PERSECUTION, ADVOCACY AND MISSION

AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 21ST CENTURY:

“WAIT A LITTLE LONGER” (Rev. 6:11)

“I APPEAL TO CAESAR!” (Acts 25:11)
There could hardly be a clearer statement of the inevitability of persecution, and martyrdom for some, past and ongoing, than Revelation 6:11.  The quota of martyrs is not yet filled.

While the souls of the martyrs wait, longing for justice, and their number is being increased, how are we, the living followers of Jesus to understand persecution, suffering for righteousness’ sake, and martyrdom?  Especially, how does the certainty of persecution, suffering, and martyrdom inform our apostolic mission to advance the frontiers of the kingdom of God? 

The Inevitability of Persecution 

Jesus in John 15:20 says “Remember the words I spoke to you, ‘No servant is greater than his master’. If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.”  And Paul in II Tim. 3:12 states: “In fact everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”   These unqualified statements make clear that persecution for the followers of Jesus is both inevitable and normative. 

Mysteriously, it is sometime through persecution, suffering, and martyrdom that God spreads his glory and his name, making them expressions of both Christian spirituality and mission.  

To understand this better we need to overcome misguided thinking about persecution, suffering, and martyrdom. 
  First, the recent Left Behind series by LaHaye and Jenkins illustrates one popular idea that intense persecution is in the unpredictable future.  While this may fit an eschatological scheme, it has the negative effect of minimizing the persecution that is an ongoing present reality for many.  

Others, mistaken in the opposite direction, relegate persecution, suffering, and martyrdom to some ancient time, considering them isolated historical events. However, the truth is that followers of Jesus—now embracing a third of the human race by some counts—are experiencing more persecution and martyrdom than at any time in history. 

A third fallacy, primarily Western, confuses the “suffering for righteousness sake” of the New Testament for general human suffering.  Glenn Penner explains:  “Because the biblical texts on persecution cannot readily apply to a setting where there is little persecution, the tendency seems to be to misapply these passages to situations of general physical, psychological and spiritual suffering.”
   

While illness and natural disasters are serious issues, they must not be equated with persecution and martyrdom.    

Another challenge is the issue of ‘proportion’.  For example, ridicule suffered by a Christian student in a university is not the same as, and cannot be equated with, the intense persecution suffered by Christians in the oppressive nation of North Korea.  

The Effects of Persecution 

There is a tendency, especially among those who have not experienced it, to romanticize persecution and to conclude that only good can come from it.  Because there are times and places where intense persecution coincides with the rapid growth of the church, it is often concluded that there is a causal effect (the church in the Book of Acts and modern China come to mind).   But it does not necessarily follow that the church grew because of persecution and that persecution must, therefore, be good.  The church grows not because of persecution but by the power of God and the faithfulness of God’s people regardless of their circumstances 

Tertullian, the North African church father, was sometimes right when he said, “The oftener we are mown down by you, the more in number we grow, in blood of martyrs is seed”. 
  But it is also true that harsh persecution through the centuries has crushed many Christians and decimated churches – in the Middle East and North Africa, for example.  Some individual Christians and churches flourish under fire while others falter and fail.  

The deprivation, cruelty, and dehumanization suffered by victims of persecution are not “good”!  This is the devil’s work!  In Vietnam, for example, it is well documented that in the past 30 years Christians have been harassed, discriminated against, arrested without cause, starved, beaten, imprisoned, raped, dispossessed and chased for home and fields, and even killed for Christ’s sake.  Only the Evil One takes pleasure in inflicting these injustices on those made in the image of God!

In September 2005 a Vietnamese Pastor was released from a terrifying 15-month imprisonment.  He had been rotated to five different prisons, was sometimes in rooms with 100 criminals and other times in a solitary cell. He had been attacked by prisoners with HIV/AIDS.  He confessed to feeling alienated from his family and his church after his release.  The feeling worsened.  Six months after release he uttered the words, “I only discovered real loneliness when I got out of prison. My colleagues, my own brother and my even my wife don’t understand and won’t believe what I tell them”. Persecution is not good!    

People much prefer the more positive reports of those who seem to flourish in persecution.  It is truly amazing that for many, the persecution they suffer becomes a means of receiving grace!  They testify of God’s strengthening presence in the harshest conditions.  They report on God’s miraculous provisions in times of extreme need.  And so persecution and suffering become an occasion for God’s comfort, often through others.  Prison can become an opportunity to witness.  One Vietnam pastor led 69 people to faith during a six-year prison term, discipling some through the sewer pipes!

