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REACTING TO
In P.f;.

"The blood of'the mar-tyrs is the seed of

the church." Tertull ian's statenlent o[

de f i ance  ton 'a rds  t he  Pe l ' sec r l t i ng
R o m a n  a u t h 0 r i t i e s  h a s  P e r h a P s
become the most common Clrristiarl

statement on persecution' 
-fertull iarr

was accurately describing what he saw

happening in North Africa in his day'

u.rd h. was so imPressed bY the

suffering Christians he saw, that it

u.rr*"r"d his doubts about the faith

and he became a believer'

T h i s  s t u c l Y  a i m s  t o  s h o w  t ' h a t

Tertullian's defiance may not be the

onlv wav a church should react to

persecution. Wisdom is required' The

irirtory of the EarlY Church and the

churcir under Communism and in the

Arab world shows that there are many

different waYS to resPond to Perse-
cution. In Matthew l0 v 23, Jesus tells

his disciples, "When you are perse-

cuted in one place, flee to another'"

This suggests that his followers should

not go out of their waY to Provoke
persicution. At t imes theY should

.t.up. it if possible. We also note that,

although Tertullian praised the brav-

ery o[ Christians who offered them-

selves to the authorities in solidarity

when  one  o f  t he i r  number  was

sen tenced ,  CYPr ian ,  Or igen  and

others advised against it. In their

view, a Christian should not oblige

anyone to Persecute them and thereby

commit a sin. Moreover they noted that

many of the enthusiastic volunteers

were n()t nrature enough in their fhith

when their turn came to face the wild

PERSECUTION

beas ts  and  den ied  C l r l i s t ,  u ' h i ch

rcsul ted in  a negat ive wi t r tess '
'fhe response to persecution, then, wil l

depend on the circurnstances in which

the local church finds itself, ancl this

chatrgcs fi-om one country to another

ar-rd from one year to another' It is o

hoped that the factors outlined here

might helP church leaders decide

nvislely how to respond in their situation

and at a particular time' Maybe we will

also find that there are s()nle fhctors

which are in our power to chauge or

influence.

The unchangeable factors throughout

will be that we should expect Persecu-
tion and that we must hold firm to our

faith (or 'Confess' Christ as the early

Christians expressed it). On this there

can be no compromise. Persecutors will

try every means to attack and make us

deny Christ- It was Tertullian who

pointed out that Christianity was the

onlv crime which the judge tried to

mai.e the defendant deny-all other

criminals were tortured to make them

confess! So when suffering comes' we

must stand firm' (If we do fall and deny

Christ, however, Peter's exarnple shows

that there can be forgiveness')

l. The Size Of The Church

Size is a significant factor, especially

when we want to use the Early Church

or Eastern European churches as an

example for the Arab wor-ld' When a

chr,rcir is already large, it wields n-ruch

greater power: persecution calln()t take

place in secret and so g()\ 'ernnlents
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have to be nrore carefirl; there are
nrore bel ievers to encourage each
other; ancl rnass resistance could over-
whelm the legal system. In short, large
numbers of 'people cannot  s imply be
wiped out. Or, itthey are, it cannot be
done ir.r secret and so the number of
nrartyrs nray even result in church
growth.
'fhe 

problern we face in the Arab world
is that the church is t iny in size. It
could be wiped out relatively easily by a
ruthless government, which is unlikely
to face opposition from within the
country. Volunteering for martyrdom,
t h e n ,  n l a y  n o t  b e  a p p r o p r i a t e .
Persecut ion wi l l  not  usual ly  br ing
much benefit. Lack of support may
also mean there is less incentive for
believers to stand firm, since few others
would know or care whether they were
'heroes' or not.

2. The Legal Status Of The Church

Persecution can happen to a legally
recognised church, as it does to the
Cop t i c  Chu rch  i n  Egyp t .  O the r
churches could be said to be semi-
legal in the sense that they may exist,
but only on certain conditions, such as
agreeing not to prozelytise. This is a
form of persecution.

In many Arab countries the church has
to exist underground and so is con-
stantly under threat of persecution.
This was the status of the church in
the Ronran Enrpi re unt i l  AD 313.
Attack fi'orn the 'top' came in waves,
b u t ,  b e r : a u s e  t h e y  w e r e ' o u t l a w s ' ,
Chr is t ians were a lways l iab le to be
denounced by sorneone r,vith a grudge
against thern, and tl.re Roman governor
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n'ould be obliged to .judge ancl con-
denrn them, even when i t  was nol
crrrrent Imperial policy. Does this not
seem familiar?

