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Family is a tough subject. At best,
family is all about love and connection.
At worst, it can cause unimaginable
pain and hurt. Most of us will know
something about both these aspects of
family, and everything in between too.

But, and this is a big but, across the world
there are many who are silenced, ignored,
threatened, intimidated, arrested, targeted
and even killed because of their love for
Jesus. There are many in our family that are
forgotten. There are many that are left out.

But ultimately, whatever our experiences,
families were intended for good. They are
supposed to be places of ultimate safety,
where we should be loved simply for who we
are. Places where no –one is forgotten and
everyone is valued.

Persecution is a daily reality for our worldwide
church family. Whether it’s Christians in Iraq
and Syria fleeing extremism, new converts from
North Africa kicked out of home by aggressive
relatives, or imprisoned believers in North Korea
facing horrendous treatment, many in our
family know what it is to suffer for Jesus.

As Christians we know this definition of
family isn’t just about who we’re biologically
connected to, or who we’ve grown up with. Our
church family is about more than that. It’s about
connection. It’s about shared hope, passion
and love. As Christians we’re joined to millions
of others around the world, simply because we
make the daily choice to follow Jesus.
That means our church family is made up
of millions of people, all very different, but
who, because of Jesus, have all glimpsed
something of God’s love and grace.
In this church family, like the best families
we know, no-one should be forgotten. In
our worldwide church family no-one should
get left out. We’re in this together, suffering
together, rejoicing together (1 Cor 12:26).
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As family, God calls us to care. As Jesus
prepared his disciples for what would happen
after his death and resurrection, he gave them
the following command:

“A new command I give you:
Love one another. As I have
loved you, so you must love one
another. By this all men will know
that you are my disciples, if you
love one another”
John 13:34-35

Because of Jesus we’re connected.
Because of Jesus we’re called to
love. Because of Jesus we’re
o n e f a m i ly.

How to use this guide
On the following pages you’ll find three
reflections. These will introduce you to
different members of your persecuted family
from the Middle East. These people show us
a bit of what following Jesus can cost. Their
stories are inspiring and challenging. But they
are also full of hope, revealing incredible faith
in a God who is bigger than any trial or trauma
we could ever face. They reveal a God who is
worth following no matter what.
The stories aren’t long – they should take
about 5 minutes to read. But we’ve also
thrown in some Bible passages, links to
videos, questions for you to reflect on, and
a suggested prayer to pray. Twenty minutes
should be enough time for you to get through
one session, but do feel free to take longer if
you need.
Treat each session like a bit of a mini quiettime or Bible study series, or just dip into
them whenever you can (on the bus, or over
a lunch break would work). The key is to give
space to reflect and think. Let the stories and
words sink in, and then pray.
As you get into these stories, we hope you
grow closer to your persecuted family, and are
inspired to follow God with all you have.

One Family / Intro / 5

Imagine living in a place where following Jesus is considered
so wrong that Christian children are taught to expect that a
time will come when their parents will be arrested and taken
away. Shocking isn’t it? but would you be able to cope if it
happened to you? Would you be prepared?

R e fle ct i on ON E

You would come home from school or college,
find the house in a mess and your parents
missing. You wouldn’t know where they were,
why the lap-tops had been taken or why there
were books tipped all over the floor. Drawers
and wardrobes would be emptied everywhere.
There would be signs of a struggle. Things
would be broken. It’d be devastating.
In Iran dozens of church leaders are
imprisoned indefinitely, simply because they
are committed to telling others about Jesus.
Christian parents warn their children of what to
expect. You see, being a Christian, especially a
convert, can lead to arrest, or even death.

