians in India and 
Egypt, for example, don’t want to be portrayed as a western import, but as 
authentically and fully Indian and Egyptian. So my clear conviction is that the 
single best way to protect Christians from persecution is not to single them out 
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for special treatment but to guarantee Freedom of Religion or Belief for 
everyone. 

And secondly it is simply not part of the Christian tradition to seek special 
favours. We have to take Jesus’ teaching about who our neighbour is with all 
due seriousness. We must love our neighbours indiscriminately, without picking 
and choosing and exercising any favouritism or making a special case for 
ourselves or for our brothers and sisters in need. 

But equally, I think we must recognise that the persecution of Christians 
specifically has been sadly overlooked in the West and I think Jeremy Hunt was 
quite right to shine a spotlight on it and I’m delighted he did. As I said at the 
launch of the Review if we are blind to the persecution of Christians we are 
turning our backs on some of the world’s poorest and most vulnerable people. 
It’s for that reason that Recommendation number 3 of my Review calls on HMG 
to, ‘Name the phenomenon of Christian discrimination and persecution and 
undertake work to identify its particular character alongside similar definitions 
for other religions, to better inform and develop … policies to address these.’  

It was controversial to ask for it to be named, and people got hung up on what it 
should be called. I suggest ‘Christian persecution’ serves perfectly well. But to 
get hung up on the name is to miss the point. We urgently need to ask why the 
Christian faith attracts 80% of religiously motivated discrimination and 
violence. We need to study and understand this phenomenon in its own right, 
just as we have with Islamophobia and anti-Semitism. Because if we don’t then 
it just once again slips back into becoming one human rights abuse amongst 
many and we fail to give it – and its victims – the attention it, and they, deserve. 

Nonetheless I’m sure that taking a broad FoRB for all approach in framing my 
recommendations did ensure that the issue gained traction in a way it wouldn’t 
have done otherwise. As I said before I am delighted by the way this issue has 
become part of our public discourse in the UK. I am struck how often the work 
of the Review is referred to in Parliament. I’m delighted too by the civil society 
response. Some 16 months ago a number of civil society organisations – around 
90 at the last count – came together to establish the UK FoRB Forum to make 
common cause on this issue. It was my privilege to chair it for its first year and 
I’ve now handed that on to my good friend, Merv Thomas. And the Forum has 
been kind enough to honour me as its Founding Chair. 
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I’m delighted too that Fiona Bruce has taken an increasingly active role on the 
Steering Group which leads the International Religious Freedom of Belief 
Alliance, an alliance of 33 like minded countries working together to champion 
FoRB and to call out cases of particular concern of persecution or discrimination 
around the world. The Alliance is a significant means of giving FoRB the 
prominence it deserves on the global stage. Indeed Fiona is now Chair of that 
steering group. 

And I’m delighted by HMG’s repeatedly restated commitment to implement the 
recommendations of my Review. It’s frequently reiterated in answers to 
parliamentary questions, and it was clearly affirmed in the 2019 Conservative 
Party manifesto and in the more recent Global Britain paper. 

But for all that I do have some concerns: and those relate to that practical issue 
of putting FoRB front and centre to the FCDO’s operations, as my Review 
commits it to do. Let me give you some examples. 

There was a very worrying and signal failure on the part of all Western nations, 
the UK included, to take the great vulnerability of religious minorities seriously 
when it came to extracting people from Afghanistan, despite the self-evident 
fact that Sikhs, Hindus, Hazara Shias and Christians were rendered extremely 
vulnerable by the Taliban takeover – a horrendous number of Hazaras have been 
killed in violent atrocities since then. Other groups were identified for help by 
the Government, but not religious minorities, including the extremely 
vulnerable Christian community: apostates in the eyes of the Taliban and 
therefore deserving of death. In fact a significant number of members of 
religious minorities have been airlifted out of Afghanistan – but none of them 
by Western governments, despite their extreme vulnerability, but rather by 
private individuals and charities acting on their own initiative.  

Or take the case of the violence in the Middle Belt in Nigeria. Less than a year 
ago the then relevant government minister claimed in a letter to be "unaware of 
substantiated evidence that extremist Islamist ideology is a driver of 
intercommunal attacks". I’m afraid that is so completely at odds with the 
evidence, including that cited in the Independent Review, as to be literally 
incredible. And of course while the FCDO continues to claim there is no 
religious component to the violence they will fail to come up with religiously 
literate responses to it. 
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I also remain disappointed by the Government’s resistance to the genocide 
amendment to the Trade Bill last spring. As Lord Alton said at the time: the 
Government has continued… their policy that only a Court can fully determine 
whether a genocide is occurring. They do so knowing that no such domestic 
Court is empowered to do this and that international courts will be blocked from 
doing so by the perpetrators of genocide. Thus business as usual is enshrined – 
and business as usual is good news only for the perpetrators of genocide. 

But for all that this is a moment of great opportunity. Yes, I fear there has been 
the sound of foot dragging on the part of some officials but there are encouraging 
signs in recent days of evident political will to see change.  

And this year sees two very significant opportunities to see that political will put 
into practice. The last of my recommendations called for the implementation of 
them all to be independently reviewed after three years. That Review has been 
completed and I for one am very keen to see its conclusions. And I suggest that 
any MPs who are equally keen might like to press for their publication too! 

Furthermore the UK faces another significant opportunity in that we hosting an 
international Ministerial conference on FoRB this summer, with the US 
Secretary of State, amongst many others, planning to come. This is a wonderful 
opportunity for the UK to make a significant statement on the global stage as to 
the importance it attaches to this issue and I’m pleased the government seems 
determined to take full advantage of it. It’s a wonderful opportunity to state 
clearly just what importance the UK attaches to this issue, as increasingly I 
believe it does.  

So I do urge HMG to grasp these opportunities: to recognise how critical this 
issue is in today’s world and to put FoRB front and centre - not just in rhetoric 
but in reality. 

So that gives you a flavour I hope of where we’ve got to. Yes, the situation 
globally is worsening but the awareness of the issue in this and in other Western 
countries is certainly growing, thank God. 

But where do we need to go now? Much more briefly, let me suggest three things 
we need to do.  

First we need to be engaged citizens on this issue. We need to let our 
parliamentary representatives know we care about this issue, and urge them to 
push HMG to continue to be proactive on this issue. We need to receive 
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Russell’s regular news digest; we need to connect with the key agencies, 
whether that’s CSW, Release International, Open Doors, Aid to the Church in 
Need, Hart or whoever. Specifically we can support and promote the nationwide 
campaign to engage churches on FoRB which has launched by Fiona Bruce 
under the banner ‘End the Persecution’. 

Second we need to develop a genuinely international perspective – and this is 
particularly an appeal to us in Cornwall. We in Cornwall ought to have a 
genuinely open international perspective. After all we were trading tin 
internationally with the Middle East when the rest of Britain was still a swamp. 
There would have been no bronze age without Cornish tin. We have shaped the 
world through industrial innovation and we have a huge diaspora too. So we 
ought to have a naturally global outlook, though I fear we don’t always have. 
Often we are far too introspective and frankly a bit resentful of the wider world, 
especially ‘up country’. 

That’s why I hope to develop a link between us and the Church in Lebanon, our 
ancient partners in the tin trade – not because I think we have so much to offer 
them – though I’m sure we have – but because I’m convinced from my own 
experience in that fascinating if troubled country that they have much to teach 
us about faithful, generous, sacrificial ministry. 

And then thirdly and finally – and more fully than those first two – we need to 
develop a genuine spirituality of persecution. 

There is a good argument that says that historically persecution has been the 
normal state of things for the Church – not an exception at all, and the church 
should always therefore expect it: indeed much of the NT was written in a 
context where Christian faith faced significant hostility if not persecution. 

I’ve always been struck by John’s words at the beginning of Revelation where he 
describes himself as, ‘I, John, your brother and companion in the suffering and 
kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus.’ It’s noticeable that he’s 
not just describing his own situation but that of those he’s writing to as well. 
There’s a really good argument that that is our normal state as Christians, that 
across the world we are brothers and sisters and companions in the suffering and 
kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus. And all three are 
important: the Kingdom yes, but the suffering that goes with the Kingdom, and 
the patient endurance that is ours as we await the Kingdom in all its fulness.  
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This idea that persecution is part of the normal state of things for the Church of 
God seems to be hard-wired into Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount. 
These words are probably very familiar to us. Ask any Christian reasonably 
familiar with their Bible to quote one of the Beatitudes they’re likely, I would 
suggest, to come up with something like, Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs 
is the kingdom of heaven, or Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth, 
or, if they think of John Keble’s famous hymn, Blessed are the pure in heart, for 
they shall see our God. But how likely would a Western Christian be to come up 
with Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven? Not so likely I would suggest. 

We are happy to take the Sermon on the Mount and the Beatitudes as normative 
for Christians – and yet we are nonetheless very inclined, I suggest, to ignore the 
last two of them – for there are indeed not one but two Beatitudes dedicated to 
persecution, and that is the theme they end on, with Jesus saying, Blessed are you 
when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you 
falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, 
for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

And those last words emphasise how normative persecution is for people of faith: 
for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. And we 
of course follow one who was killed on a cross for blasphemy. Jesus was himself 
the victim of religious persecution. 

So the Beatitudes and the cross remind us that there is something normative about 
persecution for the Christian church. And if we don’t currently face it then we 
should be thankful for that. But if it is normative we should also ask ourselves 
how we would face it were it ever to come. And that brings us to some specific 
and vital words from the book of Daniel and to what Shadrach, Meshach and 
Abednego say to the Emperor Nebuchadnezzar – words which I think are so 
important in articulating what you might call a spirituality of persecution. This is 
what they say: “O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer you in this matter. 
If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery 
furnace; and he will deliver us out of your hand, O king. But if not, be it known 
to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the golden image 
which you have set up.” 

Of course they were delivered from the fiery furnace – but there was no guarantee 
that they would be. But the point is that, delivered or not, their resolve was 
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unfaltering: But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods 
or worship the golden image which you have set up. 

If you want a modern parallel think of the 21 Coptic Christians martyred on a 
beach in Libya. They could have said just what Shadrach, Meshach and 
Abednego said. And they were not rescued. Instead, they died with the name of 
their Lord Jesus on their lips because they would not renounce their faith nor their 
belief and trust in him. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not 
serve your gods or worship the golden image which you have set up. 

The simple question this leaves me with – and I leave this with you too – it this: 
how would I react in such a situation – a situation, remember, which is normative 
for many Christians across the world today? Would I too say whatever was the 
equivalent of But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your 
gods or worship the golden image which you have set up. Or would I falter and 
surrender? I honestly don’t know, any more I guess than any of us would until 
brought to that point.  

But let us remember that countless Christians through history and across the 
world today face just such a choice: our brothers and sisters and companions in 
the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus. So above 
all let us pray for them and do all we can to support them and hold them in our 
hearts and minds – as no doubt they would for us, were the tables turned. And 
let’s remember God’s promise to them as we find it in Revelation:  

For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, 
    and he will guide them to springs of living water; 
and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. Amen. 
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Paul Robinson & Revd Imtiaz Ashraf – “The persecution of 
Christians and a Biblical response. What more can we do? 

Release International is a well-known and respected 
Christian Ministry which seeks to love and serve 
persecuted Christians around the world, raising their 
voice here in the UK and Ireland. Paul has been its CEO 
since 2012.  
 
Paul gave his life to Jesus Christ in 1984 while serving in 
the British military and, from that beginning, felt called by 
God to serve those on the margins of society with the 
compassion of Jesus Christ. With many years of 

leadership experience in churches, and in the private and charity sectors, Paul now 
considers it one of the greatest privileges of his life to be able to serve persecuted 
Christians around the world; sharing fellowship with them in suffering (and 
overcoming!), learning lessons of true Christian discipleship with them.  
 
On behalf of Release International, Paul reminds Christians in the UK and Ireland 
that we are all part of the one Body of Christ and are called by God to, “Remember 
those who are in prison, as though in prison with them, and those who are 
mistreated, since you also are in the body.” (Hebrews 13 verse 3) 
 
 

Revd. Imtiaz A. Trask, was born in Pakistan and came to the 
UK in 1963. He became a follower of Christ in his early teens 
from a nominal Islamic household after watching two films: a 
Billy Graham film and The Cross and Switch Blade. He worked 
with the London City Mission for fourteen years as a church-
based missionary and, during that time, served as a Chaplain 
to, and Special Constable with, the Metropolitan Police.  
 
For two years Imtiaz worked with a charity that enabled him to 
minister in Nigeria and, in 2006, he joined the staff team at 
Release International and has had the privilege of travelling all 

over the UK to speak to churches about the persecution of Christians.  
 