Persecution and suffering can also be an opportunity of sanctification   James writes, “Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial” (James 1:12).  Persecution also restores focus on Christ and can generate Christian unity through solidarity.  For some, persecution and suffering lead to martyrdom, becoming a doorway to eternal glory.  

The Anatomy of Persecution 

The recently published Servants in the Crucible
 is a significant 10-year global study on persecution which seeks to identify the implications of persecution for sending agencies and sending churches. 

The study identifies two major kinds of persecution.  Top-down persecution occurs where the church has been established and where thousands of believers are gathered in church communities.  The Christian community is seen as a threat to the prevailing state ideology, as in communism. The state enacts top-down, severely oppressive efforts to abuse, imprison, kill and even eliminate Christianity.  

In situations where there are few Christians, as in Saudi Arabia and North Africa, persecution is better described as bottom-up.  In such places it is a combination of government, society, and family who partner to suppress even nascent manifestations of Christianity, giving few opportunities for Christian belief to root and grow.  

And there are other helpful taxonomies of persecution.  For example, one China researcher has identified seven sources of persecution in that context.  Persecution may come from the Communist Party, the government, the family, neighbours in the community, from other churches, from corrupt officials, or from over-boldness or self-invitation. 
 

Johan Candelin of the WEA Religious Liberty Commission describes the evolution of persecution as often originating with disinformation, then moving to discrimination and finally to full-blown persecution. 

Penner helpfully points out that the persecution of Christians is not purely “religious” even in the New Testament.  Sometimes it was religious (Acts 8), with Christians seen as a  threat to the prevailing religious system).  In other instances the reason is political, as Christians are perceived as a threat to the civil order (Acts 12:1,2; 17:5-7; 1812ff).  The reason may be social as when the acceptance of Jesus is seen as rejecting societal and family norms (Matt. 10:36 and John 15:18-20).  Acts 16:16-24 gives a clear illustration of an economic reason for persecution.  The jealousy of the Jewish leaders who are challenged in Acts 5:16-18 and 17:5-7 is perhaps an emotional cause for persecution. 

General Definitions – Religious Freedom/Liberty and Persecution 

The broadest and most universally accepted definition of religious freedom is found in Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights:  Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change ones religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance.  Implicit in this, is the notion this ‘right’ for one cannot infringe upon this same right of another. 

Our discussion is more narrowly focussed on the persecution of Christians, for which there is no universally accepted definition.  A recent attempt by Charles Tieszen is helpful:  Any unjust action of varying levels of hostility, perpetrated primarily on the basis of religion and directed at Christians, resulting in varying degrees of harm as it is considered from the victims perspective. 
 

The word “martyr” has recently been devalued since terrorists use it for themselves.  The word martyr is now best qualified by the adjective “Christian”. A Christian martyr, following David Barrett, is a Christian who voluntarily suffers death as a penalty for witnessing to or refusing to denounce faith, or a tenet, principles or practice belonging to it. 

The Growing Phenomenon of Persecution

Some of the very high figures on the number of Christians being persecuted and martyred, sometimes published these days as firm and unqualified, cannot be substantiated.  A responsible estimate is Paul Marshall’s contribution on “persecution” in Eerdmans Encyclopaedia of Christianity. 
  He says that while it is impossible to total the number of Christians who suffer violent persecution, the Christian communities in countries and areas where such persecution occurs number at least 230 million.  Several hundreds of million more suffer from widespread discrimination.  

Hundreds of millions of Christians!  And yet the secular world and even many Evangelical Christians remain abysmally unaware of what is happening!   

Sources of Persecution 

There are at the beginning of this 21st century, four main engines driving the persecution phenomenon. 
  

1. The first is communism in the countries of China, Vietnam, Laos and Cuba – and North Korea in a negative category all its own.  The residual effects of communism also affect religious freedom significantly in the countries of the erstwhile Soviet Union, especially Central Asia. 

“Religious freedom” in communist countries generally means that religious organizations must be under the state’s administrative control. The objective and common result is that religious organizations are co-opted by the state.  To accommodate the pressure from the West to improve human rights and religious liberty, China (in 2005) 
 and Vietnam (in 2004) 
 promulgated new religion legislation intended to create the impression at least, that there is more space for religion.  But so far there has been no movement among the numerous house churches to register, and with good reason. 

Religious leaders would prefer laws that protect the democratic rights of believers, though communist states are not ready for this.  It is very clear that the ideological basis for these state’s religion policy is unrealistic.  As long as they remain “illegal”, house churches will be subject to reprisals based on unfounded fears and arbitrary whims of the anti-Christian communist authorities. 