In some cases it may well be best to
remain underground, even when the
govel 'nment  inv i tes the church to
become legal .  Once declared and
open, the government can keep control
over or manipulate the church or its
leadership. The leaders may be put
under pressure to compromise, may be
subject to blackmail or could even be
government  appointees or  secret
agents. Lists of members could be
misused to discriminate in various
ways against them. Such subtle attacks
could be more effective than straight
oppression, while international opi-
nion is appeased by the 'legalised'

church..

An underground church is  much
harder for a government to watch
and control. It can be de-centralised.
It is not limited to a building. It is not
obliged to accept anyone as a member
or a leader and it does not have to sign
compromises on doctrine in order to
exist. On the other hand. it will remain
outside the law and any protection that
the law might give, so that believers wil l
have fewer rights in the legal system.
This leaves us with a dilemma: we pray
and campaign for legal recognition for
Christians in the Arab world, but if our
prayers were answered we should
welcome it with some suspicion. It
rnay just be a sign that those in power
have changed their tactics. Attack u'ill
probably continue in other ways. It
would be very important to set t lp
sal'eguards to pl-event conrpronlise
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gr()u[)s. Recent cases seent to sltorr. that
intclnational pressure is efl i:ctive in
rrranl such cases and recent books on
the strbject all strongly support such ar.r
app roach .  The  ques t i on  a r i ses  o f
whe the r  t h i s  cou ld  make  ma t te rs
worse firr believers and the response
is to ask hor.v it ccluld get any worse. r\
Russian Christian said that 'they' 

can
onlv persecute in the shadows, so the
best thing to do is to shine a l ight on
what they are doirrg.

What abour publicity in the country
itself? It could give value and signifi-
cance [() the suffering, which might
()therwise feel so pointless. However,
this is asking a lot from rhose who
might suffer, so I wil l only leave ir as a
question ftrr each church to weigh up
fbr itself.

When Chr is t ians are at tacked by
Muslim groups, and more commonly
by their own f,amilies, such pressure
will not be so successful. In such cases
the internal strength of the church wil l
be more irnportant in a supportive
role, but this u'i l l  not come by chance.
Churches need to prepare themselves
to take on this role.

5. The Forms Of Persecution Being
Used

Most non-Christians, including perse-
cutors, think that death is the w<lrst
th ing that  can happen to you.  But  what
abotrt when someone is not afraicl to
d ie?  Then  you  have  the  u l t ima te
w e a p o n ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  R o m a n i a n
pasto l  Josef 'Tson.  He says,  "For  vears
I n'antecl to save rlv l i f i : and rr,as krsing
i t  ( i .e .  he stayed caut i ( )us and lon,-ke,v) .
Nor'v that I r.r'atrted t() l()se it, I r.vas
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n,inning it. Someone had said those
worcls befbre, but they had not sunk
in."  (Schlossberg,  p l25) .  I f 'we are able
to really say and believe that we are not
afiaid to die, then the church would be
much stronger. Perhaps we should
teach believers more about the realit ies
of heaven and hell. Consider the story
of a woman who was about to give up
the struggle and deny her faith under s
extreme torture, unti l she suddenly
realised that what she was experiencing
was a foretaste of hell i tself. She
reaffirmed her faith instead. (Eusebius.
p  197 ) .
- I ' h rea ts  

a re  p robab l y  t he  n l ( ) s t
c()mmon form of oppr-ession in the
Arab world. One certainly gers rhe
impression in many countries that
fear is perhaps the main government
policy used to control the mass of the
population. The Church suffers in the
same way. "The extent of the persecu-
tion has nothing to do with how many
are in prison. It is the e{I-ect of the
imprisonment on those who are walk-
i . g  a r o u n d  o n  t h e  o u t s i d e , "
(Sclrlossberg, p72). FEAR paralyses
and intimidates. In giving in to fear
we are giving the victory to the enemy.

Jesus commanded us not to be afraid
(Mat t  l0  v19,26,28,31) .  He knows of
each sparrow which falls to the ground
and He holds the world in His saf'e
hands.

