Ctime706 The Great Persecution

“These are the people who have been through the great persecution, and because they have washed their robes white again in the blood of the Lamb, they now stand in front of God's throne and serve Him day and night in his sanctuary; and the One who sits on the throne will spread His tent over them.”

Within the last fortnight, three Turkish evangelical Christians, printers of Bibles and Christian literature, were found with their hands and feet bound and their throats cut, in their home town of Malatya in south-east Turkey. Another died trying to escape. 

The religious tolerance that we easily take for granted in Britain is something we ought to prize more highly. Suffering the sneering anti-Christian letters to the Guardian, or the rabid abuse of atheists in on-line blogs, is unpleasant, but unlikely to win us the crown of martyrdom. 

Yet many Christian minorities, especially in Muslim countries, continue to suffer acutely for their belief in Jesus.

Turkey is a case in point. The publishing house mentioned above had received several threats over its Christian publications. Islamists apparently resent the Bible even being published in the Turkish language. One spokesman said: “There are generally a lot of threats against Christians in Turkey, primarily against Turkish converts.”

In 1997 the Islamist Vasat movement bombed a Bible bookstand, killing a child and injuring dozens of people. Last year an Italian Catholic priest, Fr Andrea Santoro, was murdered in the Black Sea port of Trabzon. This year a leading Armenian Christian journalist was slain.
The Vatican’s L'Osservatore Romano explained on Friday last week that proselytism is not illegal in Turkey as in some Islamic states. Nevertheless, “Witnessing to a faith other than Muslim continues to be dangerous…..In Turkey, not just Islamic fundamentalists are active and organize homicidal attacks, but even the press and other institutions accuse those who proselytize as “enemies of Turkey.”
One journalist, who knew the martyrs, wrote as follows: 

”We will continue to pray in our churches for our nation, but our nation will continue to see us as enemies…..I am a Turkish Christian and have known Necati [one of the murdered men] personally for years. I attended the same church with him. He was a genuine man, who loved his country and people. However, neither Necati and Uğur nor any of us are allowed to love our country or even serve her. Somehow, our personal love for Jesus is incompatible with being a Turk and a Patriot. Somehow, no matter who we really are and what we really believe, what is important is what the officials and media have named us; Traitors!”


The Turks suffer not only from the melancholy of the vanished Ottoman Empire. Their experience of the European powers after World War I causes them to view every non-Muslim as a potential conspirator, who seeks to divide the country and surrender it to the West. 
National paranoia posits that the Turkish Republic is endangered by enemies without and enemies within, working for the colonizers. “Birileri,” literally, “some people” are working to strengthen minorities in order to divide the nation.
On 11 October 2006 two other Turkish Christian missionaries, Hakan and Turan, were trapped in a police operation. As if propagating one's beliefs were a crime in Turkey! They were accused of threatening younger lads with guns and offering them sex with girls, and money.  Nor had they forgotten, allegedly, to insult Turkishness, the “prophet” Muhammad and the Turkish Armed Forces while so doing. They are still awaiting a court judgement.

For years the Turkish press has circulated rumours about Christian missionaries distributing Bibles with $100 notes inside, to seduce believers from Islam. No shred of evidence has ever been found to substantiate the allegation, yet it remains a widespread urban myth in Turkey.

Bishop Luigi Padovese, vicar apostolic of Anatolia, commented on Vatican Radio: 

“We are truly sad, because we see that there is a series of these kinds of acts which provoke a sentiment of uncertainty and perplexity regarding our presence here in Turkey. We don't want to leave, but these happenings make us understand that within this country, which is fundamentally healthy, there are mad people who don't accept our presence.” 
The bishop has a police escort at all times and his parish is guarded day and night. 