Communist states have shown flexibility in adapting their repression methods.  Orthodox communism long considered all religious expression to be useless superstition. However, in the mid-1990’s, realizing it had an ally in the traditional animistic practitioners, Vietnam began to promote “beautiful indigenous culture and historic beliefs and customs” as an antidote to rapidly growing Christianity among its ethnic minorities.  

2. A second major engine of persecution is the rise of religious nationalism centered chiefly in South Asia.  Where country and religion have been identified with a state (e.g. Buddhism in Sri Lanka and Hinduism in India) Christians have more and more been treated as second-class citizens and subjected to violent communal attacks.  Churches in India and Sri Lanka are regularly documenting church burnings and other violent attacks on Christian communities.  These countries, some with democratic traditions, are adding anti-conversion laws to their repertoire of anti-Christian weapons.  

In Burma (Myanmar), the military regime that completely lacks popular support, wraps itself in the cloak of Buddhism in its war against Burma’s mainly Christian ethnic minorities.  

3. The third and now most alarming engine of Christian persecution is the Muslim world increasingly influenced by growing Islamic extremism.  From Morocco in northwest Africa to the easternmost islands of the Indonesian archipelago three types of Islamic persecution are spreading. 
  

The first type is direct state persecution, such as in Saudi Arabia, where non-Islamic expressions of religion are simply forbidden.  Saudi enforces sharia law which requires the killing of anyone who converts away from Islam.   This extreme measure is also part of the legal code in Mauratania, Sudan, and Iran.  A major component of the costly civil war in southern Sudan has been the attempt of the Khartoum government to impose its brand of Islam on Christians and animists.  

A second type of Islamic persecution is the violence of mobs and radical groups often at the instigation of radical Islamic leaders. The Coptic church in Egypt for example is subject to such violence.  A third type of persecution comes directly from Islamic terrorist organizations.  The Laskar Jihad group, for example, has massacred thousands of Christians in the Mulukas and Sulawesi in Indonesia.  

4. The fourth engine of persecution which is planting itself in the West is secular intolerance. 
 Secularism has a belief system similar to some traditional religions in that it has an exclusive claim to truth and hostility toward alien belief systems.   Freedom of expression (freedom to evangelize) and the autonomy of churches are areas of concern.  Also with the rise of sexual libertarianism (promiscuity, homosexuality, abortion) teaching on morality and ethics is being restricted.  There have been prominent cases prosecuting Christians in Canada and Sweden.  

A major threat also lies in the promulgation of so-called “hate laws”.  Ostensibly put forward to reduce religious friction, they sadly result in limiting free speech and religious expression.  There is a case of Christian pastors being charged in Australia for violating hate laws by giving a seminar on Islam.  The Australian law became a tool in the hands of Muslims to prosecute Christians in a liberal western democracy!  

Biblical and Historical Responses to Persecution.

With the New Testament as a guide, the early church as the first example, and the experience of Christians through the centuries, we can observe that the followers of Jesus have responded to persecution in one of three main ways.  They flee it, they endure it or the resist it. 

Flight.  The New Testament instructs (Matt. 10:23) and describes (Acts 8:1 and 9:25) fleeing from persecution.  It is significant that in the biblical record, however, flight is not primarily to escape harm, but rather it is strategic in the context of mission.  When danger threatens, strategic withdrawal is permitted.   Even Jesus hid himself (John 8:59) because “his time had not yet come”.  But Jesus continued relentlessly on his mission which he knew included great suffering before the glorious resurrection.  

Countless waves of followers of Jesus have fled persecution and gratuitous suffering through the centuries and, like the church in Acts, have carried the Good News of the Kingdom with them and helped it flourish on new ground.  

Fortitude.  The weight of New Testament scriptures, especially the Pauline letters, calls on Christ’s followers to stand firm in the face of all adversity, and to remain faithful even unto death.  For many persecuted people and communities through the centuries, flight has not been an option – so they have had to endure!  