LILY A N D H E R M UM

Lily’s* mum was a housewife, but she was also
involved in leading a church.
“We started preparing our daughter Lily* for
persecution when she was still in primary
school. ‘Don’t worry,’ we told her. ‘The Bible
tells us it is normal to be persecuted as
believers. They will take us to prison, ask us
some questions, and hit us. Then we will
come back.’
“It was an early winter morning when the
authorities came. Lily was 12 at the time and
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*Names changed for security reasons

had already left for school. They searched
everything. Then they ordered my husband
and me to come with them.
“I insisted that I call my sister before coming
with them. How could they let a 12-year-old
come home to an empty house – a house she
didn’t even have a key to? Reluctantly, they
let me call.
“I knew what Lily would do when she was
picked up from school by my sister – she
would pray for us. And when she was afraid,
she would pray more. She would also call a
friend in our ministry like we had instructed
her to do. This friend had promised to take
care of Lily while we were in prison.”
“In prison, my husband and I were split up.
I was allowed to call Lily four times a week.
I was interrogated daily. Soon they found
my weak point: my little girl. I told them
everything they wanted to know about
myself, but I refused to give the names of
others. ‘Okay,’ they told me, ‘as long as
you won’t give names, you can’t call your
daughter.’ I was devastated. Back in my cell, I
couldn’t stop crying.”
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completely new experience for her. Looking
back, she says that she never grew more in
her faith than during that time we were in
prison. I gave my Lilly into the hands of the
Lord, and He had taken care of her.”

“I couldn’t sleep that night. On top of
everything it was freezing cold. It was midwinter with no heating and the windows
of my little cell were broken. But while I was
praying, all of the sudden I felt a warm wind
stroking my cheeks. ‘Take it in,’ I heard the
Lord saying.
“With every breath of warm air I took, I felt my
body being filled with joy. I had to dance for
joy and praise God. All night I was dancing for
the Lord. I had the strength to put my beloved
daughter in the hands of God.”
“Not long afterwards I was released, as was
my husband. I learned that on that cold
night in prison, my fellow believers had been
praying for me to receive peace and joy. I
saw His light most clearly in the darkest of
circumstances. He cared for me and he was
working in me. He still does, I feel this very
clearly every single day.
“I was very happy to see my little Lily again.
She told me that she had been praying a
lot for us. Spending these times in prayer
and trusting the Lord in everything was a
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There’s so much in this story. There’s the fact
that Lily and her parents knew following Jesus
would cost them. Then there’s the fact that
they were prepared to endure suffering and
being split apart as a family because of Jesus.
Then there’s the commitment – and amazing
answers – to prayer.
For Lily and her mum, the times when they
could have felt that following Jesus was
ruining their lives were the times they chose
to dig in, to depend ever more on Him and to
pray. They were prepared. They knew Jesus
was worth more than even the most precious
relationships they had. Lily’s mum said: ‘I see his
light most clearly in the darkest of circumstances’.
The challenge for us in the west isn’t prison.
We’re not likely to be arrested, or executed, for
choosing to follow Jesus. But Lily and her mum
show us that following Jesus costs, and being
prepared to follow Him means putting God
above everything else – even the things we
love most dearly. It’s about heart. It’s about truly
knowing He is worth more, and being prepared
to give it all for Him. We may never have to give
up the things we dearly love for God – He is a
loving Father after all – but we need to get our
hearts in the right place, seeing Him as the most
precious thing we could ever know.

Bible
You prepare a table before me
in the presence of my enemies.
Psalm 23:5
Read all of Psalm 23

Reflect
What challenges you about the story of
Lily and her mum? What stands out?
Lily was the most precious thing in
her mum’s life. But when she gave her
daughter fully into God’s care, then He
took care of both of them. When we put
God first there will be a cost, but He is
good and loving, and totally worth it.
Think about the relationships and things
in your life that are precious to you. Could
you actively put God before them? What
would happen if you did?
Read the Psalm. It’s pretty famous. The
first few verses depict good times. The
second lot highlight bad. But through it
all the writer knows God’s love, power
and strength. Pray you’d have the same
constant attitude to God.
Lily knew to depend on God even when her
mum was taken away. She was prepared
because she had put God above everything
else in her life. If we want to have the same
attitude as Lily and her mum we need to

be prepared to give everything up for God.
How does that make you feel? Worried,
scared, excited?