Of the Turkish media, he complains: “The only news put about regarding the Catholic Church is either defamatory of Christianity or trivial.” Like certain British TV channels too?
Coincidentally, this weekend’s first reading from the Acts of the Apostles describes St Paul and Barnabas in central Turkey, Anatolia. 1960 years ago their problem at Antioch in Pisidia was with Jewish recalcitrants, not Muslim extremists. 

“When the Jews saw the crowd they were filled with jealousy and with violent abuse contradicted what Paul said. Both Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly and said: “It was necessary that the Word of God be spoken to you first, but since you reject it and consider yourselves unworthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles….”

Despite the evident popularity of their message, Paul and Barnabas were persecuted and expelled from the city. 

The charity “Aid to the Church in Need” has just published a booklet “Persecuted and Forgotten – A Report on Christians oppressed for their Faith 2005/2006.”

In his preface Archbishop Laurence Saldanha of Lahore, Pakistan, speaks of his own experience of “a growing tide of religious intolerance and hatred” in these first years of the new millennium – not just in brutal incidents which catch the headlines, but in many subtle, quiet ways which go unreported.


Christians in the West, he says, need to be better aware of the sufferings of their co-believers, who are frequently paying the price – as a kind of “collateral damage” - for the “greed and iniquities of the Western nations.”
Many of the reports of persecution come from Islamic countries: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, northern Nigeria, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Sudan and Turkey. 


A second group is made up by the communist totalitarian regimes - Cuba, China, North Korea and Vietnam - which resent any religious organisation they cannot totally control, especially the international Catholic Church.

Thirdly come Burma, Zimbabwe, Sri Lanka and India. The Burmese junta is deeply suspicious of all Christians. Sri Lanka has a new law prohibiting conversions. Zimbabwe under Mugabe suffers dire poverty and starvation, while India has her Hindu extremists. 

In the 18 months up to June 2006, Christians in Pakistan have suffered the worst persecutions for a century and a half. With 40,000 madrassahs, fundamentalist Islam is growing rapidly. The local Christians catch the backwash from all the popular resentment against President Bush and Mr Blair and their “war on terror.” 

In November 2005 a crowd of 3000 at Sangla Hill in the Punjab, torched three churches, a nuns’ convent, two Catholic schools, two priests’ houses, a hostel for girls and many Christian homes. 450 Christian families fled the town and dared not return for a fortnight. 

The violence had begun over a card game between a Christian, Yusuf Said, and a Muslim acquaintance. Yusuf’s opponent was furious at losing, and retaliated by accusing the Christian of burning pages of the Qu’ran – an offence punishable by life imprisonment under Pakistan’s blasphemy laws. When Yusuf fled, the man gathered a crowd in front of the main mosque and urged them to act against the entire Christian community of the town, whom, he alleged, were “guilty of sheltering the fugitive blasphemer.”

 Yusuf gave himself up to the police, who hung him on ropes from the ceiling, to beat and torture him. After four months in gaol the court found him not guilty. 55 men were gaoled for the attacks on the Christian quarter, but Yusuf has to stay in a safe house for fear that their families will kill him: “I know that a lot of my problems would disappear immediately if I changed my faith. But I would rather be beaten and put to death than change my faith. It is Christ’s love that has saved me.”
During the Muhammed cartoons furore in February 2006, a crowd of 100,000 Muslims in Lahore threatened to storm the Sacred Heart Catholic Cathedral. The terrified Catholics had assembled for Mass. The priest Fr Andrew Nisari said: “We thought we were in the middle of persecution – just like it was in the early Church. Under that kind of danger we got so much courage…. I said that even if they come while we are celebrating the Mass, I would not be afraid. I said there was no better way to die than at Mass…...”

These are the brave who will be amidst the Church triumphant glimpsed by St John in his heavenly vision: 
“After that I saw a huge number, impossible to count, of people from every nation, race, tribe and language; they were standing in front of the throne and in front of the Lamb, dressed in white robes and holding palms in their hands. They shouted aloud: “Victory to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” (Rev. 7:9-10)