Imtiaz has been to India and Sri Lanka to minister with persecuted Christians but the 
country he visits most is his homeland, Pakistan. Since 2006, He has travelled to 
Pakistan regularly to love and serve Christians who have experienced all kinds of 
suffering and persecution. He has visited those who have been falsely accused of 
blasphemy, including visiting Asia Bibi in 2013. He was involved in helping Christians 
where villages have been attacked and houses burnt down. In 2015 and 2016 he 
ministered among those who lost their loved ones during two bomb blasts in Lahore. 
Imtiaz also ministers among those who have converted to Christianity, especially 
from a Muslim background.  
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Currently, Imtiaz is the Release International Volunteering Ambassador and a Non-
Stipend Minister serving at a church in Tunbridge Wells. He loves and plays cricket 
and is a fan of the Pakistani cricket team. Any chance he gets he will go and watch 
Pakistan play. 
 
Paul: 
Good morning. Imtiaz and I bring you greetings from all the staff, volunteers, 
and international partners at Release International. We both feel privileged to 
have been invited to speak with you today. Because the session we’ve been 
allocated is quite a long one, you may appreciate knowing that our talk will not 
be technical or academic, instead we hope it will be real, about real people 
suffering real opposition or persecution for their following of the real and living 
Jesus Christ.  
 
Imtiaz and I do not want you to see us today. We want you to see only one 
precious thing; the very precious body of Jesus Christ as it exists in the earth 
today. We want you to see your persecuted brothers and sisters as they live for 
Jesus Christ in some of the worst circumstances any human being can face. 
Pastor Richard Wurmbrand, who inspired the founding of Release International, 
wrote these words in the late 1960s… ‘I tremble because of the sufferings of 
those persecuted in different lands. I tremble thinking about the eternal 
destiny of their torturers. I tremble for Western Christians who don’t help 
their persecuted brethren… The West sleeps and must be awakened to see the 
plight of the captive nations.’ Imtiaz and I simply want all Christians in so 
called ‘free’ nations to wake up to what their brothers and sisters are enduring 
today and to act purposefully in their interests.  
 
I’ll begin with a few words about Release International. Release International is 
a Christian Ministry. We are not a human rights organisation, an NGO, or a 
campaigning body. We are a Christian Ministry which comes from, and 
ministers to and with, the one global body of Jesus Christ.  
 
Reverend Richard Wurmbrand and his wife Sabina came to the UK in 1966. 
Both had been imprisoned in communist Romania because they refused to 
compromise their Christian faith. Richard was imprisoned for 14 years, during 
which time he was also brutally tortured. Following his release Richard wrote 
his marvellous book, ‘Tortured for Christ’ and in 1968 the Ministry of Release 
International began. At the end of the book, Richard gave this impassioned plea 
to us all... “Our brothers and sisters, there alone, are waging the most 

https://releaseinternational.org/product/tortured-for-christ/
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courageous battle of faith, equal to the heroism, courage, and dedication of 
the Early Church. Don't abandon them, remember them.”  
 
From the first day Release International began we have done our best to fulfil 
our calling to love and serve persecuted Christians: 

• Raising their voice  
• Calling UK Christians in to fellowship with them  
• Learning lessons of Christian discipleship with them  
• Giving them the 'tools' they need to live for Jesus Christ 
• Maintaining Christian stewardship to honour them. 

 
Richard came from persecuted Christians with a mandate to raise their voice to 
all who would hear. One of the things he said, on their behalf, was this… "Give 
us the tools we need! We will pay the price for using them!"  
 
We do not suppose we have any special solution to offer those being persecuted 
for Christ, we do not go to them with our own ideas or ways of doing ministry. 
No – we spend time with them, and we listen, long and hard, to what they say 
they need. And then we come from them, doing all we can to raise their voices 
so that people like you and me might invest ourselves in providing those tools 
they need to live faithfully for Jesus Christ, right where they are, so they can 
take their part in fulfilling the Great Commission of Jesus Christ, until He 
returns.  
 
You see, the persecution of Christians is not principally a human rights issue 
and will never be properly addressed only on a human rights basis. The 
persecution of Christians is, before anything else, a spiritual issue, one of 
conflict, which can be understood right from the book of Genesis through to the 
book of Revelation. If you want to understand that more fully, then I 
recommend this book to you, written by one of our own staff members, Kenneth 
Harrod. ‘Promise and Persecution, A biblical theology of suffering for Christ’.  
 
The persecution of any minority, or person, on the basis of faith or their real or 
perceived identity is wholly wrong, and we should be disgusted by it. But as we 
shall see in a moment, the persecution of Christians is taking place on such a 
vast scale that we, at Release International, remain single-minded about serving 
persecuted Christians and will never compromise on our calling, using all the 

https://releaseinternational.org/product/promise-and-persecution/
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resources we are given to prayerfully, pastorally, and practically, love and serve 
them.  
 
The title of our presentation is: A Biblical Response to the persecution of 
Christians.  
 
The title needs to be understood within context and to provide some of that 
context Imtiaz and I will speak briefly to the following headings:  

• The scale of persecution throughout the World  
• The voice of persecution within a single country  
• Biblical response  
• The church’s response.  

 
It’s rare for the persecution of Christians to be reported in the mainstream 
media, so an article by John Allen in the Spectator magazine, October 2013, 
caught my attention: Entitled, ‘The War on Christians’ John began his article by 
writing these words: …”the global war on Christians remains the greatest 
story never told of the early 21st century”. It was a bold and provocative 
statement. The subtitle to John’s article is equally bold: The global persecution 
of churchgoers is the unreported catastrophe of our time. John went on to 
include some controversial statistics, for example, he wrote: ‘According to the 
Pew Forum, between 2006 and 2010 Christians faced some form of 
discrimination, either de jure or de facto, in a staggering total of 139 nations, 
which is almost three-quarters of all the countries on earth’.  
 
Of course, the numbers John cited have increased since that time. Indded, he 
Bishop of Truro’s Review cites the following:  

• That, approximately 245 million Christians living in the top 50 
countries suffer high levels of persecution or worse. Again the 
numbers have increased since the report was published and some now 
say more than 300 million believers are being persecution across the 
world.  

• The Review cited that 736 attacks were recorded in India in 2017, 
more than double that in 2016.  

• The Review cited an upsurge in China of persecution against 
Christians between 2014 and 2016, with government authorities in 
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Zheijiang Province targeting up to 2,000 churches, which were either 
partially or completely destroyed, or had their crosses removed.  

 
Again, those statistics are already old, but they represented individual, flesh and 
blood human beings, suffering for Jesus Christ – our brothers and sisters.  
 
Following the publication of the Truro report, Release International took part in 
BBC Radio Four’s Sunday programme on 22nd September 2019, during which 
one of the invited guests criticised the methodology of some of the Report’s 
statistics and disputed some of the numbers of those being persecuted. The 
person being interviewed made some good points, but I was left extremely 
annoyed. Here was a Christian leader, challenging the data of the Bishop’s 
Review rather than shouting from the rooftops about the massive scale of 
persecution towards Christians throughout the world.  
 
I’ve heard others dispute the statistics too; one person said to me, “I’m sure it’s 
not 300 million who are being persecuted, but only 100 Million!”.  
 
It is always justifiable to challenge statistics, but to say only 100 million? 
ONLY 100 million? I could not believe what I heard!  
 
Look around this building right now. How many people are in this room (n = 
50)? You can imagine this number of people because you can see them with 
your own eyes. But now try to visualise the number of people in your village or 
town. Try and visualise the population of Truro as individual, flesh and blood 
people – that’s about 21,000 people. It simply not possible to do. Try and 
visualise, as individual people, the population of Cornwall. That’s about 
568,000 people. Or the population of the Southwest: about 5.6 million. And the 
population of the United Kingdom: upwards of 65 million. You simply cannot 
visualise that number of individual people. But now multiply the population of 
the United Kingdom by five and you arrive at the figure recently cited: more 
than 300 million individual Christians being persecuted for their faith in Christ 
alone. Not persecuted because they have committed any crime but because, like 
you and me, they have chosen to follow Jesus Christ!  
 
This persecution is on a continuum ranging from discrimination, through: 
intimidation, violence, imprisonment and torture, all the way to being killed for 
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their faith in Christ, which we should always call martyrdom for the sake of 
Jesus Christ. We cannot ever visualise, or even consider, >300 million 
individual brothers and sisters being persecuted today, in so many countries 
globally. 
 
Reverend Imtiaz will now highlight one country in which the persecution of 
Christians takes place  
 
Imtiaz:  
Pakistan is a country of colour, of wonderful hospitality and food, the best curry 
in the world! However, it’s also a country struggling with poverty and many 
social issues. Although Muslims and Christians live together there is always the 
potential of an outbreak of violence, often from false allegations of blasphemy 
which can lead to Christians or whole Christian villages and townships being 
attacked. The U.S. Secretary of State has designated Pakistan a “country of 
particular concern” over violations to religious freedom. For several years many 
Christians have had to cope with all kinds of persecution. That has come in the 
shape of false blasphemy accusations, forced conversions, abductions, forced 
marriages and physical violence.  
 
For many Christians, unless you are well educated, it is hard to find a job. 80% 
of sanitation workers and street sweepers are Christians (ref: Water Aid report). 
Christian women are also very vulnerable; they are kidnapped, raped, forced 
into marriages, and forced to convert to Islam.  
 
Also, over the years, I have witnessed many Muslims who have converted to 
Christianity; this is very dangerous for them since most converts are rejected by 
their families and community, some are seriously assaulted by their own fathers 
or uncles, and isolation and loneliness are the realities for these newly baptised 
brothers and sisters.  
 
Although churches are open and Pakistanis are free to worship, there have been 
several violent attacks on church buildings and services, leading many 
congregations to appoint security guards for protection. 
 
I have been visiting Pakistan since 2006 and have seen villages burnt down. I 
have spent time with those who have suffered because of their conversion from 
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Islam to Christianity and I have also met very vulnerable Christian girls who 
have experienced all kinds of abuse and violence. Over the years during my 
ministry in Pakistan there have been times where I have been brought to tears 
by what I have seen and heard from those who have suffered from beatings, 
bomb blasts, and those who have been imprisoned on false allegations of 
blasphemy.  
 
Paul, our CEO, came with me to Pakistan, and we visited a woman who we call 
Rose (not her real name). Rose converted from Islam to true faith in Christ. And 
because of that she had to leave her home and community. Her own mother sent  
 
Good morning. Imtiaz and I bring you greetings from all the staff, volunteers, 
and international partners at Release International. We both feel privileged to 
have been invited to speak with you today. Because the session we’ve been 
allocated is quite a long one, you may appreciate knowing that our talk will not 
be technical or academic… instead, we hope it will be real… about real 
people… suffering real opposition or persecution for their following of the real 
and living Jesus Christ.  
 
Imtiaz and I do not want you to see us today. We want you to see only one 
precious thing… the very precious body of Jesus Christ as it exists in the earth 
today. We want you to see your persecuted brothers and sisters as they live for 
Jesus Christ in some of the worst circumstances any human being can face. 
Pastor Richard Wurmbrand, who inspired the founding of Release International, 
wrote these words in the late 1960s… ‘I tremble because of the sufferings of 
those persecuted in different lands. I tremble thinking about the eternal 
destiny of their torturers. two Muslim men to find her and, when they did, they 
poured kerosene on her and set her on fire. Through our partners in Pakistan, 
Release International helped Rose through her medical treatment and then find 
somewhere relatively safe to live. Of course, Rose was traumatised, but she is 
now thriving, living as a positive Christian witness, even among Muslims, some 
of who may even persecute her in the future. I remember Paul asking Rose: 
“How have you managed to remain so joyful, through desperately difficult and 
painful circumstances?”. We have never forgotten her answer… She said this… 
“Because, Paul, it is perfectly reasonable to expect to find the very best of God 
in the very worst of circumstances.” Rose is just one example of the millions 
who suffer for Christ, and yet, through the grace of God they find His joy to be 
far greater than the suffering, even when that suffering is taking place.  
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Life is still difficult for Rose and her husband as they try to live out their faith in 
poor conditions. But she remains strong in her faith. We helped Rose stay 
connected with the local church, and we helped her with vital support and living 
expenses.  
 