Pray
Father
Thank you for my family around the
world. Thank you for people like Lily and
her mum who have stuck with You no
matter what they faced. Thank you too
that in the rough times they knew Your
goodness, love and provision. I pray for
many like them, for families pulled apart
because of persecution. Be with mums
and dads in prison. Be with the children
waiting for their parents to be released.
Give them strength, courage, protection
and hope.
Holy Spirit help me be prepared. Help me
see that there is nothing as precious as
knowing You. Help me know Your love in
incredibly real and tangible ways. Help me
depend on You above all else, no matter
what the cost, what others think, or where
You will lead. Even though these words
make me a bit scared and nervous, I know
You are loving and good. Help me always
know that.
Amen.
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Martin is a young church leader from a town called Karamles
which is near Mosul, in Iraq. He’s known war most of his life,
but in 2014 things took a distinct turn for the worse. He was
just 24, still to finish his training when the extremist Muslim
group, the so-called Islamic State, took control of large parts
of his country. Then they came to his village.

R e fle ct i on T W O

m a rt In

On that one night, Martin left with the
majority of people from his town. They’d
been warned by the army to go. Christians
and other minorities were being treated
horrendously. At best they would be forced
to leave homes, at worst, they faced violence,
punishment and death.
The night he fled he managed to scramble
together a few possessions including his phone.
He, along with the others from Karamles,
headed to Erbil, a safer city in Northern Iraq.
Initially they found shelter in a half-built
shopping centre. As the war intensified the
people building the new mall pulled out of the
project. This empty shell of a building became
home to several hundred families.
Life wasn’t easy. To begin with they built
temporary rooms and shared kitchens. But it
wasn’t home. They wanted to go home:
“I want to go back to my village, to rebuild
it again. I want to live like a citizen in my
country. I’m an Iraqi. We cannot divide the
Iraqi people between Muslim, Christian,
Shia or Sunni. We have to live in our country.
We love our country, but there’s no place to
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include us. They treat us like refugees, they
persecuted us, and we didn’t do anything.
We want to live here. But we want to live
like a citizen.”
But that’s not it. Martin hasn’t just stopped. In
fact, he’s persevering, getting on with it, keeping
going despite the pain, heartache and troubles.
And he’s chosen to stay in Iraq. Home for him
isn’t simply a place. He knows his true home and
security can only be found in God.
“We don’t hear much about Karamles because
it is still occupied by Islamic State. We have
our prayers and services in exactly the same
way as we did in Karamles. So in this way we
remember our church and village. Of course,
I desire to go back to my church, the place
I grew up in. But if I’m called to serve in the
desert, I can still serve there. From sand I can
make a church”.
Martin has embraced his circumstances and is
simply getting on with it. Yes, it’s hard, and yes,
he’d love the situation to change, but he knows
God’s calling Him to serve and show love to
those around him – no matter where he finds
himself or whatever the circumstances.
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Bible

So often we wait for the ‘right time’ or when
‘we’re qualified’ to think we can be used
properly by God. Martin experienced massive
tragedy, he hadn’t yet finished his training as
a leader and had no church in which to gather
people, but he got on with it, and still is. If we
think we’re too young, too inexperienced or
don’t have the right training to be used by God
now, Martin’s example shows us otherwise.
Sometimes we just need to get on with it.
“This continuing situation has just solidified
my calling. I am needed here at this moment
to feed my people with charity and with hope.
They know that my family isn’t here and that
I could choose to emigrate to be with my
family. I could go to the USA and live a rich
and peaceful life. But despite the situation I
have decided to follow my calling and stay in
Iraq, with them. That gives them hope.”
Sometimes we just need to get on with it.
Sometimes following God is hard. The situations
we face are tough and we’re not sure if we can
do it. We think we’re not ready, or the issues are
too big. But God calls us forward. Like Martin he
wants us to find our security and home in Him.
And when we do that we can realise that we
can serve God wherever we find ourselves and
whatever we face.
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But God raised him from the
dead, freeing him from the
agony of death, because it was
impossible for death to keep its
hold on him.
Acts 2: 24
Read Acts 2: 1-40

Watch
Watch some videos of Martin. Head to
youtube.com/opendoorsyouth and check out
the Iraq video diaries to meet Martin yourself.