Fight   There are clearly times when it is appropriate to stand up for one’s right to worship and to serve God and his church.  St. Paul provides clear examples on several occasions during his tumultuous missions (Acts 16:37, 22:24ff and 25:10 and 11).   In the trial before Festus, Paul says, “I appeal to Caesar!” thereby seeking his rights under existing law.  Further, on his release from prison in Acts 16, Paul is not content with mere freedom.  He says in effect, “They knocked us around and stuck in jail without a trial even though we are Roman citizens, and now you just want us to slip away.  Don’t you think the persecutors should face the legal consequences?”  And so it is today.  Many Christians are today persecuted in contravention of their own national laws and international treaties signed by their governments.  
Advocating for the Persecuted  

Biblical permission to advocate against the injustices of the persecutors by legal means forms part of our mandate to advocate for the persecuted.  Missionaries have historically stood against injustices such as suttee, infanticide and slavery, and can do so against religious persecution, based on the dignity God himself gave humankind by creating us in his own image!  

Charles Taber’s “In the Image of God: The Gospel and Human Rights”, is a landmark article in this regard. 
  He says that the idea of universal, panhuman and non-discriminatory rights is of quite recent origin.  He argues convincingly that while this idea may have some roots on ancient Greece and in the Hebrew Scriptures, it was Jesus who set the benchmark.  

“(Jesus) alone among all religious founders and leaders rejected all forms of discrimination and insisted that all human beings ought to be treated in exactly the same way.  His own dealings with women, with children, with lepers, and other ritually polluted people, and with foreigners radically undermined all the distinctions that human societies of his day unanimously institutionalized. He extended the category of “neighbour” to all humankind and insisted that the two Great Commandments applied to all. ” 
 

Likely the most valiant human attempt to capture human dignity is the United Nations 1948 Declaration of Human Rights. While it, and numerous elaborations are admirable, they are all too often impotent.  Many a nation violating religious freedom and other human rights is a signatory.  

Taber concludes, 

“When all is said and done, there is only one resource available to Christians to bring non-Christians to see human dignity as Jesus did.  It is the intrinsic credibility and persuasiveness of the Gospel, since the truth of human dignity is a component of the Gospel and has no secure existence apart from the Gospel.”  

Missiological Work Required in Light of the Present and Growing Reality of Persecution, Suffering, and Martyrdom 

The reality of the situation in the world today confirms with unmistakable clarity the certainty of persecution, suffering for righteousness sake, and martyrdom predicted by Jesus for his faithful followers.  What then shall we do?  

1. Communicate the Liberating Gospel.  And do this in the full way just described.  This is not formulaic evangelism, but a mandate to call Christians to costly discipleship.  
2. Advocate for the Persecuted.  This is at once a highly spiritual and practical response.  We must intercede in prayer with perseverance for those who are persecuted. We must take risks to come alongside those who suffer for His name’s sake. We must stand with them in their response - whether flight, endurance, or fight. 
Part of the prophetic denunciation of the principalities and powers which demean and desecrate Gods’ children through persecution, involves shining the light on evil, appealing to laws, national and international, and providing information for engaging world opinion on the side of justice.  

The role of ‘front line’ missionaries in this advocacy is sometimes considered controversial.  But missionaries may choose to share discreetly the information they often uniquely possess and allow others to do the public work.  

Ron Boyd-MacMillan has helpfully summarized and evaluated seven “intervention tactics”. 
  He calls them (1) prayer/intercession, (2) truth-telling/publicity, (3) private representation, (4) legal intervention, (5) illegal intervention, (6) political pressure, and (7) positive contribution.  I would add another (8), “constructive engagement” - building relationships with the persecutors and appealing to their self-interest to stop repressing believers. 
 

Advocacy for religious liberty will inevitably pull us into the larger human rights cause.  Though religious liberty has been called the mother of all human rights, rights are ultimately a seamless whole. 
       

3. Materially Aid the Persecuted and Their Dependents.  We must give sacrificially to sustain the persecuted and those dependent on them.  Appropriate aid may also help the persecuted decide to stay put rather than flee and further deplete a suffering church.  
  

4. Prepare for Persecution.  An indispensable tool in combating persecution is mature disciples.  Ambassador Robert Seiple, citing Rwanda, once remarked that the biggest threat to successful intervention of Christians today is the superficial faith of many. 
  Too much of what is called evangelism and mission recently has bordered on the pharaseeism of quantifying so-called first-time decisions.  Let us in the 21st century recapture the 1St century example of calling people to daily decisions to follow Christ in costly discipleship.  

Our movement has done embarrassingly little to help Christians prepare for persecution.  Many organizations are anxious to help Christian prisoners of conscience, but few do the hard work of engaging Christians in persecuted or threaten situations to prepare for the inevitable.  Preparation for persecution is on the agenda of some persecuted church organizations but the topic requires much more attention. 
  There are a too few seminary courses on persecution and on doing mission in contexts of violence.  Such emphasis must increase. 