One of the major problems Christians face is Pakistan’s blasphemy law. This 
law carries the death penalty or life imprisonment for anyone accused and found 
guilty of defaming Islam or the Prophet Muhammad. On one of my recent trips 
to Pakistan I went to see a young Christian named Zafar Bhatti who has been in 
prison since 2012. Zafar was convicted of “blasphemy” for allegedly sending 
texts insulting Muhammad on a phone that was not even registered in his name. 
This was reported to the authorities and Zafar was arrested, tried, and sentenced 
to life imprisonment. At Christmas last year, this sentence was overturned, and 
he was sentenced to death! Although he is isolated in his cell, he continues to 
worship God. When I visited him he was very tearful and, as he held my hand, 
he prayed “Oh my dear Lord Jesus, listen to my prayer, in my hard times, I 
come to you O Lord, release me from my captivity, O lord forgive my sins and 
have mercy on me, O Lord listen to my prayer, I am your child, Alleluia”.  
 
One of our major projects in Pakistan is supporting prisoners, and their families 
who also suffer deeply while their loved ones are incarcerated, often for many 
years. What Christians have experienced in Pakistan has been extremely 
difficult, however these brothers and sisters are able to say what Paul said in 2 
Corinthians 4:8-9 “We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; 
perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, 
but not destroyed”.  
 
What is encouraging is that in the midst of these difficulties and mixed 
emotions these brothers and sisters know in their hearts God is with them and 
they can trust in His promises; that He is with them during the storms they face 
and experience. In the last 16 years of serving persecuted Christians with 
Release International. I have discovered that these brothers and sisters are 
prepared to follow Jesus despite persecution, poverty and relentless, daily, 
suffering. However, at the same time many feel lonely, frustrated, angry, and 
they live in fear or struggle with mental health issues. We can and must help 
them.  
 



32 
 
Paul:  
Many thanks, Imtiaz, for giving us such powerful insight into what it means to 
be a Christian in Pakistan, in some ways representative of what millions face 
across the globe. 
  
So how do we respond biblically to the persecution of Christians? Well, that’s 
really two questions – or, at least, it’s a question we can look at in two ways: 
We can think of it in terms of: (1) How should any of us as Christians respond if 
we are persecuted? But then: (2) How should we respond when we hear of other 
Christians suffering persecution? I want to look briefly at both.  
 
First: How should Christians respond when they face persecution 
themselves?  
 
Here are some verses from the Apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans, 12th 
chapter… “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 
Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in 
harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. 
Never be wise in your own sight. Repay no one evil for evil, but give 
thought to do what is honourable in the sight of all. If possible, so far as it 
depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, 
but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will 
repay, says the Lord.” To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap 
burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil 
with good.  
 
Paul’s clear but challenging words echo and build upon the teaching of Jesus 
(Luke Ch6) - “But I say to you who hear, Love your enemies, do good to 
those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse 
you. To one who strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also, and from 
one who takes away your cloak do not withhold your tunic either.  
 
Jesus’ words, and Paul’s teaching, are challenging aren’t they? It ‘goes against 
the grain’, as we might say, to talk of ‘turning the other cheek’ and even of 
seeking to ‘bless’ those who would persecute us for our faith. Let’s be honest; 
these are not easy things to hear, let alone to live out in practice. When we are 
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criticised or attacked, we often want to defend ourselves, to have payback, to 
assert our rights. “What you have done to me”, we say “is unfair and unjust”. 
We might even say… …“it deserves punishment”, or “ I want my day in court”. 
 
The point is not about becoming a doormat if you are a Christian; still less is it 
about a lack of concern for the rule of law. But, the heart, the essence of what 
Jesus and the Apostle Paul are saying is not fundamentally about me and my 
rights. No, it goes much deeper than that: it is about Christian discipleship - 
following and serving Jesus according to the principles of His kingdom, not the 
principles of this world’s systems. Verses like the ones above call us all to a 
discipleship which follows in the footsteps of Jesus and demonstrates sacrificial 
love – even to our enemies.  
 
Such sacrificial love can be a powerful Christian witness, even to those who 
would persecute us. Paul makes it clear, that Christian’s are to respond to 
offence or persecution in Christ-like ways, not self-centred ways, because our 
desire (one might say our ‘purpose’) is to glorify God and to see people brought 
to repentance and saving faith in Christ through the ways in which we reveal 
our obedience to God’s words and His ways, not obedience or conformity to 
this World and its ways.  
 
Now, we might say responding like this is not easy, it does not come naturally 
to us as frail, fallible humans – that’s certainly true! But that only serves to 
remind us that in this, as in all things in this life, we need the grace of God. Just 
as we are first brought to faith by God’s grace at work in us, so we continue, we 
persevere, we walk with Christ, by the grace of God. Whenever we as 
Christians suffer persecution for our faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, we need the 
grace of God to respond to the world’s hatred, in a godly, Christ-like way, and 
in no other way. At Release International one of the things that continues to 
encourage us all, is when we encounter persecuted Christians responding to 
their suffering in such a godly way; precisely because we know we are seeing 
the grace of God at work in their lives!  
 
Second: How are we, as Christians here in the UK, to respond when we hear 
of Christians elsewhere suffering persecution for their faith in Jesus Christ? 
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In Acts 14, at the end of Paul’s ground-breaking first missionary journey – a 
journey in which he suffered violent and life-threatening persecution himself – 
we read these words: v21: When they had preached the gospel to that city 
and had made many disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and 
to Antioch, strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to 
continue in the faith, and saying that through many tribulations we must 
enter the kingdom of God.  Lystra, Iconium and Antioch were all places Paul 
had visited during the course of that first missionary journey. At the point where 
we pick up the story it seems that Paul had taken the decision to deliberately re-
trace his steps – to do some things in particular: they were –  

(1) To strengthen the souls of Christians; and  
(2) To encourage them to persevere – particularly in the face of opposition 

and affliction. Paul prepares those believers to expect opposition - 
“Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God”.  

 
Jesus also prepared his disciples at the Last Supper to expect the world’s hatred 
because they were his followers. And on several occasions in the New 
Testament we read of the Apostles passing that message on to new Christians. 
But let’s focus for a moment on Luke’s description of what particular things 
Paul and Barnabas set out to do as they retraced their steps… 
 
As we have just observed it was to strengthen the souls of suffering Christians 
and to encourage them to persevere in the face of affliction.  
 
Sometime later, after his second missionary journey, Paul wrote to the 
persecuted Christian community in Thessalonica after he had sent Timothy to 
visit them and check out how they were doing. Listen to Timothy’s summary of 
what Paul had charged him to do: towards the end of 1Thessalonians chapter 2, 
Paul acknowledges that they have suffered for their faith. Then he continues, in 
Chapter 3 by writing: “Therefore when we could bear it no longer, we were 
willing to be left behind at Athens alone, and we sent Timothy, our brother 
and God's co-worker in the gospel of Christ, to establish and exhort you in 
your faith, that no one be moved by these afflictions. For you yourselves 
know that we are destined for this. Although our English translations tend to 
obscure it, Paul uses virtually the same words here in 1 Thessalonians as Luke 
used in Acts 14. Paul’s summary of what he sent Timothy to do is the same as 
Luke’s summary of what Paul himself had done, namely: (1) To strengthen the 
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souls of Christians; (2) To encourage them to persevere – particularly in the 
face of opposition and affliction.  
 
Here then is the Apostle Paul’s response to the persecution of other Christians…  
 
He sought to strengthen them (which, for Paul, always meant teaching and 
disciple-ing) and he sought to encourage them to persevere (which doubtless 
entailed expressing real fellowship with them and, where possible, offering 
practical support).  
 
This is a response to persecution that gives Christians the tools they need to live 
faithfully for Christ and the gospel. Here is a response that is firmly rooted in a 
biblical understanding of persecution (as the world’s opposition to Christ). Here 
is a response that seeks to encourage persecuted Christians to be Christ-like in, 
and through, all their afflictions.  
 
But it would be remiss of me not to mention a third element – a crucial third 
element. In fact, if I had read a few more verses in the Acts 14, and 1 
Thessalonians passages, we would have heard this third element, because… in 
both cases… we read that Paul also prayed with, and for, those suffering 
Christians. It’s a well-known adage – but a valuable one: that for the follower of 
Jesus Christ prayer is never the last resort; it is always the first resort!  
 
The word advocacy is frequently mentioned by some in relation to the 
persecution of Christians or other minorities. A great deal of time and money is 
spent on advocacy – particularly political advocacy. Let me be very clear, I am 
not criticising political advocacy but, in the end, Governments can frequently do 
little for those being persecuted for their faith, on the ground, now, today, on the 
front lines of faith. If they could affect significant action today, things would be 
getting better, not worse. Yes – Paul did appeal to Caesar but only for himself 
personally and, some would argue, to advance the gospel to new places.  
 
I do believe it may be possible for political advocacy to impact the situation in 
the longer term, and I pray for that, but governments are so often conflicted by 
competing issues that the issue of the persecution of Christians, fundamentally a 
spiritual issue, is most often relegated to an issue of low importance, or even no 
importance as it is felt by those suffering.  
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A good definition of advocacy is this: Actively promoting the interests or cause 
of someone other than yourself, or a group of people, to a higher power. 
Political advocacy is good, up to a point, but there is a higher advocacy, one 
which is never limited by human ideas, resources, time, power or ability, and 
that is prayer. Don’t dismiss this because it sounds simple… 
 
Intercessory prayer is the most important form of advocacy we can engage in, 
for by doing that we appeal to the very highest authority… to the throne of 
grace of the one, true and utterly sovereign God, before whom all nations (and 
their leaders) are, as the Isaiah declared: “like a drop from a bucket, and are 
accounted as the dust on the scales”.  
 
In the Book of Acts, the first recorded case of opposition or persecution occurs 
in chapters 3 and 4, when Peter and John are arrested by the Jewish authorities 
for preaching in the Temple precincts that Jesus is alive. They are then held in 
custody overnight. The following day they are questioned and then threatened 
before being released. So what did they do next?  
 
They didn’t retaliate or write a letter of complaint to the Roman authorities: No 
– they gathered their friends together for a prayer meeting! They prayed to a 
God who they knew is sovereign, “who made the heaven and the earth and the 
sea and everything in them”. And although it was the arrest of two of their own 
number that occasioned their prayer meeting, they begin their prayers not by 
referring to the suffering of Peter and John, but by reflecting on the suffering of 
Jesus, which they acknowledge was a fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy.  
 
They had clearly learned well at the feet of their Master, Jesus Christ! For them 
there is no mention of their rights being infringed, because they had grasped the 
spiritual significance of what Peter and John had just experienced: Peter and 
John had been ill-treated and threatened for preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ 
and, as such, they had experienced the world’s sinful rejection of Jesus. And it 
seems the Apostles could see this as they began their prayer meeting; they 
understood persecution biblically and so they responded biblically.  
 
So, a biblical response to the persecution of Christians is one in which we will 
want to pray with, and for, those persecuted Christians. In practice, that requires 
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us to know them or, at least, to know about them. In that Acts 4 passage we are 
told that Peter and John, after being released from prison, “went to their 
friends and reported what the chief priests and the elders had said to 
them”. Remember, those Jewish leaders had charged them “not to speak or 
teach at all in the name of Jesus”… So, in the light of that, it’s not surprising to 
read that they prayed, “Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your 
servants to continue to speak your word with all boldness”. Their 
intercession was a response to the specifics of the situation. It’s also a gospel-
focused, Christ-centred, response, one that seeks first the advancement of the 
Kingdom of God, not an advance of their own desires and wants, no matter how 
critical they may have seemed to be at the time.  
 
Time and again when we at Release International have asked persecuted 
Christians what they would have UK Christians pray for, their first response, 
their first thought, is not for their personal safety or freedom (let alone personal 
comfort or ease) but that they would remain faithful to Christ in their service of 
the gospel of Christ. Those disciples in Acts 4 knew what they were praying 
about; they had been informed. We too need to respond in prayer to the 
specifics of persecution in our world today. That means we too need to be 
informed; we need to know what is happening and where; we need resources in 
order to pray for real people, in real places, who are really suffering for Christ 
and the real gospel.  
 
As individual Christians and as members of Christian congregations, we need to 
avail ourselves of those resources that enable us to pray, and then we must pray.  
 
At Release International we talk about being called to love and serve persecuted 
Christians prayerfully, pastorally, and practically. That, I submit, is in line with 
what we read from God’s Word: The New Testament Church responded to the 
persecution of Christians prayerfully, pastorally, and practically. The Apostles 
sought to (1) strengthen persecuted Christians in their own discipleship, to (2) 
encourage them to persevere in their faithfulness, and to (3) pray that God 
would actually be doing this in the hearts and lives of his suffering people.  
 
And so finally to the main question that this conference poses…  
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In the face of the global persecution of Christians: Where do we go from 
here?  
 
One of my answers to that is ‘simply to do more of the same’ – but (and this is a 
big but) we need to do much, much more, inspired by the Holy Spirit and rooted 
in the kind of biblical response I have just outlined. The greatest help we can be 
to our brothers and sisters is to engage in biblical actions that many, many more 
of us understand and get prayerfully, pastorally, and practically involved in.  
 