Think
Martin isn’t a super human. He’s not much
different to you. He worries, has fears and
is dealing with some big struggles. But he’s
still choosing to serve. Are there situations
you face that stop you from showing God’s
love to others? What are they?
Many of us wait until we think we’re ready
for God to use us, but Martin shows us
God doesn’t need us to be fully qualified
or experienced to be used by Him. Are you
waiting for something to happen before
you think God can really use you?
Read the Bible passage. What’s this got to
do with getting on with it? The disciples
were not trained religious leaders. They
weren’t from good families. A few were
fishermen. One was a tax collector. Their
training was from a rogue rabbi called
Jesus, and he’d recently been killed. They
were scared, not sure how they could serve
God, or if they were even qualified to in
the first place. Then the Holy Spirit comes
and their lives are turned upside down.
They preach with authority. They speak in
strange languages. Miracles happen. And
thousands come to know Jesus. Incredible.
Ask God that His Holy Spirit would inspire
you in the same way as the early disciples.
Unlike Martin, we probably won’t have to
give up everything we know because of
our faith. We might not face the extreme

situations that Martin has encountered.
But God is still looking to use us, wherever
we are or whatever we face. How can God
use you to bring His love and light to the
people you meet and hang out with every
day? What people or places in your life is
God putting on your heart? What can you
do about it?

Pray
Father,
Thank you for Martin and all those across
Iraq and Syria who are serving You
despite war and terror. I pray You would
use them to spread hope, love, peace
and reconciliation. Protect them and
the people they serve, and give them
boldness and courage to keep sharing
Your love.
Father, send Your Holy Spirit to be with
me. Inspire and empower me to see how
You can use me, even when I think I’m not
ready or when I face challenges that seem
too big for me to overcome. I’m sorry when
I give up and give in. Help me get on with it
and keep going. Help me know deep down
that my security and home is in You, and
that You will never leave me. Use me where
I am, with what I have. I’m ready.
Amen.
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Maryam and Marziyeh are from Iran. Being Christians they had
to be careful. In Iran followers of Jesus are second class
citizens. Islam is the official religion, and the country’s
government is based on Islamic law. Many Muslims won’t even
touch Christians or eat food with them. You could be arrested
simply for talking to non-Christians about Jesus.

R e fle ct i on T HREE

M A RYA M A N D M A RZIYEH

And that is what makes Maryam and
Marziyeh’s story incredible. They were
young – in their mid-twenties. But they
were passionate about sharing God’s love.
They decided the best way to do this would
be to give out Bibles.
So, they would fill a back-pack with copies
of God’s Word. Then they would pray, asking
Jesus where they should distribute them.
Then, under the cover of darkness, they would
travel around the city placing the Bibles into
people’s letterboxes. They estimate that they
gave away 20,000 Bibles across Tehran (the
capital of Iran) in this way.
By the time they were caught, they were
wanted criminals. They were put in Evin prison,
one of the most notorious prisons on the
planet. They had friends in the prison that were
abused, tortured, beaten, and even killed.
Almost on a weekly basis the girls would be
brought before a judge. He would give them
an opportunity to be free. He wanted them to
write one sentence – one sentence that would
say that they had denied their Christian faith
and converted to Islam.
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Each time Maryam and Marziyeh refused.
And each time the judge would grow more
and more frustrated. He’d say ‘You don’t
understand. Unless you convert, you will die
here’. They replied ‘No you don’t understand.
We’re not afraid to die… What we’re afraid
of is a life without faith - a life without our
saviour Jesus Christ’.
Incredible.
After 249 days, and a global campaign
pressuring the Iranian government to free them,
Maryam and Marziyeh were released. Amazing.
But for many, the situation doesn’t end happily.
Many who are imprisoned across the Middle
East for their faith in Jesus will not be released.
Many will continue to be interrogated. Many
will be mistreated. Some will die.
This is the reality. And that is the reality that
Maryam and Marziyeh faced. They didn’t know
they would be freed. They were given an easy
way out of prison – a prison they weren’t sure
they would ever leave. But, they chose to stay
with Jesus no matter what the cost. They stuck
with it. That is true faithfulness.
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Bible