5. Formulate Theologies to Guide our Mission and the Church.

5.1 A Theology of Persecution, Suffering for Righteousness Sake and Martyrdom 

It is a useful first endeavour to rediscover what persecuted saints through the ages thought and did in their circumstances.  But it is also true that theologizing is a never-ending task and must be done anew in each generation. A call for more theological reflection on these matters also emerged at the Persecuted Church Interest Group (PCIG) at the LCOWE gathering in Pattaya, Thailand in 2004.  Among the topics the study suggested were the relationship between the contemporary struggle for human rights and the way of the cross, and the sovereignty of God in persecution and suffering and the growth of the church.  
  


5.2 A Theology of Religious Freedom and Advocacy 

Ironically, those coming out from under generations of communism, also found themselves unprepared for “freedom”. They still reaped the bitter fruits of repression. 
  Is there sufficient theological reflection on how to live obedient to Christ in a pluralistic, free society?   And surely we could benefit from deeper theological reflection on advocating for religious freedom. 

6. Create Appropriate Strategies for Sending Churches and Sending Agencies.  Missionaries, whatever their origin, must be willing to embrace a lifestyle that reflects a biblical view of persecution suffering and martyrdom.   Personal security is not the goal of mission. Christians in persecuted contexts are also greatly encouraged and challenged when they see missionary families sharing their vulnerability.  Such boldness does much to authenticate the Gospel message. 

Persecuted contexts also dictate that missionaries must, even sooner than they otherwise might, remove themselves from visible leadership and work through intermediaries, new converts and local Christians.  

Finally, the church in parts of the world now exempted from persecution, suffering and martyrdom desperately needs to experience the fellowship of the suffering.  Missionaries working in contexts of persecution have an important role here. They can mediate the experiences and spiritual lessons of the suffering to their sending churches.  

7. “Consider the Body” - the Call to Unity and Partnership.  A chief strategy of the Enemy in contexts of persecution is to divide and isolate the followers of Jesus. On the other hand, every report of victory testifies of Christian solidarity!  This is true of the personal relationships of the persecuted.  But is it also true of mission organizations in contexts of persecution.  We must learn better to demonstrate that we share the same spiritual DNA!   

The situation of increasing worldwide persecution makes doubly urgent the call for kingdom collaboration among all of God’s people and organizations. Ironically it seems the barriers to partnership and collaboration are often highest in persecuted contexts.  Working to overcome obstacles and opposition as we minister with and to those who share the sufferings of Christ today is not an option. 
 

A Final Word 

While the souls of the martyrs wait, and are being added to, we, the living followers of Jesus pursue his mission.  This includes learning and sharing the hard but necessary spiritual lessons of persecution and suffering for righteousness sake, in the way of the cross, especially when justice is not at hand.  But it also includes appealing to Caesar, that is to human instruments of justice, on behalf of God’s persecuted children made in His image.  This is a paradox, but not a contradiction.    

Reg Reimer  

Abbotsford, BC.  CANADA

June 2006 
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� See pages 28-30 in Lausanne Occasional Paper No. 32 entitled “The Persecuted Church” edited by Patrick Sookhdeo, a summary of the findings of the Persecuted Church Interest Group at the LCOWE 2004 forum held in Pattaya, Thailand.  This small volume is filled with material on this topic and contains an excellent, annotated bibliography as well. 


� Penner, 132, 133.  A similar paradigm is widely found in other persecuted church literature.  
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� The Institute of Global Engagement, founded by Ambassador Robert Seiple, is a rare example 


� See the outstanding analysis “Religious Liberty: From 2005 into 2006’ by Elizabeth Kendall, analyst for the World Evangelical Alliance Religious Liberty Commission at � HYPERLINK "http://www.worldevangelicall.net" ��www.worldevangelcial.net�


� A number of persecuted church organizations have in recent years moved beyond the charity approach and sought creative ways to support poor and marginalized Christians so they might stay put instead of flee or migrate. 


� Personal conversation with Robert Seiple, first US Ambassador for International Religious Freedom, October 2002. 


� Open Doors has published Standing Strong Through the Storm (Santa Ana, CA, Open Doors International, 2004) complied by Paul Estabrooks and Jim Cunningham.  This 400-page book is a substantial course widely tried and tested in persecution contexts. 
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� Danut Manastireanu of Romania is one the few I know who have done clear thinking and reflecting on lessons learned from the collapse of the Soviet Unions and the Eastern Bloc.  He has some excellent seminars on “Post-communism”  
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