As John Allen wrote: The global persecution of churchgoers is the unreported 
catastrophe of our time… 
 
It has been a great shock to me to see, around our nation, a great lack of 
awareness in our churches about the global persecution of Christians. Of course 
there are some churches, and individual Christians who are aware and are active 
in loving and serving their persecuted family members, but it’s nowhere near 
enough. And that’s the biggest challenge for us if we want to answer the 
question of Where do we go from here?  
 
For example, I have had church leaders say to me words such as these: We don’t 
want to participate in the annual Day of Prayer for Persecuted Christians in 
November, or the Day of the Christian Martyr in June, because it will impact 
our church programme, and anyway, the subject matter is too difficult. 
 
Now, I do understand the pressures on Church leaders, having been one myself, 
but if there’s one thing this conference might point to as being the most 
important thing to do next… it is to try to ensure all churches and Christians 
in the UK truly understand and embrace what is happening to the body of 
Christ globally… and to get thoroughly involved in:  

• Strengthening it  
• Encouraging it  
• Praying for it. 

 
Those who are being persecuted are our family members and we must not 
abandon them.  
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When I was in pastoral ministry within the church people would come and say, 
I need to do something… I need to be involved in what God is doing… but I 
need direction from God. It was great that they were seeking to participate in 
the mission of God. I’d listen to them and sometimes I might suggest they read 
Romans 8 verse 14, where it says… For those who are led by the Spirit of 
God are the children of God. But I’d also say to them, “and while you are 
asking the Holy Spirit to lead you; get involved in what is already going on in 
the church – perhaps the Holy Spirit will use that to lead you forward too”. 
 
And I’d say the same to you all today – and to anyone else prepared to hear 
about this global, massive, spiritual attack on the children of God. There are 
already Ministries that are engaged in a Biblical response to the persecution of 
Christians: loving them and serving them as they live for Christ on the front 
lines; giving them the tools they need to go on living for Jesus Christ in the face 
of great opposition and tribulations. Find those organisations and get stuck in!  
 
We cannot choose to ignore scriptures such as Galatians 6:9-10 which speak 
directly to you and me as members of the body of Christ: Let us not become 
weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do 
not give up. 10 Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all 
people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers. And 
Hebrews 13:3: Continue to remember those in prison as if you were 
together with them in prison, and those who are mistreated as if you 
yourselves were suffering. Or as the ESV puts it: Remember those who are 
in prison, as though in prison with them, and those who are mistreated, 
since you also are in the body.  
 
There is only one body of Christ, and we are part of it! There is not a persecuted 
Body, and a non-persecuted Body. Just one body of Christ, and He is being 
persecuted. As Romans 12:26 tells us, If one member suffers, all suffer 
together; if one member is honoured, all rejoice together. We cannot choose 
to ignore scriptures such as those which speak directly to us as members of the 
body of Christ.  
 
So, if there’s one thing this conference might point to as being the most 
important thing to do next, it is to try to ensure all churches and all Christians 
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in the UK truly understand and embrace what is happening to the body of Christ 
globally, and get thoroughly involved in.  

• Strengthening it  
• Encouraging it  
• Praying for it. 
 

Richard Wurmbrand used to say that when his feet were being tortured, it was 
his mouth that would cry out! So, let all U.K. Christians, and Christians 
everywhere, use our mouths to cry out for our feet – those members of our 
body who are suffering persecution; let’s all use our hands to pray for those 
who stand for Christ in greatly pressurised circumstances; let’s all use our 
resources to ensure they get the tools they need to live faithfully for Jesus 
Christ.  
 
Thank you so much for taking the time to listen. God bless you greatly as you 
go on living for Him.  
 
 
Baroness Caroline Cox: ‘The Pain and the Passion: the Privilege 
of Making a Difference’ 
 

Baroness (Caroline) Cox was created a Life Peer in 1982 and was 
a deputy speaker of the House of Lords from 1985 to 2005.  She 
was Founder Chancellor of Bournemouth University; Chancellor 
of Liverpool Hope University from 2006-2013 and is an Hon. 
Vice President of the Royal College of Nursing.   She is Founder 
and CEO of HART [Humanitarian Aid Relief Trust].  

Her humanitarian work takes her to conflict and post-conflict 
zones, including the Armenian enclave of Nagorno Karabakh, 
Sudan, South Sudan, Nigeria, Uganda, Syria, the Shan and Chin 
regions of Burma. She has visited North Korea to promote 
Parliamentary initiatives and medical programmes.   

Caroline Cox has been honoured with the Commander Cross of 
the Order of Merit of the Republic of Poland; the Wilberforce Award; the International 
Mother Teresa Award from the All India Christian Council; the Mkhitar Gosh Medal 
conferred by the President of the Republic of Armenia; and the anniversary medal presented 
by Lech Walesa.  She has been awarded an Honorary Fellowship of the Royal College of 
Surgeons of England and Honorary Doctorates by universities in the United Kingdom, the 
United States of America, the Russian Federation and Armenia. 
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Caroline spoke from her Powerpoint Slides which you can download and 
access from here –  

https://www.dropbox.com/s/ifex0svfdsd0qc5/4%20-
%20Caroline%20Cox.pptm?dl=0  

 

John Pontifex: “Change we can believe in: Is stopping persecution 
of Christians beyond the reach of Government?” 
 

John Pontifex is Head of Press & Information for Aid to the Church in Need (UK). In nearly 
20 years with the Catholic charity for persecuted and other suffering Christians, John has 
travelled widely in Africa, Asia and the Middle East – carrying out fact-finding visits to 
countries including Pakistan, India, China, Sudan, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Cuba, Iraq, 
Israel and Palestine. He travelled to Syria four years in a row during the height of the civil 
war and in March 2022 made his third fact-finding trip to Iraq.  

A journalist by training, in the countries he has visited John has investigated human rights 
violations especially relating to Christians and other faith minorities. He has visited towns 
and villages where persecution has taken place, interviewing survivors and Church leaders.  

He works to raise awareness of the plight of persecuted Christians and faith groups, both 
within the media, the political classes and other opinion informers. John contributed core 
research for the 2019 Bishop of Truro’s Report for the UK Foreign Secretary on UK Foreign 
& Commonwealth Office Support for Persecuted Christians.  John is Editor-in-Chief of 
ACN’s Persecuted and Forgotten? A Report on Christians oppressed for their Faith. The 
report, which he founded in 2006 and which he has edited on a biennial basis ever since, 
assesses the scale of violence and discrimination in core countries around the world. The 
2022 edition is currently in preparation and is due for release in time for #RedWednesday in 
November 2022.   

John has also acted as Editor-in-Chief of ACN’s Religious Freedom in the World, the latest 
report of which was launched in the House of Lords in November 2018. The report examines 
the degree to which religious freedom is upheld in 196 countries around the globe – every 
country on Earth. 

John is a regular media contributor on the topic of 
persecuted Christians and has been interviewed several 
times by the BBC, Sky News, as well as Catholic and other 
Christian media both in the UK and in countries around the 
world.   

John has advocated on behalf of persecuted Christians, 
dealing with specific cases of violations of fundamental 
human rights. Most notably, in this regard he has advocated 
for Maira Shahbaz, the Christian girl from Pakistan, 
kidnapped aged 14, forcibly converted and forced married. 
After escaping her abductor, for more than 18 months she 
has been in hiding, accused of apostasy. 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/ifex0svfdsd0qc5/4%20-%20Caroline%20Cox.pptm?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ifex0svfdsd0qc5/4%20-%20Caroline%20Cox.pptm?dl=0
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“Just before the pandemic, I took a trip to Syria to see the work of Aid to the 
Church in Need in action. For ACN, Syria has been a priority for emergency 
and pastoral aid ever since the war began in March 2011 and for that reason 
over the past decade I have visited the country four times. The aim has been to 
receive updates on our projects aimed at providing pastoral and emergency help 
to a community who if they weren’t kidnapped or killed by ISIS or other 
extremist groups, faced the very real risk of dying from bomb blasts, 
malnutrition and lack of medical facilities. 

On this particular trip to Syria, I travelled from Syria to Lebanon and visited 
refugee communities in the largely Christian town of Zahle. Zahle nestles in the 
foothills of a large mountain range and on the other side is Syria. It’s that close. 
There are various safe passages from Syria to Zahle and for that reason when 
the conflict broke out it soon became a hub for Christian refugees desperate for 
somewhere which would welcome them. When I visited Zahle, I met hundreds 
of Christian families newly exiled from Syria.  

One family remains in my mind especially from that trip. The head of family, 
Elia Gargous, told me what had happened to them. He explained that they were 
a farming family from a village near Rableh, in western Syria. One day, Al 
Nusra Front, the Islamist militant group, abducted Elia and his nephew – 
confusingly also named Elia – alongside 213 others. The senior Elia Gargous 
said that they were bound and gagged before being taken to what turned out to 
be the nearby St Elias’s convent. After being forced to watch icons being 
smashed up in front of them, Mr Gargous senior explained: “The Islamist 
militants told us to convert. They told us: ‘Christians are pigs. You don’t 
deserve to live.’”  

Mr Gargous continued: “The militants told us to convert but we refused. They 
killed people in front of us.” After describing more distressing scenes of 
persecution, Mr Gargous spoke of how in the end, a sum of money was found 
and they were ransomed. From this distance, it’s difficult for us to appreciate 
the scale of the trauma they underwent; it was overwhelming. Everything they 
owned; all they had ever known, absolutely everything had to be abandoned. 
The extended family – perhaps 15 or 20 members in all – somehow managed to 
hitch lifts and make it through to Lebanon.  

There in Zahle, I met them, crammed into the basement of a large house. In this 
one room in which all 15 plus were sat served as their bedroom, dining room, 
living room. There was little or no natural light in the room. There was a tiny 
shower area off to one side. That was it.  
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Our project partner, Melkite Greek Catholic Archbishop John Issam Darwish of 
Zahle, had arranged the visit. He and his staff explained how they were using 
ACN funds to pay rent on the room, provide the family with regular hot meals, 
arrange medical care – all with help from ACN – as well as crucially visiting 
them regularly. For sure, the family were relieved to be out of Syria but, 
cramped in this dark, airless room, they were fearful of the future. With funds 
very tight, we had separate discussions with Archbishop Darwish and his team 
as regards how to rationalise our help, recognising thatg there was only so much 
that we could afford.  

Then came a massive shock. I was driven to the edge of Zahle and there was 
taken to a large UN-run camp. We had a tour of it. Tarpaulin in abundance there 
may have been but the level of emergency help provided struck me as being as 
being at a very high standard. Added to which it was very well organised. There 
was a shop. There seemed to be plentiful supplies of hot food, toiletries and 
other basics. There was a villag-ey feel about the place with children playing 
and people popping in and out of each other’s tents for coffee etc. As to the 
accommodation itself, the tents – or at least the ones I went inside – were 
comparatively large and the tarpaulin covers were spread over wooden frames 
that provide height and space. Talking to the various people settled there, they 
seemed very relieved to be there.  

We then got talking to a young man, who described himself as the Sharwish, the 
coordinator of the camp. I asked him if any Christians were in the camp. He 
explained: “We had one family but they left.” When I asked why, he said: 
“They didn’t feel very comfortable here.” Probing further, he explained that 
Christians were only welcome in the camp if they abided by Muslim customs. 
Investigating further, on leaving the camp and speaking to more Christian 
families situated in other basement rooms, it turned out that though they felt the 
UN camp was infinitely better as a place of accommodation, they said – quote – 
“our young women would not feel safe there.” Some said that the extremist 
mind-set of many in the camp meant they would feel under pressure to convert 
and if they didn’t their safety would be in doubt.  

The problem compounds. Back in London and talking to senior politicians, it 
emerged that refugees offered asylum would be taken from UN camps. In 
meetings with Government ministers, it was put to them that Christians were 
not to be found in the UN camps. Hence, few if any Christians were numbered 
among the refugees from Syria granted asylum in the UK.  

We will return to the question of asylum later. The incident I relate to points to 
a second major issue – namely funding for those – including Christians – in 
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urgent need of help but struggling to access UN facilities for reasons associated 
with discrimination and persecution. The critical question we put in this regard 
was: noting that the UN is a principal recipient of UK overseas aid, should the 
Government not do more to provide a separate funding stream for those 
minorities unable to access UN-run facilities? 