6. The Spiritual Maturity Of The
Church

The issues already considered must be
looked at in the l ight of the nraturity o[
the church. \Ve neecl to recogr-rise that
not all churches are lnature enough to
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grow under per-secution' Many o1' the

al.,.,rcl-,et under commttt 't ist rule seetn

to have showu and be showing excep-

tional abil ity to stay faithf-ul and evetr

sroh in  ver '1  l lost i le  surroundir rgs '  1 'hey

i r " r .  o  lo t  to  teach us in  thc Ala l r  wolk l '

However i r  is  pr t - rbably t rue to say that

they were planted and had taken rotlt

before persecrlt ion set in, giving them a

chance to become established' In matry

Arab countries, young believers are

threatened when they have only .iust

begun their walk with God' It is easier

to irample on or Pick out a new shoot

than to pull up a well established bush'

Schlossberg commented that, "when the

quality of taith is weak or trninftrrmed'

the Church is vulnerable out of propor-

tion to the severity of the Pressure
arrayed against it."

It seems that we all need to be realistic

about the maturity of the church when

assessing the whole situation and how

to respond to it' One aspect of maturity

is wisdom, and it is clear from this

study that wisdom is needed in each

situation, rather than rules or assump-

tions which have come out of quite

different situations. But wisdom also

seeks to learn from the past and from

each other, and it is hoped that we wil l

continue to learn and always be faithful

to our t-ord who died for us.

Warning: Persecution MaY Have

Harmful Side-Effects

It is simplistic to state that persecutior.t

equals blessing, and history shows tts

that it can have other uegative sicle-

eflects. Son're of these catr be listed

briefly:

lntimiclatit ln and fear, leadirlg to it lstt-

l a r  i r l  a r t d  l os i r rg  t l t c  v i s i o t t  t ( )  r r l ' ( ) \ \ ' '

Hatred and distrust of N{uslirrrs'

f ) i s t r t r s t  and  d i v i s i on  w i th in  t he

church, especially between thtlse rvhtr

have atrd have not sufl i:r-ecl, or who

clenied their faith ()l le t ime' Two levels

of' believers may emerge.

Inabil ity to move on atrd change' 
-fhis

mav be seen as betraying those wh<rr

died for their belieFs. Churches becorne

iclentif ication as what they are not'

rather than what they are' (Think of

Cathol ics and Protestants in  cet ' ta in

places where blood was spil led so that

ihey f 'eel justif ied in retaining attittrdes

fr-om the lTth CenturY.)

Conclusion: What Do We Do?

There are a varietv of possibil i t ies'

although not all wil l have the luxury

of much choice in the matter'

At one extreme there is the possibility

o f  denY ing  Chr i s t  o r  saY ing  the^

Shahada. There are PIentY ways ot

compromising such as saying things

with mental reservations, but a church

which does not hold firm to its faith will

not need much attacking to make it

co l lapse.  (This should be a r+arning t<r

churcl'res in some western countrles)'

Hiding, f leeing and exile have biblical

backing in the words of Jesus and^the

a c t i o n s  o f  P a u l  a n d  m a n y  O l d

Testament  characters '  
- I 'hese cases

tended to be temPorary measures'

Missionaries should bewar-e of judging

A'ab believers who choose exile, since

tnost of us woulcl leave iF we were

facing severe problenrs' '[-he problenr is

that 
"exile 

abroad wil l not help the
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chrrrclt to grorv strollgel' in the country
i tse l l .  Mal ' l te  we cal l  he lp to change
that through ln()l 'e prrblicit l , l i terature
ancl media seeking to ltr ing the atten-
tion of- othel-s in the c()utrtl-) '  to the
leal i ty  of  Musl i rns f inc l ine Chr isr  and
their sufTering fbr hirn.

I rnpr isonmel t t ,  tor ture ancl  nrar tyr -
dorns n'i l l  continue. T'hey ate n()t to
be sought, but they nrtrst be prepared
[or'. Nl churches shotrld prepare then.r-
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selves spi r i t r r : t l lv  to  su{ Ibr '  [or  Chr is t .
\ \ r i t h  w i sc lon r  a r r r l  sp i r i t ua l  p re -
paration, conrlt inecl u,ith the gr:rc'e
a n d  p o \ \ ' e r  o l ' ( ) o d ,  t h e  e n e m y ' s
atternpts to upr'oot the chtrrch can
actually end u1t scattering the seed
mor-e widely.

I t  is  hoped that  t l r is  paper wi l l  he lp
krcal  groups a l i t t le  in  th ink ing abotr t
and prepariltg their l 'esp()nse to perse-
cu t i ( ) n  i r r  t hc i l  o r t  n  s i t ua t i ons .
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