As with many stories from Christians who are
persecuted for their faith, this challenges the
core of our faith. Have a think.
Do we expect God to rescue us when life goes
wrong?
Do we expect that He would come and bring
us to safety every time we feel uncomfortable
or face tough times?
Do we only consider that God is ‘faithful’ to us
when we get what we really want?
These are tough questions. But Maryam and
Marziyeh challenge us to think differently
about our faith. Faced with death, they had
such a passion for Jesus that nothing else
mattered – not even their personal safety.
They had faith when everything else had been
taken away.
So often we think it’s God’s job to be
faithful to us – and by that we mean that
He should rescue us when life goes wrong.
And sometimes He does. But Maryam and
Marziyeh challenge us to realise that when
things turn bad in our lives, sometimes it’s up
to us to remain faithful to God.

The steadfast love of the LORD
never ceases; his mercies never
come to an end; they are new
every morning; great is your
faithfulness.
Lamentations 3:22-23

Think
How does your walk with Jesus get
affected when life gets tough?
What comes to mind when you think of
God’s faithfulness?
How does the story of Maryam and
Marziyeh challenge you?
Read the passage above. Look it up in your
Bible. Read what comes before. The writer
is not in a good place. He has to remind
himself of God’s love. Often we struggle
to look beyond our circumstances to see
God’s love and beauty. Ask God would help
you to see Him more clearly.
Spend some time remembering when God
answered your prayers or you felt close to
Him. Thank him for those times.
Ask God to help you remain faithful when
trouble or tough times come.

Pray
Father,
Thank you that You are faithful no matter
what. Help me understand that You love
me even when life turns rough. Help me
to stick with You no matter what I face.
Thank you for the example of Maryam
and Marziyeh – and that they were freed.
I pray for all those currently in prison
because they have chosen You. Be with
them, give them strength, courage, hope
and peace. Help them know Your love
deeply. I pray for their freedom, but even
more I pray that their faithfulness to you
would inspire many, including those who
imprisoned them.

No you don’t
understand.
We’re not
afraid to
diE… What
we’re afraid
of is a life
without
faith - a
life without
our saviour
Jesus Christ.

Thank you that You are a God of grace
and love, and no matter how far I go, You
are there for me. Help me share Your love
with the same passion and boldness as
Maryam and Marziyeh. Holy Spirit, be with
me today and help me know Your love
more and more.
Amen.

Because He is forever faithful.
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Been inspired by the stories, Bible passages
and prayers? Don’t stop now. Keep going!
There are loads of things you can Do to
continue a journey with your persecuted
family – try one of these:

1. Keep praying

T he ne xt s t e p s

Follow us on Twitter and Instagram or like us on
Facebook to get daily prayer updates, stories and
articles to help you connect with
your persecuted family.

2. Raise money
Check out our website,
www.opendoorsyouth.org, for loads of ways
that you can raise money for Christians facing
persecution. There’s our annual sponsored social
media fast, Blackout, as well as simple ideas
for groups too.

3. Speak up and share
We run regular campaigns, petitions and ways to
help you use your voice and freedom to speak up
for those that are persecuted for following Jesus.
Check out www.opendoorsyouth.org for the
latest campaigns, and make sure you like and share
our social media updates to spread the word!
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