Stepping back from these immediate and pressing concerns, it is clear that 
Government approaches to these two issues – asylum and overseas aid – are 
symptomatic of a wider problem. For me, this problem was best articulated by 
Bishop Philip Mounstephen when he launched the Truro Review. In justifying 
the review, he challenges the perception in the West that as he puts it “The 
Christian faith is not primarily an expression of white Western privilege.” The 
Bishop goes on: “Unless we understand that [Christianity] is primarily a 
phenomenon of the global south and of the global poor we will never give this 
issue the attention it deserves.”  

In my 20 years with ACN I have travelled all around the world visiting 
persecuted and other suffering Christians. I have met Catholic Sisters 
ministering to lepers outside Havana, the capital of Cuba; in the desert outside 
the Sudan capital Khartoum, I remember clambering up a makeshift watch-
tower and being overwhelmed by the sight of thousands of displaced Christians 
living in camps spread out as far as I could see; in India’s northern diocese of 
Cuttack-Bhubaneswar, we entered a huge hall crammed full of Christians who 
had escaped Hindutva militants who had laid waste to their rural district of 
Kandhamal and in rural Ethiopia, Christians ran out of their tukel huts to greet 
them as work began on their chapel.  

Poverty, dire poverty, is a fundamental aspect of the persecution and oppression 
so many Christians face today. Associating religious discrimination of 
Christians with poverty is a challenge for many. I have had meetings at a senior 
level in which I have been criticised for stating that all of us – me included – 
need to work on the need to work on our religious literacy. At one meeting 
when I said this, one individual who I won’t name turned round and said “We 
don’t like this term ‘religious literacy’.” When I asked why he said that he and 
his colleagues found the term patronising.  

Religious literacy is not just about learning about religious life and practice; it’s 
about unlearning prejudices, one of which, as Bishop Mounstephen rightly 
points out, involves the presumption that Christianity is “an expression of 
Western privilege”.  
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So before we can tackle the question of whether Government has the capacity to 
tackle persecution of Christians, we have to ask whether it accepts the premise 
that persecution is for real? It flows from this too that we – and Government 
especially – understand that it doesn’t just take the form of people being killed 
and kidnapped; in many places the breeding ground for it is the subjugation that 
reduces people to abject poverty; it is this that makes them easy targets for 
abuse and worse.  

I say this particularly as it was a core topic during my recent trip to Iraq in 
March. On day 3 of the trip, we met a family in Ankawa, the Christian suburb 
of Erbil, the capital of the semi-autonomous region of Iraqi Kurdistan. They are 
a family of four – a woman called Dhimmi, and her four children, aged 10 right 
through to 17. They were renting a couple of rooms on the top floor of a house 
accessed from the outside by a frighteningly rickety flight of metal steps. 
Dhimmi can’t get a job, her husband has died and the four children are 
struggling. The reason: they are refugees from Syria and unable to gain 
citizenship or at least a permit to stay short term they are desperate to flee 
abroad. “We have no money. We didn’t feel safe living alongside extremist 
Muslims in Hama so we came here. But our financial problems have got worse 
and so we have got to move on.”  

While their plight as refugees sets them apart from other displaced Christians in 
Iraq, the theme is the same: poverty in which religious persecution has played a 
critical part. Up to 70 percent of Christians in Iraq are unemployed. Again and 
again, Church leaders told us that poverty was a major cause – if not the 
predominant one – for migration. And with barely 150,000 Christians left in 
Iraq, the drip-drip of migration brings ever closer the dreaded day of Christian 
extinction in Iraq – ‘the Cradle of Christianity’.  

There are at least two things Government could do more of to address this: The 
first is to enable and encourage investment in areas where religious minorities 
are at risk. Noting the link between poverty and migration, the wafer-thin 
chances Iraq and other chances have of retaining a semblance of religious 
diversity, a combination of overseas aid and investment could prove critical in 
giving such communities a future worth fighting for. I have mentioned this in 
meetings I have had with Government.  

Secondly, and this is a point dear to the heart of Church leaders: in order to 
deliver aid on the ground, government should not be afraid to work with 
Bishops and other church leaders as project partners. Part of religious illiteracy 
is the failure to understand that a Bishop or parish priest is more than a figure of 
pastoral authority in the region, he is in every sense the leader of the 
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community, representing them as much in temporal affairs as spiritual ones – 
housing, jobs, healthcare and of course education are the acknowledged 
administrative domain of the Bishop. Not every Bishop is able to rise to the 
challenge but many are and they have the networks, the local knowledge, the 
authority and the logistical capacity to deliver meaningful help benefitting not 
just their own faithful but the community at large.  

Again and again, as I have travelled, be it in Ethiopia or Eritrea, Pakistan or 
India, Syria or Iraq, Nigeria or Sudan, the Church’s welfare outreach – be it in 
schools, hospitals, clinics or indeed emergency outreach – is geared towards 
helping the community at large rather – not just Catholics specifically but 
people generally. Again, it would seem the UK is behind the curve here.  

When I was in Iraq, I met Dr Devar Nezak Sher, the executive director of the 
Ankawa Humanitarian Committee, in Erbil. The committee was set up by 
Chaldean Catholic Archbishop Bashar Warda of Erbil to help build up business 
opportunities for local people – anything from grape juice production to farming 
of cereal crops. The aim is to enable the community displaced by Daesh to 
move from a situation of aid dependency to self-sufficiency. Dr Devar was 
delighted to that the programme had received a major uplift following a grant 
from USAID of $2.5m, which came through in February 2020, just before the 
pandemic. The Austrian government meanwhile gave considerable funding 
towards the creation of Al-Tahira School run by the Church in Qaraqosh. The 
school opened its doors in February and is on the way to reaching its capacity of 
625 students. We heard of other countries too which have routed aid through the 
government but in spite of heavy lobbying, including by the UK, with high level 
meetings involving Archbishop Warda, we know the UK’s position is to route 
much if not most of its aid and investment through the UN. However, unlike 
with other donor countries, it was notable that during a very extensive tour of 
Iraq, in which we had meetings with a dozen or more Bishops, Archbishops, 
priests, Sisters and other Church leaders, nobody could point to anything 
specifically that the UK had done, or plans to do, which involves them.  

I want now to address the question of asylum since Aid to the Church in Need 
(UK) has had dealt extensively with this topic relating to the case of Maira 
Shahbaz. Before I go into points relevant to Government action as regards 
Christians deserving of asylum, it might be sensible to recap on Maira’s case as 
it provides critical context.  

On 28th April 2020, Maira Shahbaz was walking close to her home in Madina 
Town, near Faisalabad, in Pakistan’s Punjab Province. According to reports we 
received at the time, three armed men seized her and drove off. A few days 
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later, Maira’s abductor, Mr Mohamad Nakash Tariq declared that Maira had 
converted from Christianity to Islam and that he was married to her. Official 
birth certificates proved she was 14. Despite legislation contained in the Child 
Marriage Restraint Act 1929 preventing marriage involving women under the 
age 16, Lahore High Court upheld their union and Maira was sent back to live 
with him. Two weeks Maira escaped and made a statement to police saying that 
she was drugged. She was raped and filmed and photographed in the process in 
an effort to blackmail her into submission. She stated and I quote: “They 
threatened to kill my family, they blackmailed me and got my signature and 
thumb print on papers for the courts. Mr Nakash told me they have got my 
certificate of conversion to Islam. Against my will, he kept raping me.” For 
Maira, escape from Mr Nakash did not mean she was free. At a public meeting, 
Maira was formally accused of apostasy, a crime punishable by death in Islam, 
and Maira went into hiding in one room.  

To the best of my knowledge, from that day to this, she has not left her room. 
Her uncle, who looks after Maira, says that people have approached him 
demanding to know Maira’s whereabouts and making threatening statements. 
Aid to the Church in Need mounted a campaign calling for Maira and her 
family to be granted asylum in the UK. More than 12,500 people signed our 
petition calling on Prime Minister Boris Johnson to grant Maira asylum. 30 
bishops, Parliamentarians and charity CEOs signed a letter calling for the same.  

More than 18 months after Maira went into hiding, what progress has been 
made? While we cannot give details regarding a case that is very sensitive, it is 
clear that the incident has exposed a fault-line in which statements of concern 
by Governments are far from always followed up by commitments to take 
action. This applies to other countries in addition to our own. The Government’s 
stated policy is to recommend that people in circumstances such as Maira’s 
should seek safe passage to the nearest safe country. But how can a girl in 
Maira’s situation be expected to do this? Born in a desperately poor family, 
unable to work and lacking a male family member crucial in a patriarchal 
society, it unthinkable that in the face of death threats someone in her situation 
take this step. And what are the neighbouring countries? – China, India. Iran, 
Afghanistan: none are likely to be remotely sympathetic to a poverty-stricken 
Christian girl claiming she’s at risk.  

At the same time, while there are many people arriving on our shores who are 
seeking asylum including genuine asylum cases, it is evident that, by failing to 
act on behalf of at-risk people stuck in their home country, we are ignoring 
some of the most worthy cases.  By concentrating solely on cases that literally 
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wash up on our shores we are at risk of following a policy that is driven by 
expediency rather than principle.  

As regards asylum to the UK or indeed other countries in the West, there surely 
is a moral imperative to act on behalf of the individuals and groups most in 
immediate and dire need. Self-evidently there has to be a cap on approved 
asylum cases. That said, we need nonetheless to assert the degree to which our 
evidence highlights the level of risk faced by some of the individuals we face. 
Detailed evidence from cases that we have dealt with indicate that religious hate 
– either alone or acting in conjunction with other prejudices – can place 
individuals in mortal danger and should be seen as sufficient grounds for 
sanctuary in another country. I have had texts from individuals under extreme 
threat who have told me from their place of hiding: “I feel like I am in a prison. 
Please, please please help me!” One option would be for the development of a 
co-ordinated multi-national approach to share the burden of responsibility and 
ensure best practice is followed.  

On 24th March last year, the UK Government published what it calls the ‘New 
Plan for Immigration’. Aiming to – quote – “introduce a fair but firm asylum 
illegal immigration system, the Government has publicly acknowledged – quote 
– “concerns around the definition of a safe and legal route of entry to the UK, 
particularly for those fleeing persecution, who may not have access to such 
routes.”1 As we have made clear to Government on repeated occasions, for the 
likes of Maira Shahbaz, languishing her life away trapped in one room, the need 
is there to act and to act soon. All the evidence is now available on which to 
make the appropriate decision. Only last week I appealed personally to 
Government ministers to act and to act soon.  

We urge the Government to recognise that a decision in favour of Maira would 
demonstrate its commitment to fulfilling the first of its stated aims for the New 
Plan for Immigration namely and I quote: “To increase the fairness and efficacy 
of our system so that we can better protect and support those in genuine need of 
asylum.”2 

Few disagree with the principle that asylum to the UK should be reserved for 
the most urgent cases where an individual is in direct risk to their life and well-
being. It is contextualised by the challenge posed by mass migration of religious 
minorities, among others. Migration is at record levels and it is increasingly 
apparent that in many respects it is in the national interest for Governments to 

 
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/new-plan-for-immigration/outcome/consultation-on-the-
new-plan-for-immigration-government-response-accessible-version  
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/new-plan-for-immigration  

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/new-plan-for-immigration/outcome/consultation-on-the-new-plan-for-immigration-government-response-accessible-version
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/new-plan-for-immigration/outcome/consultation-on-the-new-plan-for-immigration-government-response-accessible-version
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/new-plan-for-immigration
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tackle the underlying causes and thereby stem the flow of exodus from counties 
where persecution and other forms of human rights violations are rife. For this 
reason, we should see tools of action including overseas aid, investment, 
international monitoring of human rights violations, the use of sanctions etc, as 
acting in self-interest to give people less incentive to leave their country of 
origin. Much of this is recognised by Governments but the question to ask is: do 
governments recognise the degree to which religious hatred and related forms of 
discrimination a driver of migration and if so what is their response? We are in 
a situation where in countries such as Iraq, Syria, the Palestinian Territories and 
elsewhere the rate of migration is such that at this rate the Christian presence – 
which in these lands dates back in a continuous line – to the very beginnings of 
Christianity and beyond. Governments around the world, like our own, have an 
obligation to demand that human rights violations including those characterised 
by religious hatred be stopped both by offending regimes and non-state actors 
within the offending countries. We must be willing in the West to call 
governments to account in situations where governments are failing to take the 
appropriate action.  

The Religious Freedom Ministerial next month provides an excellent 
opportunity to do this. There are now 35 countries which have joined the 
International Religious Freedom of Religion or Belief Alliance (IRFBA), 
countries which include the US, Brazil, at least 10 countries in the EU as well as 
the UK has a golden opportunity to recognise the critical part religious freedom 
plays in building up peace and prosperity. It is hugely significant that the 
ministerial should fall on the third anniversary of the Truro Review, the date on 
which an assessment of progress in fulfilling its recommendations is due. The 
UK has therefore the best chance in a generation to insist that all those involved 
– including the UK itself – change gear as regards religious freedom. No longer 
should the topic be an opportunity for virtue-signalling and pious words spoken 
into vacuum; the time has come for policies of action and meaningful action. 
We all know stories like that of Maira Shahbaz. Now we know, we cannot 
remain silent. On the eve of the Ministerial we need to come together and send a 
message to all participants and say with one voice: “I stand with Maira. I stand 
with others in a in spirit of solidarity with Maira. I am Maira.”   

Before I close, may I take this opportunity to invite you to look out for 
#RedWednesday – on 23rd November.  

We are also working on our next Persecuted and Forgotten? Report – reviewing 
the situation regarding Christian persecution in the worst-offending countries. 
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The report will come out just before #RedWednesday and will frame the call to 
action that will be the focus for this year’s campaign. Watch this space!  

Thank you for listening and finally may I thank Russell once again for his kind 
invitation to include ACN in this important and very timely conference. It is 
great to be with you all.  

 

Mervyn Thomas: “Freedom of Religion or Belief: political 
advocacy, does it work? 

Mervyn Thomas founded CSW, a Christian advocacy organisation 
campaigning for Freedom of Religion or Belief (FoRB), in 1979. 
Since then he has held various positions including Chair, Chief 
Executive and currently is Founder President. 

Mervyn advises the British Foreign Secretary on FoRB issues, as a 
member of her Human Rights Advisory Group, and works closely 
with the Prime Minister’s Special Envoy for FoRB, the UK All 
Party Parliamentary Group on FoRB and the International Panel of 
Parliamentarians for FoRB.  

In September 2021 Mervyn succeeded the Bishop of Truro as 
chair of the UK FORB Forum which brings together nearly 100 civil society groups, faith or 
belief organisations, and human rights NGOs, to advance the cause of international freedom 
of religion or belief.  

He has regularly testified in both the UK and European Parliaments, at Congressional Hearings 
on Capitol Hill, and at the UN. He is also a member of the Panel of Experts advising the 
International Freedom of Religion and Belief Alliance (currently comprising the government 
representatives of 35 countries). 

Mervyn was one of the founder members of the Religious Liberty Partnership (RLP) which is 
an international network  of more than 70 Christian organisations working for religious 
freedom, from over 25 countries.  He was chair of its leadership team between 2006 and 2021. 

He is an ordained Assemblies of God Minister and a member of the World Pentecostal 
Churches Commission on Religious Liberty.  

Mervyn was appointed a Companion of the Most Distinguished Order of St Michael and St 
George (CMG) in HM Queens 2019 New Year’s Honours List, for services to Human Rights 
and Freedom of Religion or Belief. 

“First of all, thanks to my fellow speakers for outlining, eloquently and 
passionately, the problem of Christian persecution around the world. 

I’d like to start my talk today by briefly looking at how Christian leaders in 
particular are especially vulnerable in many places 
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In Cuba for example, where religious organisations are the largest remaining 
sector of independent civil society, the government appears to view Christian 
leaders as inherent threats to its authority. It also seeks to separate human rights 
defenders from faith organisations in order to isolate them and prevent them 
from ‘infecting’ religious groups with their ideas. Many church leaders are 
under severe pressure from the government to expel or ban  from their religious 
institutions  anyone associated with human rights work.  

Religious intolerance, often fuelled by a narrow interpretation of a religion or 
belief which views those of other faiths and beliefs as incompatible with 
national identity and regards race and religion as intertwined, is also a threat to 
Christians in countries where they constitute a minority.   

This is increasingly the case in India, where the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) has elevated a Hindu nationalist agenda which seeks to ostracise and 
marginalise other religion or belief communities whilst promoting a vision of a 
nation in which to be Indian is to be Hindu. In recent years, some BJP ministers 
have been responsible for outright hate speech towards minority religious 
communities, while others often fail to condemn or hold to account Hindu 
extremists responsible for actions of intolerance and violence. 

This has yielded concerning yet predictable results, essentially creating a culture 
of impunity in which Hindu nationalist groups feel they enjoy the support of the 
government and can act without fear of consequences. Christians are regularly 
targeted, with violations ranging from arbitrary detention and arrest to assaults, 
threats and forced displacement, to the looting and destruction of homes, church 
buildings, and other church owned properties. 

In 2021 alone, the United Christian Forum recorded 505 violent incidents 
against Christians across India. In some of the most extreme cases some have 
even been killed, as in the case of Pastor Alok Rajhans, who was murdered by a 
mob in Odisha state just a little over a year ago. 

2022 already appears to be following a similar trajectory. On 17 March, 50-
year-old Pastor Yallam Shankar was murdered by a group of around 50 masked 
men in the Bijapur district of Chhattisgarh after receiving several threats to his 
life including demands that he abandon Christianity and convert to Hinduism. 
He was reportedly having dinner at his home when a large mob forced entry, 
dragged him out and stabbed him with a sharp weapon. 

Sadly, India is not an outlier. In far too many countries around the world, 
Christians face challenges ranging from discrimination and harassment to 
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imprisonment, threats of violence, actual violence and death on account of their 
religion. 

We’ve spoken about the problem, but what can we do about it? 

Firstly, it’s important to state that this is not a problem with just one simple 
solution. In countries where persecution exists you will find organisations that 
focus on aid, those that share the hope of the gospel, those that train leaders and 
resource people to advocate for their communities, whilst we at CSW focus on 
advocacy. 

You might ask, why are there so many charities doing so many different things 
in a country? Some of those solutions alleviate hardship and suffering in the 
short term, others build resilience for the future. All of that work is necessary, 
and so often working towards the same goal: freedom from injustice. I want to 
affirm the work of the organisations working alongside CSW in this field and 
those in complementary areas, such as humanitarian aid, who do such vital 
work. 

As I say, we at CSW feel called to advocacy work – a voice for those who have 
no voice (Proverbs 31). We aim to change the conditions in places where 
injustices are taking place. To do that, we need to engage with governing 
authorities at both national and local levels, because they bear legal 
responsibility for the people within their borders. We have seen in countries like 
Myanmar or Sudan what happens when the ruling power, often aided or led by 
the military, turns against its own people.  

Coups took place in both countries last year, the first in Myanmar in February, 
and the second in Sudan in October. Since then, we have witnessed concerning 
parallels in both, with security and military forces cracking down violently on 
civilians who have protested these undemocratic takeovers and the systematic 
rollback of rights. Hundreds, if not thousands, of lives have been lost even as 
the international community remains frustratingly slow to take meaningful and 
concrete action. 

We have also seen in both Tigray and Myanmar what happens when a 
government prevents aid getting to people - starvation.  In the former, where 
there has been an ongoing civil war since November 2020, the Ethiopian 
government has made it practically impossible for aid groups to get food and 
medical supplies into the region. It has remained under an intensified de facto 
siege even since the withdrawal of Ethiopian and allied forces on 28 June 2021, 
facilitating the continued use of starvation as a weapon of war. 
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In January, the World Food Programme’s Regional Director for Eastern Africa 
Michael Dunford warned that the organisation was “having to choose who goes 
hungry to prevent another from starving.”  

In April this year, a United Nations (UN) official reported that around 2,000 
trucks of food were needed every week to meet Tigray’s needs. The situation 
was widely thought to have improved marginally after the Ethiopian 
government announced a humanitarian truce.  In reality, it only allowed just 
enough aid through to deflect international criticism temporarily whenever 
necessary, but not enough to render effective assistance to a region where 
thousands have already died from hunger, and where some 83% of the 
population remains food insecure. 

Aid organisations cannot force their way through a government blockade 
without risking the lives of their staff and the people they are trying to help. Part 
of our work is trying to use national and international structures and 
mechanisms to bring attention to these situations and add to pressure for a state 
to stop these actions, clearing the way for other organisations to do their work.  

Secondly, for those who are called to undertake international advocacy, the 
approach that is most effective and also most fair, is a “FoRB for all” approach 
grounded in the international human rights framework.  

Almost every nation in the world has pledged to respect, protect, fulfil and 
promote the right to freedom of religion or belief as enshrined in Article 18 of 
the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, a declaration which has inspired 
and paved the way for the adoption of over 70 legally binding treaties, including 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights which also provides 
comprehensive FoRB provisions.   

Despite these provisions, in countries all over the world, people of all faiths and 
none are being prevented from fully realising their right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion. 

The human rights framework was drafted with the dignity of human beings in 
mind. It’s not about protecting religions or beliefs; it’s about protecting people. 
In its fullest form, the right to freedom of religion or belief protects the right of 
all people to live their lives according to their deepest convictions, including 
whether or not they have a religion or belief.  

The fact of the matter is that, more often than not where Christians are being 
targeted for their faith, people of other faiths and none are also being prevented 
from fully enjoying their right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion.   
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Freedom of religion or belief violations often serve as early warnings of a 
nation’s deteriorating human rights climate.    

Returning to Myanmar for example, before the military coup which took place 
in February 2021, the army was already responsible for widespread human 
rights violations against civilians. A military junta had in fact held power for 
several decades until its dissolution in 2011, during which it oversaw 
widespread and egregious violations against religious and ethnic groups in the 
context of a military dictatorship. 

Even after the military regime was officially ‘dissolved’, the army continued to 
hold significant power, including 25% of seats in parliament, control over home 
affairs, border affairs and defence, and its own budget. It was in this context that 
it launched the infamous campaign of violence against the predominantly 
Muslim Rohingya community in August 2017 which resulted in over 700,000 
people fleeing to Bangladesh, thousands killed, and hundreds of villages 
burned.  

Reports of the atrocities of mass violence perpetrated during this period 
included the burning of homes, schools and mosques, the deliberate burning of 
people to death inside their homes, mass rape, torture, execution without trial, 
and, as mentioned, the blocking of aid.   

As I will touch on later, several high-profile international bodies, including a 
UN fact-finding mission and the International Court of Justice, have since stated 
that the military’s targeting of the Rohingya may amount to genocide, and the 
army also stands accused of war crimes and crimes against humanity in Kachin 
and northern Shan states that predominantly target the majority Christian 
Kachin and Chin ethnic groups. 

These horrors should have served as an early warning of what was to come, a 
sort of ‘canary in the coal mine’, and it is therefore unsurprising that since 
returning to power the military has increased its targeting of civilians of all 
religions and beliefs in Myanmar.  

Airstrikes have been widely documented, while over 1,800 people have been 
killed and 13,000 arrested according to the Assistance Association for Political 
Prisoners in Burma, which has been documenting events since the coup began. 
Had we paid closer attention to what the military was doing to Myanmar’s 
ethnic and religious communities over the past decades, perhaps this could have 
been avoided. 
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But although these sound like very logical, pragmatic reasons for taking a FoRB 
for all approach, let me state unequivocally that I also believe in this approach 
because I am a Christian. 

When my colleagues and I travel around the world to meet Christians being 
targeted on account of their religion, we find that people of other faiths and 
beliefs are often in the same boat.    

I remember a CSW staff member travelling to Myanmar to meet Christians 
under pressure and discovering the plight of the Rohingya, 20 years ago – story 
of CSW journey. 

The militant Buddhist monks who fuelled the religious and racial hatred that led 
to this ethnic cleansing are also preaching hatred against Muslims, and to some 
extent Christians, in the rest on the country.   

CSW, as a Christian human rights organisation holds its Christian faith at the 
very heart of its work.  We feel strongly that our faith enjoins us to love our 
neighbour as ourselves, to speak up for those whose voices are suppressed or 
silenced by oppression, and to contend for justice and for the right of people of 
all faiths to FoRB, and even for those who do not espouse a religion or belief.   

This means that in India, for example, where I mentioned the dire situation for 
Christians, we feel called to talk about what is happening to Muslims. Again, 
with the government promoting a vision of a Hindu nationalist India, the 
Muslim community has also suffered significantly. 

Notable is the Citizenship (Amendment) Act of 2019, which controversially 
prevents Muslim migrants who entered India on or before 31 December 2014 
from obtaining Indian citizenship even as it grants that same right to Buddhists, 
Christians, Hindus, Jains, Parsis and Sikhs. Or more recently, we have 
witnessed widespread hijab bans come into force in schools in Karnataka state, 
essentially forcing Muslim girls to choose between their education and their 
faith.   

Policies such as these have emboldened Hindu nationalists, with reports 
emerging recently of calls for a boycott of Muslim businesses, in some cases 
spilling into mob violence targeting Muslim vendors and their homes and 
livelihoods. 

These Muslims have been targeted simply for having a different faith to that of 
the religious, and in India’s case ruling, majority. We would not think that fair 
for Christians, so why should it be fair for them? After all if a Muslim and a 
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Christian came to our door and both were hungry, we would not first ask who 
was the Muslim and who was the Christian, we would feed them both! 

Advocating within the human rights framework enables us to do this work most 
effectively. For example, I mentioned earlier the situation of church leaders who 
face particular challenges.  

In countries marred by FoRB violations, the visibility of Christian and other 
religious leaders means they are often directly targeted, and they may be 
compelled to become human rights defenders and use their platform to help 
their communities.   

CSW works with religious leaders and members of faith-based and non-belief 
organisations throughout the world who engage in a wide variety of human 
rights initiatives. And time and again we see the efficacy of their work. 

I spoke about the radical monks preaching against religious minorities in 
Myanmar; there are also Buddhist monks working to counter religious hatred 
who are increasingly vulnerable, and it is vital that we listen to and empower 
such civil society actors as they counter religious intolerance.   

When we are in advocacy arenas like the United Nations, identifying the 
particular vulnerability of religious leaders as human rights defenders, helps us 
to highlight their work and to try to marshal protections for them and resources 
to build their capacity in a sustainable way, because so often they are doing the 
work that will eventually lead to peaceful coexistence. 

Moreover, they normally have greater legitimacy and access locally than 
government agencies, as well as a detailed understanding of inter-faith relations.  

On the ground, in northern Nigeria, for instance, many religious leaders have 
become voices crying out for justice following religiously motivated violence, 
while at the same time working to reconcile faith communities and assisting all 
regardless of creed or lack thereof.   

In India, both secular human rights defenders and faith actors are regularly 
targeted with vilification, hate speech and even death.   

In Colombia, during the decades-long armed conflict, illegal armed groups 
assassinated hundreds of church leaders, particularly targeting those who 
engaged with social justice and humanitarian issues.   

As an advocacy organisation CSW raises these matters at the United Nations, 
where all the countries of the world are gathered, calling for strategic and 
coordinated action in the wider international community.  Because no state can 
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act alone, countries and governments may form alliances for strategic or 
ideological reasons and can influence one another for good or ill. 

Isn’t the UN a busted flush?  

You may ask, but isn’t the UN powerless, a busted flush?  

The number of violations of freedom of religion or belief – FoRB – occurring 
around the world, often on a daily basis, is vast and growing. I said earlier that 
many different approaches are needed to tackle this issue, and that states have a 
legal responsibility to uphold FoRB.  

I would add that the UN, as the world’s largest multilateral institution, matters a 
great deal because it is the only place in the world where all states gather on a 
more or less equal basis. Every state – be it the smallest island like Kiribati or a 
continent like Australia - has a vote at the General Assembly. It’s also a place 
where victims can be heard by other countries when their own state ignores 
them.  

CSW is privileged to hold UN Special Consultative Status, which enables us to 
speak directly to the UN on issues relating to freedom of religion or belief and 
part of our role is to facilitate access for victims of FoRB violations to enable 
them to give their testimonies and advocate for justice.  

The system is not perfect and has its weaknesses; these are well-known, and a 
number of civil society organisations have set out recommendations for reform. 
However, it remains the key forum in which to challenge human rights records 
globally and failing to engage will neither prompt nor advance efforts to address 
its anomalies, but will likely strengthen the hand of recalcitrant states. 

In short, the UN is only as powerful as we make it and when states work 
together, a good deal of effective human rights work can be done.  

By way of example, in March 2017, the UN Human Rights Council established 
an Independent International Fact-Finding Mission to investigate alleged 
violations taking place in Myanmar which, together with reporting by the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Myanmar, updates by the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights on the situation of the Rohingya, and evidence provided by other 
UN bodies and civil society representatives, has set the stage for international 
justice.  

The Mission found patterns of gross human rights violations and abuses 
committed in Kachin, Rakhine and Shan States that “undoubtedly amount to the 
gravest crimes under international law”, principally by Myanmar’s military, but 
also by other security forces. The Mission called for the situation to be referred 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23475&LangID=E
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to the International Court of Justice (ICJ) or for an ad hoc international criminal 
tribunal to be created, and for the prosecution of Myanmar’s military generals, 
including Commander-in-Chief General Min Aung Hlaing. “Peace will not be 
achieved while the Tatmadaw remains above the law,” Marzuki Darusman, 
chair of the Fact-Finding Mission stated. 

In November 2019, the Gambia filed a case at the ICJ against Myanmar for its 
violations against the Rohingya in contravention of provisions of the Genocide 
Convention and calling for provisional measures to protect the Rohingya from 
genocide.  

In January 2020, the ICJ imposed provisional measures directing Myanmar to 
prevent all genocidal acts against the Rohingya, to ensure that the military and 
other security forces do not commit acts of genocide, and to take steps to 
preserve evidence related to the case.   

The case is ongoing and there are of course challenges with securing 
convictions for egregious crimes, which is inexcusable. International 
accountability often requires political will and actions are often blocked by 
recalcitrant states, especially at the Security Council where Russia and China 
frequently exercise their veto. This is an issue that we’re advocating on in 
national parliaments as well as the UN. 

In the case of Myanmar, individual member states and other UN bodies could 
take steps to implement the ICJ’s order and increase the political and financial 
cost to the Myanmar military should it fail to comply, including targeted 
sanctions against military leaders and a global arms embargo.  

How does the advocacy work that CSW does in the UK and other arenas 
translate to meaningful change in the countries we work on? 

Much of our advocacy work can seem procedural – parliamentary questions on 
an issue, statements by UN human rights experts on a case, or making 
representations in hearings in Congress, or UK and EU parliaments or 
delivering statements at the UN Human Rights Council.  

However, all of this work is aimed at provoking the official response that gets a 
country to take action. UK Parliamentary questions on a country issue by an MP 
may prompt government officials to speak to embassies or High Commissions 
in country for further information, which in turn prompts embassy staff to 
enquire about a case and seek answers from a government that might be 
ignoring it – but which will scramble when asked by a foreign government.  
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A statement by UN human rights experts that a prisoner is being unlawfully 
detained by their country will provoke embarrassment and sometimes alarm 
local prison guards, who then think twice about mistreating someone whose 
case is being raised in the international arena. The case is known abroad, their 
actions are being watched.  

Giving evidence to enquiries can inform the arduous work of parliamentary 
committees who scrutinise our government’s response to issues and demand 
answers, and this can lead to improvements in the UK government approach on 
a case or country issue.  

It’s long-term work, but someone has to commit to this. CSW has been called to 
it and we keep working on these interim steps on the way to the larger goal of 
ensuring that everyone, everywhere, will have the right to live according to their 
deepest convictions, for their right to freedom of religion or belief to be 
respected and upheld. 

An example of an opportunity for meaningful change is the upcoming global 
Ministerial on FoRB. It’s a rare opportunity to speak directly to Ministers from 
across the world about FoRB; for once it’s the only thing on the agenda.  

CSW is bringing partners from across the world to speak to them, through nine 
different events on various global regions, and our advocacy team has detailed 
recommendations on what they can do to improve the situation for people who 
are suffering violations of their right to FoRB. Ultimately, we want change, not 
just a talking shop. 

From words to action: 

Solutions would involve states ensuring that the recognition, promotion and 
protection of FoRB is mainstreamed and institutionalised in all decision-making 
mechanisms at every level.  They have pledged to uphold FoRB in the UDHR – 
now is the time to map out details of what that looks like in practice.  

We must also commit to further research into how FoRB and pluralism assist in 
advancing peace and security, both nationally and internationally.  

And unless States empower and defend human rights defenders, including faith 
actors, the right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief will not be 
realised in its entirety.   

The Ministerial will be educational, but it mustn’t stop there.  

Religious literacy is also an essential part of any long-term strategy to promote 
the right to FoRB. It helps policymakers and parliamentarians to understand 
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why certain violations of the right to FoRB are viewed locally as particularly 
egregious – for example, understanding why the destruction of specific religious 
statues or sites is tantamount to a severe attack on the religious beliefs of an 
individual or community. This in turn helps policymakers to make more 
informed decisions when assisting targeted religious communities, taking into 
account how certain policy actions may impact certain communities, or may be 
interpreted by them.  

Religious literacy is also key to understanding why some communities are more 
vulnerable than others, and why certain individuals may face multiple rights 
violations on account of their religious belief and other attributes. For example, 
Christian women in Pakistan face discrimination because they belong to a 
minority religion, on account of their gender, and in some cases due to their 
lower social status.  

Michelle Chaudhry, President of The Cecil and Iris Foundation (CICF) has told 
CSW: “Discrimination against non-Muslim women, particularly underage 
Christian and Hindus girls, is on a dangerous rise. They become victims of 
abduction which leads to forced conversion, forced marriage, rape and even 
prostitution.”  

The same violations also occur in cases involving girls from non-Muslim 
communities in Nigeria’s Shari’a states and in Egypt.  

FoRB literacy is important. Policy makers require a robust understanding of the 
international protections afforded to FoRB and the far-reaching nature of this 
fundamental human right, which “protects theistic, non-theistic and atheistic 
beliefs, as well as the right not to profess any religion or belief.” 

It is also important for policy makers to understand what is and is not protected 
under the right, for example that, like every human right, FoRB protects the 
individual, not the religion or belief.  

Additionally, misconceptions that overlook the interdependent and mutually 
reinforcing nature of human rights by insisting that other fundamental rights and 
freedoms are automatically inhibited when FoRB is respected must also be 
addressed.  Without this understanding, there is a risk of undermining genuine 
efforts to promote and protect the right to FoRB by making it appear to be some 
form of special interest pleading rather than the inclusive and expansive right it 
actually is, a right that “encompasses freedom of thought on all matters, 
personal conviction and the commitment to religion or belief intended to be.” 

Many of the world’s most serious conflicts are rooted in, or are exacerbated by, 
religious differences or the misappropriation of religion. FoRB literacy is 
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crucial to informing any policy maker's responses which seek to secure peace 
and stability by promoting mutual respect and coexistence.  

In practice, increased FoRB and religious literacy could involve regular training 
courses for officials across central and local government, including by 
providing regularly updated, accessible toolkits for government officials, as 
well as for members of the judiciary, on both religious literacy and FoRB.  

It is crucial that such resources are produced in consultation with civil society 
experts, and that consultations take place regularly between policy makers, 
parliamentarians and civil society on policy matters involving religion or belief 
communities, including the sharing of best practice.    

Ultimately, our hope is not in these worldly tools but in God.  

My old friend, CSW’s former National Director Stuart Windsor used to say, 'At 
CSW we don't believe in miracles, we depend on them!'. 

Advocacy is just one of the tools we utilise for bringing change, but it is God 
who makes a way. We pray some big prayers, for freedom for the people of 
North Korea and Eritrea, under oppressive regimes that have been entrenched 
for decades – and we believe that these things will come to pass.  

He has appointed us to do the work we have been given to do, nothing more and 
nothing less – He is the one who brings change, in His time. This is long-term 
work and we’re committed for the long haul. There are often setbacks, but until 
God has had His say, even what may seem to be defeat is not final.  

 

Conclusions of the Conference 
The growing, and now global, persecution of Christians has reached severe, 
epidemic and, in some cases, frankly genocidal proportions. Despite this, 
politicians (until recently) the media (still) and many churches ignore it or walk 
by on the other side. 

Christians are now identified as the most persecuted religio-ethnic group 
worldwide with over 360 million living in conditions of severe to very severe 
discrimination and persecution. Existing efforts to prevent this, to prevent 
violent attacks and murders, to uplift those who are victims and provide for their 
families - practically politically and spiritually - fall massively short of the level 
of need. It is a tremendous challenge to the churches but it is one that surely 
outweighs current preoccupations. 
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Politically there are hopes that the new International Alliance of FoRB, and the 
forthcoming International Ministerial Conference in London hosted by the UK, 
will start to give more backbone to political and environmental solutions – but 
the psychological and spiritual causes persecution remain largely unaddressed. 
As a result, millions of Christians worldwide are left at the bottom of the pile - 
suffocated through a combination of political correctness, political and 
economic expediency, and casual indifference. 

It is essential that this terrible suffering is reported, heard and validated so that 
the victims do not feel forgotten.  

The New Testament has a great deal to say about persecution for the sake of 
Christ but one thing is clear - the primary responsibility for helping persecuted 
Christians are other members of the Body of Christ – not the State. However, 
churches and their leaders in the West, despite some shining exceptions, are 
currently failing badly in their understanding and commitment to the cause. 
Until the Churches in the West see themselves as part of the persecuted church - 
not just in empathy with it but totally identified with it – and until politicians 
feel a real weight of electorate concern – progress will be limited. 

There is much that individuals can do:– supporting politicians by writing, 
lobbying, and signing petitions – supporting the victims by donating to the 
faith-based NGOs and writing letters to their families – supporting the church 
by helping fellow Christians to understand what is happening – and, of course, 
through prayer - especially if it is regular, informed, and coupled with a 
willingness to do something about it.  

The Biblical view of persecution is a solemn one: persecution is to be expected 
for those who follow Christ – but supporting fellow believers who are suffering 
is not optional: failure to do so will have consequences (Matthew 25: 31-46).  

To this end, a Cornwall-wide awareness campaign, under the auspices of 
Churches Together, will roll out soon and which, if successful, could be 
extended to other parts of the country.   

Meanwhile, a more vocal response from Christians will help to focus 
politicians’ minds and convince them that Freedom of Religion or Belief is not 
a side issue; it is a fundamental right on which many other human rights depend 
and draw their sustenance. FoRB is good for the healthy functioning of all 
societies and by ensuring that it is upheld – including by the UK - millions of 
people worldwide will benefit, not just Christians.  
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I thought the following article by Open Doors which appeared a few days after 
the conference made some excellent additional observations and represents a 
good rounding-off to the proceedings…  in a violent world—7 lessons from persecuted Christians 
June 14, 2022 by Tim Dustin  

Living in a violent world—7 lessons from persecuted Christians  
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/living-in-a-violent-
world-7-lessons-from-persecuted-
christians/?&utm_source=marketingcloud&utm_medium=email  

 At times, it feels like our country is facing a violence epidemic, from tragic 
school shootings and inner-city gang warfare to R-rated movies and best-selling 
video games. It may seem like national violence is a surging river with no cut-
off point, ready to take us under its current. 

However, violence is nothing new to persecuted Christians in Afghanistan, 
North Korea, Nigeria, Iran, Pakistan and many more countries where believers 
suffer for their faith. 

Our brothers and sisters in the persecuted church live in threat of violence each 
and every day; some have the scars and wounds to prove it. It’s by their actions 
and discipline we’re able to learn how to live in a violent world. And it’s 
through them that we’re able to study, adapt and grow closer to Christ. 

Here are 7 things we can learn from the persecuted church about living in a 
violent world: 

 

1. Always give thanks 

https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/author/tim-dustin/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/living-in-a-violent-world-7-lessons-from-persecuted-christians/?&utm_source=marketingcloud&utm_medium=email
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/living-in-a-violent-world-7-lessons-from-persecuted-christians/?&utm_source=marketingcloud&utm_medium=email
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/living-in-a-violent-world-7-lessons-from-persecuted-christians/?&utm_source=marketingcloud&utm_medium=email
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/living-in-a-violent-world-7-lessons-from-persecuted-christians/?&utm_source=marketingcloud&utm_medium=email
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When violence seems to walk up to our very doors, where is our focus? Are we 
dwelling on the attackers and our own fears? 

In 1 Thessalonians 5:18, Paul writes: “Give thanks in all circumstances; for this 
is God’s will for you in Jesus Christ.” It can be easy to get caught up in a 
narrative and be on the hunt for answers to such horrific acts, but the Bible 
instructs us to give thanks. When we least feel like it, our praise matters most. 

Bae* is a Christian living in North Korea exiled from her home because she and 
her husband were caught with a Bible. She leads a small house church in this 
remote village where she is always hungry and is forced to work the fields every 
day. If she doesn’t meet her quota, she will be punished. If her small church is 
discovered, she could face imprisonment, torture or even death. 

However, with each new day, Bae finds a reason to be thankful: “We thank our 
Father who has done such great things to prepare life for us,” she says. “We, 
who receive His amazing grace, keenly realize and understand His words: ‘Man 
does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the Father.’” 
For Bae, even just knowing Jesus’ words is enough to fill her heart with lasting 
thankfulness. 

2. Refuse to let fear win 

When violent acts fill our social media and TV screens, fear can take hold of 
us: Will my kids be safe at school? Is this a safe neighborhood to live in? If that 
armed robbery happened a couple doors down, will it happen to me 
next? Violence is a challenge that can seem completely overwhelming, but it’s 
also a challenge we can face with Christ. 

God’s hopeful worlds pour over us in 2 Corinthians 12:9: “My grace is 
sufficient for you, for My power is made perfect in weakness.” We constantly 
battle fear, and sometimes fear gets an edge. But that’s where we can turn to 
God and surrender it all to Him. We can give Him our fears and place our wills 
and our lives in His care. When we let Him take control, we can know we’re in 
the best of hands. 

Subhash* was thrown in prison simply because of his faith. In India, false 
accusations against Christians are an easy way for non-believers to silence what 
they fear. In prison, facing up to three years behind bars, Subhash continued 
ministering. He didn’t let fear overcome him; he let God work through him. It 
was while he was in prison, he was able to minister to 11 individuals who would 
come to know Christ. 

https://www.bible.com/bible/111/1th.5.18
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/this-suffering-is-a-blessing-a-message-from-inside-north-korea/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/north-korea/
https://www.bible.com/bible/111/2co.12.9
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/in-prison-god-used-me-an-incredible-story-of-healing-and-miracles-in-india/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/india/
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Fear, panic and anxiety can feel overwhelming, but when we surrender to God, 
we can find a peace not of this world. 

 

3. Rely on God 

Who or what are we relying on to save us? Politics? Policies? Our own 
strength? Whatever is of this world will ultimately fail. When we rely on God 
first and put our faith in Him, that’s when we have a firm foundation. 

The “what ifs” can be relentless: What if this happens? What if that 
happens? But in John 14:27, Jesus tells us, “Peace I leave with you; My peace I 
give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be 
troubled and do not be afraid.” What a perfect peace to clothe ourselves with 
daily—a peace that can calm our minds and spirit. When we rely on ourselves, 
we’re setting ourselves up for worrisome nights, but when we put our full trust 
in God, we have His permission to let go. 

We don’t know what’s coming next. For Cecilia*, she didn’t know that when 
she said “goodbye” to her husband on the phone, it would be the last time she’d 
ever speak to him. He was targeted and killed for his faith in Syria. When he 
died, Cecilia could barely comprehend it, let alone how she was going to 
continue. Her husband provided for all the family’s needs, and he was gone 
now. However, even after such a tragic event, she found peace in God: “I 
decided to hold on to Jesus,” she said. 

Today Christians all over the world are pressured, arrested, attacked or killed 
for their faith. By giving monthly to faith-based NGOs you can help provide 
persecuted families with critical support and emergency relief.  

4. Take a courageous next step 

So much violence is mindless and heartbreaking, and when we start to fear 
what could happen, our faith begins to shrink. We shy away from challenges 

https://www.bible.com/bible/111/jhn.14.27
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/why-does-the-son-of-a-nigerian-martyr-still-cling-to-jesus/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/syria/
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and next steps, and instead hold on to what we have with white knuckles. But 
we were made to thrive. 

In 1 Corinthians 16:13, Paul writes to the church in Corinth living in a 
hedonistic culture: “Be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; be courageous; be 
strong.” Is that how we’re living? Are we living faith-filled lives courageously 
and with strength? It’s too easy to fear violence to a point where we hesitate 
even leaving our homes. But God commands us to be strong and courageous. 

Six months after the Taliban retook Afghanistan in August 2021, they declared 
that any girl in sixth grade or older could no longer attend school. But Sister 
Fazlia*, a Christian schoolteacher in the country, didn’t accept that crippling 
decree. Instead, Fazlia defied the Taliban. Knowing it could mean her life if 
caught, she fled the country with her nieces, nephews and seven of her students. 
She continues to teach them as a refugee in a foreign country. When asked 
where her strength came from for her to uproot her life and abandon all she ever 
knew, with tears in her eyes, she simply pointed to Heaven. 

 

5. Grieve what you’ve lost 

God sees your grief, and He’s right alongside you. We’re not a culture that 
excels at grieving. We try to push through our emotions as fast as possible, so 
we can right the ship and get back to our routines. Yet, when violence impacts 
our lives—and some of us horrifically so—God tells us to grieve. 

In Matthew 11:28, Jesus says, “Come to me, all you who are weary and 
burdened, and I will give you rest.” Jesus didn’t say, “Come to me so I can fix 
you as fast as possible.” He said, “In me, you’ll find rest.” Grieving is part of 
the healing process. God sees us. He knows what we’re carrying. He knows we 
can get weary and burdened. We’re living in a violent world with violent 
people, and some us must grieve some of the hardest pains. But we can find rest 
in Him. 

https://www.bible.com/bible/111/1co.16.13
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/afghanistan/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/taliban-bans-education-for-girls-but-one-christian-is-defying-that-mandate/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/taliban-bans-education-for-girls-but-one-christian-is-defying-that-mandate/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/taliban-bans-education-for-girls-but-one-christian-is-defying-that-mandate/
https://www.bible.com/bible/111/mat.11.28
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Zabi* fled Afghanistan, fearing for her life and leaving everything behind. 
She’s now in a country completely foreign to her, facing an unknown future. In 
her own words, she said: “I feel so alone.” Zabi left behind a flourishing career, 
trusted friends and a family she loved. And although she looks ahead to an 
unknown future, she’s allowing herself to grieve everything she’s lost. Even 
though she grieves, God is still with her, cares for her and loves her. 

 

6. Forgive your enemies 

Just as God has forgiven us, we’re called to forgive others. It can be so hard, 
can’t it? When we’re wronged, it can be difficult to forgive. And sometimes, we 
may not even want to. There’s a sense of power that comes with holding a hurt 
over someone else’s head. But in those moments, we remember that Jesus 
doesn’t hold our sins over our heads. He forgives, and He calls on us to forgive 
others. 

Hatred brews quickly when we allow it. When someone has acted against us or 
purposely hurt us or someone we love, we can wish nothing but harm on them. 
But Jesus says in Matthew 5:44: “But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for 
those who persecute you.” 

Abda* is a Christian living in the Horn of Africa—where extremist groups, as 
well as communities, regard Christians as traitorous infidels. Abda was attacked 
by a Muslim extremist group because of he is known as someone who follows 
Jesus. The attack emotionally rattled him and left him with an amputated arm. 
Abda chose to stay in his village. To this day, he openly shares his testimony 
and preaches love instead of hate. He even openly walks the areas where drug 
addicts gather and tells them about the happiness he has found in Christ. It 
would have been easy for Abda to leave, but love compelled him to stay—a 
love that forgives instead of hates. 

https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/our-situation-is-desperate-an-update-from-afghanistan/
https://www.bible.com/bible/111/mat.5.44
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/he-lost-his-arm-for-jesus-so-why-is-he-so-hopeful/
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7. Keep persevering 

Hate, persecution and violence can stop us in our tracks. It can leave us 
wondering, How could somebody do that to someone else? Our hearts break, 
and we’re left confused and hurt. Violence and the threat of it can be paralyzing. 

Each of us has our own race to run. Hebrews 12:2 tells us to, “Fix your eyes on 
Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before Him He endured 
the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of 
God.” We don’t know what’s coming next, but we do know—with God—
there’s nothing we can’t handle. If we remain grounded in our faith, on Him as 
our firm foundation, we can walk confidently wherever He may lead us. He 
wants us to live life abundantly, not in our houses behind locked doors, but on 
the mission fields He’s prepared for us. 

Even in countries like Nigeria, where almost every two hours a Christian 
is killed for their faith, Christians continue to gather and worship. Pastor 
Andrew’s church was burned to the foundation by Boko Haram, but he didn’t 
let the hate-filled violence against him and his congregation stop his cause. 
Instead, with help, he rebuilt the church, and it’s now an incredible place of 
restoration and transformation—even stronger than it was before. Andrew says, 
“After losing everything, we realized God is all we need.” Pastor Andrew and 
his congregation continued to persevere. 

No matter the violence, God is with us 

After Moses’ death, God gives Joshua this promise: “Have I not commanded 
you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the 
Lord your God will be with you wherever you go” (Joshua 1:9). God is with us 
at all times. 

There will be violence in this world until Christ returns for His people. Prayer 
and our relationship with God is our No. 1 weapon against it. 

https://www.bible.com/bible/111/heb.12.2
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/nigeria/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/every-two-hours-a-christian-in-nigeria-is-killed-for-their-faith/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/pastor-andrew-video-story/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/pastor-andrew-video-story/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/pastor-andrew-video-story/
https://www.bible.com/bible/111/jos.1.9
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From the jungles of Nigeria to the cities of China to our own homes, God 
answers prayers all over the world, and He is with His people. 

Trust He will be with us wherever He would have us go, no matter the 
persecution, no matter the violence. 
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